FTAMP 16.31.41 https://doi.org//10.51889/3078-8463.2026.55.3.009

Torekeldi A.S.%, Seidaliyeva G.0.?
"24bai Kazakh National Pedagogical University
" Master's student
2 PhD, acting Associate Professor

THE EFFECT OF SEMANTIC PAUSING ON LISTENING COMPREHENSION
AND PERCEIVED COGNITIVE LOAD AMONG A2 EFL LEARNERS

Abstract

The study examines the effect of semantic pausing on listening comprehension and
perceived mental effort among A2-level EFL learners. The study involved 24 first-year students
aged 15-16 from a vocational college. A counterbalanced within-subject design was employed, in
which participants listened to two A2-level texts in both an original condition and a semantic-
pause condition. The semantic-pause versions contained additional one-second pauses inserted at
predetermined semantic boundaries, while the lexical, grammatical, and informational content
remained unchanged. After each listening task, participants completed a 10-item comprehension
test and provided a 9-point rating of perceived mental effort. The results showed a statistically
significant improvement in listening comprehension in the semantic-pause condition compared
with the original condition. However, the difference in perceived mental effort was not statistically
significant, although a slight descriptive reduction was observed. The findings suggest that
semantic pausing may provide A2-level learners with additional processing time and support their
comprehension of spoken English without necessarily reducing their subjective perception of
mental effort. The study contributes to research on temporal modifications of spoken input and
suggests that strategically placed pauses may be a practical way of adapting listening materials for
lower-proficiency EFL learners.

Keywords: semantic pausing, listening comprehension, perceived mental effort, cognitive
load, A2 EFL learners, second-language listening.
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Anoamna

Makanaja aFpUIIIBIH TUTIH HI€TeN Tidl peTiHne A2 neHreifinae MeHrepim KypreH OutiM
aTylIbUIapAblH  THIHAAIBIM apKbUIbl TYCiHYIHE JKOHE KaOBUIJaHAThIH AaKbUI-OM KYyIIiHE
CEMaHTHUKAIBIK May3allap IbIH dcepi 3epTTene/li. 3epTTeyre KOCINTiK KOUIepKIiH 15-16 xactars
24 OipiHII Kypc CTYIEHTI KaThICTBI. TeHrepiMai 1mKi TONTHIK DSKCIEPUMEHTTIK JHU3aiH
KOJIJIAaHBUIIBL. 3epTTey OaphIChIHIA KaThICyIIbuIap A2 neHreiine OeHiMIenTeH eKi ay TMOMOTIH I
OacTarnkpl HYCKa/la )KOHE CEMaHTUKAJIBIK May3aiap eHri3UIreH HycKaaa ThiHaaabl. CeMaHTHUKAIBIK
naysajap HYCKAChIHIA alJblH ajla OENTUICHreH MaFrblHANBIK IIeKapanapra Oip CeKYHITHIK
KOCBIMIIIA Tay3ajap eHTi31I1, al MOTIHAEPAIH JeKCUKaIbIK, TPaMMaTHKANIBIK jKOHE aKMapaTThIK
Ma3MyHBl ©3repicci3 cakrajabl. OpOip THIHIAIBIM TalChlpMachblHAH KEWIH Karbicymiblaap 10
CYpaKTaH TYpPaThIH THIHAAIBIM apKbUIbl TYCIHY TECTIH OpbIHAI, KAObUTAAHATHIH aKbUI-0M KYIIiH
9 Oanpplk wmkana OolibiHIIA Oaranmanbl. HoTmkenep ceMaHTHUKaNBIK May3anap KOJJAAHbUIFaAH
JKarJaiaa THIHIAIBIM apKbUIbl TYCIHY KOPCETKIIIHIH OacTamKkbl HYCKAaMEH CallbICThIpFaH/a
CTaTUCTHKAJIBIK TYPFBIIAaH MaHBI3NBI JCHIeWIe KOorapbllaraHblH KepceTTi. COHBIMEH KaTap
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KaOBUIAHATBIH aKbUI-OM KYIIIHIETi aWbIpMAIIbUIBIK CTATUCTHKAIBIK TYPFBIIAH MaHBI3/IbI
601Majbl, JIereHMEH OHBIH OpTalla KepCeTKIIIHIE a3/laraH TeMeHjaey OailKayijbl. AJbIHFaH
HOTIDKEJIEp CEMaHTUKAJBIK Nay3anapiablH A2 neHreuinzeri OUTIM adylibliapFa KeIil TYCETIH
aKmapaTTbhl eHIeyre KOChIMINIA YaKbIT Oepim, aybl3la aKMapaTThl TYCIHYIl KOJAal aJaThIHbIH
KepceTeni, anaina Oys onapAblH CyOBEKTHBTI KaOBUINAWTHIH aKbUI-OM KYIIIH MIHIETTI TypAe
TOMEHJeTNeinl. 3epTrrey aybI3lia COWIeyAlH YaKbITTBIK YHBIMJIACTBIPbUTYbIHA KATBICTHI
3epTTEyNIep/li  TOJBIKTHIPAABl JKOHE MAaFBIHAIBIK [IEKapajapra CTPAaTeTHUSUIBIK — TYpAC
OpHAJIACTHIPBUIFaH May3ajapibl aFblUIMIbIH TUTIH TOMEH JAEHreWIe MEHrepin JKypreH Oinim
aNylIbUIapFa apHajJfaH THIHJAIBIM MaTepHalIapblH OeliMzaey Kypajibl peTiHIe MaimalaHyra
00J1aThIHBIH KOPCETEII.

