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Abstract This study explores how task-based activities with varying cognitive
loads affect EFL learners’ acquisition of morphosyntactic structures,
specifically phrasal verbs and verb phrases. It also examines how metacognitive
knowledge predicts learners’ ability to identify and produce these structures.
Ninety Iranian EFL learners (58 females, 32 males; aged 18-24) were assigned
to three groups: reading (A), reading with textual enhancement (B), and reading
plus text reconstruction (C). Grammaticality judgment and text editing tests
measured recognition and production. ANOVA, correlation, and structural
equation modeling showed Group C, performing the highest-load tasks,
outperformed others. Production was linked to procedural knowledge, while
recognition related to declarative knowledge. Structural equation modeling
confirmed the role of metacognitive knowledge in both recognition and
production across tasks. Findings highlight the value of cognitively demanding
tasks and metacognitive awareness in improving learners’ mastery of complex
morphosyntactic structures.

Keywords: Cognitive Load, Task-based Activities, Metacognitive Knowledge,
Morphosyntactic Structures

1. Introduction
he acquisition of morphosyntactic structures remains a significant challenge
T for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners. Morphosyntactic
structures, such as phrasal verbs and verb phrases, are integral components of
linguistic competence but often pose difficulties due to their complexity and
variability. Task-based activities, which involve learners engaging in tasks designed
to promote language use, have emerged as an effective pedagogical approach for
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enhancing morphosyntactic understanding. This study investigates how task-based
activities with varying cognitive loads influence EFL learners’ abilities to recognize
and produce morphosyntactic structures. Specifically, it examines the role of
cognitive load and metacognitive knowledge in facilitating or impeding these
learning processes.

Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 2023) provides the theoretical foundation for
this investigation. The theory posits that the effectiveness of learning depends on the
management of intrinsic, extraneous, and germane cognitive loads. Tasks with
appropriately calibrated cognitive demands can enhance the acquisition of complex
linguistic structures by fostering deeper engagement and active processing. This
study extends this framework by exploring the relationship between cognitive load
and metacognitive knowledge, a critical aspect of self-regulated learning.
Metacognitive knowledge encompasses learners’ ability to monitor, control, and
evaluate their cognitive processes during learning, thereby enabling them to adapt
strategies to optimize performance. The primary objective of this research is twofold:
first, to determine how varying levels of cognitive load in task-based activities affect
learners’ recognition and production of phrasal verbs and verb phrases; and second,
to assess the predictive role of metacognitive knowledge in learners’ performance.
By employing a rigorous methodological approach and analyzing data from diverse
perspectives, this study aims to contribute to both theoretical understanding and
pedagogical practice. The findings have implications for designing instructional
activities that align with learners’ cognitive capacities and foster the development of
essential linguistic skills.

2. Method

The study involved 90 Iranian EFL learners aged 18 to 24, comprising 58 females
and 32 males. Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure
homogeneity in language proficiency. The Oxford Placement Test (OPT) was
administered to classify participants within the A2 (elementary) and B1.1 (pre-
intermediate) proficiency bands, corresponding to scores between 21 and 50. These
levels were chosen to target learners who possessed foundational language skills but
required further development in morphosyntactic competence. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of three experimental groups, each receiving a distinct
task-based intervention:

e Group A: Engaged solely in reading tasks, representing a minimal cognitive
load condition.

e Group B: Completed reading tasks with textual enhancement, such as
highlighting target structures, designed to increase cognitive engagement.

e Group C: Undertook reading tasks combined with text reconstruction,
requiring learners to reconstruct passages using contextual and linguistic
cues. This condition imposed the highest cognitive load.
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Two primary instruments were used to evaluate the impact of task-based activities
on learners’ recognition and production of morphosyntactic structures:

Grammar Judgment Test (GJT): This test, comprising 20 items, assessed
learners’ ability to identify grammatical correctness in sentences containing
phrasal verbs and verb phrases. Adapted from standard tests like IELTS and
TOEFL, the GJT served as a measure of recognition.

Editing Test: Also consisting of 20 items, this test evaluated learners’
ability to produce accurate morphosyntactic structures by identifying and
correcting errors in given sentences.

Both tests were administered as pretests and posttests to measure progress and
compare performance across groups.

The study was conducted over six weeks. Participants attended weekly sessions,
during which they completed tasks aligned with their group’s condition. Group A
engaged in reading passages without additional features. Group B’s texts included
highlighted phrases to direct attention to target structures. Group C engaged in
reconstructing texts, an activity demanding active linguistic and metacognitive
processing. Tasks were designed to align with Cognitive Load Theory, ensuring that
each group experienced a distinct level of cognitive demand. Metacognitive
knowledge was assessed using the Metacognitive Grammar Learning Strategies
Questionnaire (Pawlak, 2018). This validated instrument measured participants’
ability to plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning strategies. Scores were analyzed
to examine the relationship between metacognitive knowledge and task
performance. Data were analyzed using advanced statistical techniques to ensure
robust and reliable findings. Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was employed to
compare pretest and posttest scores across groups, identifying significant differences
in performance. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used to explore
relationships between cognitive load, metacognitive knowledge, recognition, and
production. These methods provided comprehensive insights into the interplay of
variables under investigation.

