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Abstract—Concern with interaction seems to underlie a tendency to concentrate on learner and their 

production. Uptake, as a student initiated interaction in response to task, typically highlights the role of task-

elicited interaction on the learners’ part. This phenomenon is argued to lead to noticing salient features in L2 

and fluency enhancement. What is, however, ignored is whether complexity of the eliciting task plays any role 

in the rate and frequency of uptake. This research focused on 60 Iranian students in teacher-initiated FFEE 

(focus on form episodes). Chi-square results indicated that task complexity could not determine the rate of 

uptake, but within the scope of the uptakes that occurred the successful ones were significantly due to task 

complexity. Results and implications are discussed. 

 

Index Terms—uptake, task, task complexity 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Some of the most recent trends in SLA research have addressed the issue of acquisition from an interactional 

perspective. Mainly rooted in cognitive approaches to language acquisition, these trends lay emphasis on how learners 

linguistically perform in fulfilling L2 communication requirements relying on their stock of internalized language. A 

typical issue of interest for researchers and practitioners, informed by these approaches, is the notion of learner „uptake‟ 

(Ellis, Basturkmen, & Loewen, 2001a, Ellis, Basturkmen, & Loewen, 2001b; Loewen, 2004, 2005; Lyster 1998a, 1998b, 

2004; Lyster and Mori, 2006; Lyster and Ranta, 1997 among others). 

The term uptake originally comes from speech act theory and describes the relationship between illocutionary and 

perlocutionary acts (Smith, 2005). However, in SLA literature it is used with a different meaning. Allwright (1984) uses 

the term to refer to the language items that learners themselves claim to have learned from a particular lesson. Lyster 

and Ranta (1997) maintain that: 

uptake refers to a student‟s utterance that immediately follows the teacher‟s feedback to draw attention to some 

aspect of the student‟ s initial utterance (this overall intention is clear to the student although the teacher's specific 

linguistic focus may not be) (p. 49). 

Smith (2005) summarizes definitions of uptake presented by Ellis et al. (2001a) as follows: 

1. Uptake is student move. 

2. The move is optional. 

3. The uptake move occurs in episodes where learners have a demonstrated gap in their knowledge. 

4. The uptake move occurs as a reaction to some preceding move in which another participant either explicitly or 

implicitly provides information about a linguistic feature. 

Uptake is argued to a) demonstrate a mismatch between the learner utterance and lead to noticing on the learners‟ 

part (Lightbown, 1998), b) enhance fluency (Swain, 1995), c) contribute to operationalization of pushed output in 

classroom setting (Swain, 1985), d) prompt reanalysis and modification of non-target form in the output as the learners 

test new hypotheses about the target language (Lyster, 1998a) , and finally  e) serve a predictor of overall performance 

on tests (Loewen, 2005). 

A.  Significance of Uptake 

Smith (2005) believes that recent research into the nature and the role of uptake has been twofold, attempting, on the 

one hand to demonstrate which factors tend to elicit uptake, and, on the other hand, to explore the effectiveness of 

learner uptake. In Loewen‟s terms, the recent interest in uptake is due to its potential as an indication of second 

language acquisition (Loewen 2004). It is argued that there are theoretical grounds for associating uptake with 

potentials for acquisition. One way in which uptake may facilitate acquisition is by “providing opportunities for learners 

to proceduralize target language knowledge already internalized in declarative form” (Lyster, 1998a, p. 191). Drawing 

on processing approaches (to SLA Mc Laughlin, 1987; Mitchell and Myles, 2003), it can be said that learners first 
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resort to controlled processing in the second language. Through repeated activation, sequences first produced by 

controlled processing become automatic. Automatized sequences are stored as units in the long-term memory, which 

means that they can be made available very rapidly whenever the situation requires it, with minimal attentional control 

on the part of the subject (Mitchell and Myles 2003, p. 101). Seen from this viewpoint, language learning is the 

movement from controlled to automatic processing via practice (repeated activation). With these tokens, it can be 

claimed that learners, by producing the correct form (uptake), shift from controlled processing to automatic processing 

smoothly and efficiently. 