Tyitin co30ep: cemanmuKkanvlk nay3aiap, mulHOAI6IM ApKblLIbl MYCIHY, KAObLIOAHAMbIH
axwLi-oll Kyuii, Koenumusmik sxcykmeme, A2 oeneetiinoeai Oinim anyusliap, uwiemen miiii mulyoay.
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Aunomayus

B crathe uccnenyercs BIMSHUE CEMAHTHYECKUX I1ay3 Ha MOHUMAHUE YCTHOW peuyd U
BOCIIPHHUMAEMOE YMCTBEHHOE YCHJIME Y ydaluxcs YpoBHs A2, U3YYarOINX aHTJIMHCKUHN S3BIK
KaK MHOCTpaHHbIN. B uccnenoBanuu npuHsiim yyactue 24 cTyieHTa NepBOro Kypca B Bo3pacrte
15-16 ner, oOywatommxcs B MHpodecCHOHATILHOM  KOJUIepKe. bBpll  Mcmosib30BaH
cOaaHCUPOBAHHBIN BHYTPUIPYNIIOBOW HKCHEPUMEHTANbHBIM [OU3aiiH, B paMKax KOTOPOro
YYaCTHHUKH MPOCTYIIMBAIH JBa Ay JHOTEKCTa YPOBHS A2 B OpUTMHAIFHOM BapHAHTE U B BApUAHTE
C CeMaHTWYEeCKMMM TMay3amMu. B BepcuMm ¢ may3aMu  JIOTIOJIHUTENbHbIE  IAy3bl
NPOJIOJDKUTEIBHOCTRIO  OJHY CEKyHAy OBUIM BCTaBJICHBI B 3apaHee ONpeAeTEHHBIX
CEMAHTUYECKUX TpaHMLAX, MPU ITOM JIEKCHUECKUH, I'paMMAaTH4YeCKUH U HH()OPMaIMOHHBIN
MaTepHall TEKCTOB OCTaBaJICsl HeM3MEeHHBIM. [Tocie kax1oro 3a1aHus Ha ay JUPOBAHNUE YUACTHUKH
BBINOJIHSUIM TECT HAa MOHMMaHHe, cocTosuuii u3 10 BOIpocoB, U OLEHUBAIM BOCIIPHHUMAEMOe
YMCTBEHHOE ycwine Mo 9-0aiipbHOM mikajne. Pe3ynbTaThl Mokaszaad CTaTHCTHYECKH 3HAYMMOE
yJIydllIeHne MOHUMaHUs YCTHOM pedyH B YCIOBUU C CEMAaHTHMUYECKUMHM Iay3aMU 110 CPABHEHUIO C
OpPUTHMHAIBHBIM yCJIOBHEM. BMmecTe ¢ TeM pasznuuusi B BOCIPUHUMAEMOM YMCTBEHHOM YCHIIUH HE
JOCTUIJIM CTaTUCTUYECKON 3HAYMMOCTH, HECMOTPSI Ha HEOOJIbIIOE OMUCATEIbHOE CHIKEHHE €T
cpennero nmokasaress. [lomydeHHbIe pe3yIbTaThl MO3BOJISIOT MPEANIOI0KHUT, YTO CEMAaHTUIECKHE
nay3bl MOTYT NpPEIOCTaBIATh ydalllUMcsi YpoBHA A2 TONOJHUTENbHOE BpeMs i 00paboTKu
nocTymnaroned MHPOpPMalud M CIIOCOOCTBOBATh JIyYIIEMYy IIOHUMAHUIO YCTHOW pedd, He
00s13aTeNIbHO CHMKasi CyOBEKTHBHO BOCIPHMHHMMaeMoe yMCTBeHHoe ycuiue. HccnenoBanue
JIOTIONTHSIET paboThI, MOCBSIIEHHBIE BPEMEHHON OpraHU3allid YCTHOW peuu, W MOKAa3bIBAET, UYTO
CTpAaTeTMYeCKd  pACHOJOXKEHHble  May3bl  MOTYT  MCIONb30BaThcd U aJanTaluu
ayIMoMaTepHalIOB [T yYaIuxcs ¢ 0ojiee HU3KUM YPOBHEM BIIaICHUS aHTITUHCKUM SI3BIKOM.