3. Results

ANOVA results revealed significant differences in performance among the three
groups. Group C, which encountered the highest cognitive load through text
reconstruction tasks, demonstrated superior performance on both the Grammar
Judgment and Editing Tests. This finding indicates that tasks with higher cognitive
demands fostered deeper learning and better retention of morphosyntactic structures.
Group B, which engaged in reading tasks with textual enhancement, outperformed
Group A, suggesting that moderate cognitive engagement is more effective than
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minimal cognitive load. SEM analysis highlighted the critical role of metacognitive
knowledge in predicting learners’ success. Declarative knowledge was found to be
more strongly associated with recognition tasks, as evidenced by Grammar
Judgment Test scores. In contrast, procedural knowledge exhibited a stronger link to
production tasks, reflected in Editing Test performance. These findings underscore
the distinct contributions of different knowledge types in language learning and the
importance of fostering metacognitive awareness to optimize outcomes.

4. Discussion and conclusion

This study provides compelling evidence for the effectiveness of task-based
activities with higher cognitive demands in enhancing EFL learners’ acquisition of
morphosyntactic structures. The findings align with Cognitive Load Theory,
demonstrating that tasks requiring greater cognitive engagement promote deeper
processing and more durable learning. Additionally, the results emphasize the
significance of metacognitive knowledge as a predictor of success in both
recognition and production tasks. From a theoretical perspective, the study
contributes to the understanding of how task complexity influences language
learning. The alignment of findings with the Involvement Load Hypothesis (Laufer
& Hulstijn, 2001) and Input Processing Theory reinforces the notion that tasks with
higher cognitive loads facilitate meaningful interaction with linguistic input, thereby
enhancing acquisition. Practically, the study highlights the need for instructional
designs that balance cognitive load and metacognitive strategy training. Tasks such
as text reconstruction, which require learners to actively engage with linguistic
structures, should be integrated into curricula to promote both declarative and
procedural knowledge. Additionally, metacognitive training programs should be
developed to equip learners with the skills to plan, monitor, and evaluate their
learning processes effectively. The integration of Al tools offers promising
opportunities for advancing task-based language instruction. Adaptive learning
systems can tailor tasks to individual proficiency levels, providing targeted practice
with morphosyntactic structures. These systems can incorporate features such as
real-time feedback and personalized learning paths, enhancing learners’ engagement
and performance.

Furthermore, contextualized applications of phrasal verbs and verb phrases
across diverse discourse types should be emphasized. For instance, narrative,
descriptive, explanatory, and persuasive texts can serve as platforms for practicing
target structures in authentic contexts. Such approaches align with communicative
language teaching principles, fostering both linguistic competence and
communicative ability. While this study provides valuable insights, it acknowledges
certain limitations. The focus on Iranian learners with intermediate proficiency may
limit the generalizability of findings to other contexts. Future research should
explore diverse learner populations and investigate additional individual variables,
such as motivation, language anxiety, and learning styles. Longitudinal studies could
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also examine the sustained impact of task-based activities on morphosyntactic
acquisition over extended periods. In conclusion, this study underscores the
importance of aligning task complexity with learners’ cognitive and metacognitive
capacities to optimize language learning outcomes. By integrating innovative
instructional designs and leveraging technological advancements, educators can
enhance the effectiveness of EFL instruction, empowering learners to achieve greater
linguistic proficiency.
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I, receptive and productive knowledge

2, Grammatical Judgment Test (GJT)

3. Editing Test (ET)

4, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
5. Schraw

6. Dennison
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I, declarative
2, procedural
3. conditional
4, conceptual knowledge
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2, procedural metacognitive knowledge
3. declarative metacognitive knowledge
4, Carcamo

5. conditional metacognitive knowledge
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I will turn off the lights before leaving the room.

Correct / Incorrect
:(Editing Test) _sslus & se30 Jlge 4 503

The manager gave in the new assignment to the team yesterday.

{(B) 058 e wises

Emma had always dreamed of going on an exciting adventure. One day, she
decided to set out on a trip to explore a hidden beach that she had heard
about from her friend, David. Early in the morning, she put her backpack
on and packed a few shacks up before heading towards the coast. She knew
the journey wouldn’t be easy, but she was ready for the challenge.
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