Knwuesvie cnoea: cemanmuueckue naysvl, NOHUMAHUE YCMHOU peyu, 60CNPUHUMAEMOe
YMCmEeHHoe ycunue, KOSHUMUBHAS HazpysKka, yuawuecs ypoeus A2, ayouposanue Ha
UHOCMPAHHOM SA3bIKE.

Introduction

When learning a second language, students often struggle to comprehend spoken language
because it requires information to be processed in real time. Unlike written input, which allows
learners to reread a confusing passage or infer the meaning of an unfamiliar word from the
surrounding context, spoken language is transient and provides limited opportunities for deliberate
processing. While listening to a recording, learners must simultaneously recognize linguistic
information, segment the speech stream, construct meaning, and retain relevant information as the



message unfolds. Such demands can place a particularly heavy cognitive burden on learners with
lower levels of English proficiency, as their limited linguistic knowledge may require greater
cognitive effort when processing spoken input [1; 2].

From a cognitive perspective, spoken language comprehension involves several processes
operating simultaneously. Goh [1] describes second-language listening as a process involving
perception, parsing, and utilization, emphasizing that difficulties may arise when learners are
unable to process incoming speech quickly enough. Similarly, Vandergrift and Goh [2] describe
listening as an active process of constructing and monitoring meaning rather than merely receiving
spoken information. For learners with lower language proficiency, the limited time available for
processing may therefore become a significant source of difficulty. When faced with unfamiliar
vocabulary, rapid speech, or insufficiently segmented input, learners may struggle to retain
previously processed information while simultaneously processing subsequent parts of the
message [1; 2].

These difficulties can also be examined through the lens of Cognitive Load Theory (CLT).
Sweller [3] posits that working memory has a limited capacity and that learning and
comprehension can be hindered when information-processing demands exceed the cognitive
resources available to the learner. This limitation is particularly relevant to foreign language
listening, as learners must process linguistic information while the auditory material unfolds
continuously over time. Jiang [4] applies Cognitive Load Theory specifically to foreign language
listening and examines the relationship between cognitive load, working memory, language
processing, and learners’ levels of expertise. Consequently, instructional modifications that
provide learners with additional opportunities to process incoming information may potentially
make listening tasks more manageable [3; 4].

One possible way to support this process is through the use of pauses. Pauses are a natural
feature of spoken language and can facilitate the segmentation of the speech stream into
meaningful units [2]. In instructional listening materials, however, pauses can also be intentionally
inserted at linguistically or semantically significant boundaries. Such pauses, referred to in the
present study as semantic pauses, may provide learners with additional time to recognize and
integrate information before processing the next segment of speech. The potential value of this
approach is particularly relevant for A2-level learners, who may require additional time to
recognize words, establish semantic relationships between ideas, and construct an overall
understanding of the message.

Previous research indicates that pausing can influence second-language listening
comprehension, although its effects are not necessarily consistent. Blau [5], for example,
investigated the effects of syntax, speech rate, and pauses on listening comprehension and
demonstrated that characteristics of spoken input can affect learners’ understanding. Jacobs et al.
[6] also examined the effect of pausing on listening comprehension among learners with different
levels of language proficiency, while Leeser [7] investigated pausing as an input characteristic in
relation to second-language learners’ comprehension. These studies suggest that the pedagogical
value of pauses depends not only on their presence but also on their placement, duration, and
interaction with other characteristics of spoken input [5-7].

Despite existing research on pausing in second-language listening, further investigation is
needed into how pauses positioned at semantic boundaries may affect both comprehension and
learners’ perceived cognitive load. In particular, relatively little attention has been given to whether
semantic pauses can simultaneously support listening comprehension and reduce the mental effort
perceived by learners during listening, especially among lower-proficiency EFL learners.
Examining these outcomes together may provide a clearer understanding of whether the additional
processing time provided by semantic pauses translates into measurable benefits for learners.

Therefore, the present study examines the effect of semantic pausing on listening
comprehension and perceived cognitive load among A2 EFL learners. It compares learners’
performance when listening to spoken materials containing semantically positioned pauses with
their performance when listening to materials presented without additional pauses. By examining



both comprehension outcomes and learners’ perceived cognitive load, the study seeks to determine
whether semantic pausing can serve as a practical modification for making listening input more
accessible to lower-proficiency language learners.

Methodology

The study involved first-year students aged 15-16 who were studying at Almaty College
of Fashion and Service. The initial pool consisted of 50 students from two groups of approximately
25 students each. Before the main experiment, a language proficiency screening procedure was
conducted to identify learners whose English proficiency was approximately at the A2 level. Based
on the screening results, 24 students were selected to participate in the study. The selected
participants were divided into two groups of 12 students. This procedure was used to ensure a
relatively comparable level of English proficiency among the participants rather than assuming
that all first-year students had the same language level. Participation was voluntary, and the
students were informed that their individual results would be used for research purposes only.

A counterbalanced within-subject experimental design was used to examine the effect of
semantic pausing on listening comprehension and perceived cognitive load. Each participant was
exposed to both the original and semantic-pause conditions, allowing the two conditions to be
compared within the same participants. To reduce potential order and practice effects, the sequence
of the conditions was counterbalanced across the two groups. One group completed the original-
condition tasks before the semantic-pause tasks, whereas the second group completed the
semantic-pause tasks first. The order of the two listening topics was also balanced so that neither
topic was systematically associated with one experimental condition or one position in the
sequence.

Two A2-level listening texts were prepared for the experiment: “Almaty: A Modern City
Near the Mountains” and “Kazakh Cuisine: Traditional Dishes and Everyday Life”. The first text
focused on Almaty, including its geographical location, places of interest, everyday activities,
surrounding mountains, weather, and public transport. The second text focused on traditional
Kazakh food, common dishes, tea-drinking practices, family gatherings, celebrations, and
contemporary food traditions. Both texts addressed familiar everyday and cultural topics
considered appropriate for A2-level learners.

For each text, two audio versions were prepared, resulting in four experimental audio files:
an original version and a semantic-pause version of the “Almaty” text, and an original version and
a semantic-pause version of the “Kazakh Cuisine” text. Each text consisted of 36 information units,
and the corresponding versions contained the same units in the same order. The semantic-pause
versions were created by inserting additional one-second pauses at predetermined semantic or
linguistic boundaries. The pauses were inserted at meaningful points of information segmentation
rather than randomly distributed throughout the recordings. The purpose of this manipulation was
not to reduce speech rate but to provide learners with brief additional processing time while
maintaining the natural flow and structure of spoken language. The placement and use of pauses
were informed by previous research examining the role of pauses in second-language listening [5-
7].

The original and edited versions of each text contained exactly the same lexical and
grammatical material. No vocabulary, grammatical structures, information content, or
information-unit order was changed. The experimental manipulation was therefore limited to the
temporal organization of the speech. The materials were prepared with attention to comparability
in overall length, speech rate, vocabulary, grammatical complexity, and general difficulty. The
number and location of the additional pauses were determined in advance based on the identified
semantic boundaries.

The experiment was conducted during regular English lessons in a quiet classroom setting.
Before the main procedure, participants received brief instructions and completed a short practice
listening activity to become familiar with the procedure. Each participant then completed four
listening tasks: two original recordings and two corresponding semantic-pause recordings. The



tasks were presented according to the counterbalanced order assigned to each group. Participants
listened to each recording once and were not allowed to pause, rewind, or replay the audio.

Immediately after each recording, participants completed a 10-item comprehension test.
The tests assessed understanding of the main idea, specific information, and relationships between
pieces of information presented in the recording. Each correct answer received one point, resulting
in a maximum score of 10 points for each listening task.

After each comprehension test, participants provided a subjective rating of the mental
effort they had experienced while processing the listening material. In the present study, perceived
cognitive load was operationalized as self-reported mental effort during listening tasks. It was
measured using a 9-point mental-effort rating scale, with lower scores indicating lower perceived
mental effort and higher scores indicating greater perceived mental effort. This approach follows
the established use of subjective mental-effort ratings as an indicator of perceived cognitive load
in cognitive-load research [8].

A short break was provided between the listening tasks to reduce fatigue. The same
procedure was followed for all four recordings. Consequently, each participant provided
comprehension and perceived mental-effort measures for both listening topics under both
experimental conditions.

The data were analyzed by comparing participants' listening comprehension scores and
perceived mental-effort ratings between the original and semantic-pause conditions. Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard deviations, were calculated for both outcome measures.
Since each participant completed both experimental conditions, within-participant comparisons
were conducted. The scores obtained from the original recordings were compared with the
corresponding scores obtained from the semantic-pause recordings.

Depending on the distribution of the within-participant differences, either a paired-samples
t-test or a Wilcoxon signed-rank test was planned. The analysis was intended to determine whether
the introduction of additional one-second pauses at semantic boundaries was associated with
differences in listening comprehension and perceived mental effort among A2-level learners.

Results

Descriptive statistics were calculated to examine differences in listening comprehension
and perceived mental effort between the original and semantic-pause conditions. The analysis
included data from all 24 participants. As each participant completed both experimental
conditions, the scores were compared using within-participant analyses (Table 1).

Measure Original Semantic pause Mean P
difference
- 5
Listening | 6.63 (1.01) 6.92 (0.97) +0.29 005
comprehension
Mental effort 5.38 (1.41) 5.13(1.78) —0.25 207

Table 1. Descriptive and inferential statistics.

For listening comprehension, participants obtained a mean score of 6.63 (SD = 1.01) in the original
condition. In the semantic-pause condition, the mean score increased to 6.92 (SD = 0.97). Thus,
the introduction of semantic pauses was associated with an average increase of 0.29 points on the
10-point comprehension test. At the individual level, 6 participants demonstrated higher scores in
the semantic-pause condition, while the remaining participants either maintained the same score
or did not show an increase. No participant demonstrated a decrease in comprehension after the
introduction of semantic pauses (Figure 1).

A paired-samples t-test indicated that the difference between the two conditions was
statistically significant, t(23) = 3.08, p = .005. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was also conducted
because the comprehension scores were discrete and showed a restricted range. The non-
parametric analysis similarly indicated a statistically significant difference between the two



conditions, W = 0, p = .008. These results suggest that listening comprehension was significantly
higher when the recordings contained pauses positioned at semantic boundaries.

The results for perceived mental effort showed a different pattern. In the original condition,
participants reported a mean mental-effort score of 5.38 (SD = 1.41), compared with 5.13 (SD =

6,95
6.9
6.85
6.8
6,73
6,7
6,65
6.6
6,55
6.5
6.45
Original Semantic pause

Figure 1. Mean listening comprehension scores in the original and semantic-pause conditions.

1.78) in the semantic-pause condition. The mean difference was therefore —0.25 points, indicating
a small reduction in reported mental effort following the introduction of semantic pauses.
However, the variability of the ratings increased in the semantic-pause condition, suggesting that
participants did not respond uniformly to the manipulation.

The paired-samples t-test showed that the difference in perceived mental effort was not
statistically significant, t(23) =—1.30, p = .207. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test produced a similar
result, W =9, p = .196. Therefore, although the descriptive statistics showed a slight reduction in
perceived mental effort, the difference between the original and semantic-pause conditions was
not statistically significant.

Overall, the results indicate that semantic pausing was associated with a statistically
significant improvement in listening comprehension, whereas the observed reduction in perceived
mental effort was not statistically significant. The two outcome measures therefore showed
somewhat different response patterns to the experimental manipulation.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to examine whether inserting one-second pauses at
semantic boundaries could affect listening comprehension and perceived mental effort among A2-
level EFL learners. The findings provide evidence for a positive effect of semantic pausing on
listening comprehension. However, the results do not provide sufficient evidence to conclude that
semantic pauses significantly reduce learners’ perceived cognitive load.

The most notable finding was the significant improvement in listening comprehension.
Participants' mean comprehension score increased from 6.63 in the original condition to 6.92 in
the semantic-pause condition. Although the absolute difference was relatively small, both the
paired-samples t-test and the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated that the difference was
statistically significant. This finding is consistent with the view that pauses can facilitate the
processing of spoken input by creating additional opportunities for learners to segment and
integrate information. In second-language listening, learners need to process incoming speech
while retaining previously processed information, and additional processing time may help them
manage this temporal demand [1; 2].

The finding can also be interpreted in relation to Cognitive Load Theory. According to
Sweller [3], working memory has limited capacity, and performance may be affected when the



demands imposed by a task exceed the resources available to the learner. In the present study,
semantic pauses may have temporarily reduced the temporal pressure associated with continuous
speech. Rather than changing the linguistic content of the recordings, the pauses provided short
intervals between meaningful segments. For A2 learners, who may need additional time to
recognize words and establish relationships between pieces of information, this temporal
adjustment may have supported more effective processing of the incoming message [3; 4].

The comprehension findings are also broadly compatible with previous research on
pausing in second-language listening. Blau [5] demonstrated that characteristics of spoken input,
including pauses, can influence listening comprehension. Similarly, Jacobs et al. [6] and Leeser
[7] examined the role of pausing as an input characteristic and reported that the temporal
organization of spoken language can affect learners' processing and comprehension. The present
findings extend this line of research by focusing specifically on pauses placed at semantic
boundaries and by examining A2-level learners. The fact that the lexical and grammatical content
remained unchanged between the two conditions suggests that the improvement observed in the
present study was associated with the temporal modification of the input rather than with
differences in the content of the listening materials.

At the same time, the results concerning perceived mental effort require a more cautious
interpretation. Participants' mean mental-effort rating decreased from 5.38 in the original condition
to 5.13 in the semantic-pause condition. Descriptively, this represents a reduction of 0.25 points.
However, the difference was not statistically significant (p = .207). Therefore, the present findings
do not demonstrate a statistically reliable reduction in perceived mental effort. This result indicates
that improved comprehension did not necessarily correspond to a measurable reduction in the
amount of mental effort reported by the participants.

One possible interpretation is that semantic pauses may have allowed learners to use
additional processing time more effectively without necessarily making the task feel substantially
easier. Learners may have used the additional time to process, retain, and integrate information,
resulting in better comprehension while maintaining a similar level of subjective mental effort. In
this sense, the manipulation may have changed how learners allocated their available cognitive
resources rather than simply reducing the total effort required for the task. This interpretation is
compatible with the distinction between task performance and perceived mental effort in
cognitive-load research [3; 4].

Another possible explanation concerns the measurement of cognitive load. In the present
study, perceived cognitive load was operationalized through a single subjective mental-effort
rating collected after each listening task. Such ratings provide useful information about learners'
perceptions of task difficulty, but they may not capture all aspects of cognitive processing during
listening. The increase in the standard deviation from 1.41 in the original condition to 1.78 in the
semantic-pause condition also suggests considerable individual variation in participants'
responses. Some learners may have experienced the pauses as helpful processing opportunities,
whereas others may have perceived them as interruptions to the natural flow of the recording.
Consequently, the absence of a statistically significant difference should not be interpreted as
evidence that semantic pauses have no relationship with cognitive processing.

The difference between the comprehension and mental-effort findings is particularly
relevant to the interpretation of the present study. Semantic pausing produced a significant
improvement in the outcome directly measuring comprehension, while the subjective measure of
mental effort showed only a small, non-significant reduction. This suggests that the primary
observable benefit of the manipulation in this sample was improved comprehension rather than a
clear reduction in perceived effort. The results therefore partially support the assumption that
providing additional processing time can facilitate listening, but they do not fully support the
expectation that such support will necessarily reduce learners' subjective cognitive load.

The counterbalanced within-subject design provides an important strength when
interpreting these findings because every participant experienced both listening conditions. This
allowed the comparison to be made within the same learners rather than between two completely



separate groups. In addition, the original and semantic-pause recordings contained the same
lexical, grammatical, and informational material, with the experimental manipulation limited to
the addition of pauses. Nevertheless, the study has several limitations. First, the sample was
relatively small and consisted of 24 A2-level learners from the same educational setting, which
limits the extent to which the findings can be generalized to other learner populations. Second, the
comprehension measure was based on 10-item tests, meaning that relatively small changes in
performance could produce noticeable differences in scores. Third, perceived mental effort was
measured using a subjective rating scale and therefore may have been influenced by individual
differences in how participants interpreted and used the scale.

Future research could address these limitations by involving a larger and more diverse
sample of learners and by using multiple measures of cognitive load. For example, subjective
mental-effort ratings could be combined with measures of task difficulty, processing time, or other
indicators of cognitive processing. It would also be useful to investigate whether the effect of
semantic pauses depends on the number, duration, and exact location of pauses, as well as on
learners' proficiency level. Comparing A2 learners with learners at higher proficiency levels could
further clarify whether additional processing time is particularly beneficial at lower levels of
language proficiency.

In conclusion, the findings suggest that semantic pausing can support listening
comprehension among A2 EFL learners. Participants achieved significantly higher comprehension
scores when listening to recordings containing pauses at semantic boundaries. However, the
corresponding reduction in perceived mental effort was small and did not reach statistical
significance. Thus, within the conditions of the present study, semantic pausing appears to have a
clearer relationship with comprehension performance than with learners' subjective perception of
mental effort.

Conclusion

The present study examined the effect of semantic pausing on listening comprehension and
perceived mental effort among A2-level EFL learners. The results indicate that adding one-second
pauses at semantic boundaries had a positive effect on listening comprehension. Participants
achieved significantly higher comprehension scores in the semantic-pause condition than in the
original condition, suggesting that providing brief additional processing time can support learners’
understanding of spoken input.

At the same time, the findings did not demonstrate a statistically significant reduction in
perceived mental effort. Although participants reported slightly lower mental-effort ratings when
listening to the recordings containing semantic pauses, the difference between the two conditions
was not statistically significant. Therefore, the results suggest that semantic pausing may improve
listening performance without necessarily producing a corresponding reduction in learners’
subjective perception of mental effort.

These findings provide partial support for the application of Cognitive Load Theory to
second-language listening. The additional processing time provided by semantic pauses may help
learners manage the temporal demands of continuous speech and allocate cognitive resources more
effectively. However, the absence of a significant effect on perceived mental effort indicates that
improved comprehension and perceived cognitive load may not necessarily change in parallel.

From a pedagogical perspective, semantic pausing represents a relatively simple
modification that can be incorporated into listening materials for lower-proficiency learners
without changing their lexical, grammatical, or informational content. Carefully positioned pauses
may therefore be useful when designing or adapting listening activities for A2-level EFL learners,
particularly when learners are expected to process information in real time.

Nevertheless, the findings should be interpreted in light of the study’s limitations, including
the relatively small sample, the single educational setting, the use of short comprehension tests,
and the reliance on a subjective measure of mental effort. Further research with larger and more
diverse samples, longer listening materials, and multiple measures of cognitive load is needed to
establish whether the observed effects can be replicated across different learner populations and



listening conditions. Future studies could also examine how pause duration, frequency, and
placement influence both comprehension and cognitive processing.

Overall, the present study suggests that semantic pausing can be a useful temporal
modification of spoken input for A2-level EFL learners. Its clearest observed benefit was improved
listening comprehension, whereas its effect on perceived mental effort remained limited and
statistically inconclusive.
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