Along these lines, Lightbown (1998, p. 193) suggested that a reformulated utterance from the learner gives some 

reason to believe that the mismatch between learner utterance and target utterance has been noticed, a step at least 

toward acquisition. Swain (1985), in the same vein, highlights the role of uptake in operationalizing student-teacher 

interaction to fortify pushed output, which is a source of hypothesizing and testing about target language on the 

learners‟ part.  

Ellis et al. (2001b) make a distinction between successful uptake and unsuccessful uptake. Successful uptake was 

defined as uptake in which learners clearly demonstrated an ability to incorporate the information provided (e.g., by 

paraphrasing it) or to use the item correctly in their own utterances. Unsuccessful uptake was defined as uptake 

consisting of just an acknowledgment or a simple repetition of something the teacher had said or of the incorrect use of 

the item (Ellis et al. 2001b). Although such acknowledgments and repetitions were coded as uptake because they 

constituted a reaction to the information provided they were coded as unsuccessful because they did not clearly indicate 

that students had processed the information.  

Ellis et al., (2001b) have employed the following categorization for the better study of „uptake‟: 

 No Uptake; the learner does not produce any uptake where uptake is possible. 

 Recognize; the learner acknowledges the information received from the interlocutor in the response phase, using a 

variety of linguistic tokens including: okay, I see, I got it, aha, all right or mmm. This category also includes those 

moves where the learner acknowledges the information received in a longer utterance but does not use the target item 

productively.  

 Apply; the learner actually uses the target item productively. 

B.  Findings on Uptake 

Ellis et al., (2001a) found that uptake occurred in close to 75% of those focus on form episodes (FFEs) where it was 

possible. When uptake did occur, it was successful almost 75% of the time. Uptake was also more likely to occur in 

episodes involving negotiation of meaning, which in their study included negotiation around vocabulary, and was more 

common and more successful in complex rather than simple FFEs. Complex episodes, that is to say, involved more than 

one exchange among interactants, and simple episodes consisted of a single exchange. Moreover, uptake occurred more 

often and more successfully in FFEs that were responsive in nature (responding to a problematic learner utterance) and 

in those that were student rather teacher-initiated. Loewen (2004) found that 73% of all FFEs contained uptake. When 

uptake occurred, it was successful more than 61% of the time. In addition to investigating the frequency of uptake, 

studies also examined factors that might contribute to the production of uptake. For example, Lyster and Ranta (1997) 

found that elicitation was the most successful in generating uptake (100%), followed by clarification requests (88%), 

metalinguistic feedback (86%), repetition (78%), and the explicit correction (50%). Recasts were the least repairs" are 

more useful, because they involve students in greater amount of processing. 

In Loewen (2004), complex FFEs were roughly four and a half times more likely than simple FFEs to produce uptake. 

He also showed that deferred FFEs were roughly one-fifth as likely to contain uptake as immediate FFEs. And 

additionally, elicits were three and a half times more likely result in uptake than were provides. 

Drawing on earlier research, Smith (2005) suggests that uptake is more likely to occur and be successful in FFEs that 

(a) involve negotiated interaction, (b) are complex rather than simple in nature, and (c) are student rather than other 

initiated. Furthermore, uptake should not be viewed exclusively in terms of teacher-student error correction (Ellis et al., 

2001a)  

C.  Task 

Although a good many studies have concentrated on the process and outcome of uptake, no study has to date 

addressed the influence of a preceding phenomenon. A typically worthwhile issue to examine can be task. Task as a 

meaning-focused activity or set of activities is supposed to ensure language learner involvement in communicating 

meaning, which is likely to lead to implicit (i.e. natural) learning (see Crabbe, 2007). The great advantage of task, as 

Widdowson (2003) puts it, is providing opportunities for learner engagement in realizing the communicative potential 

of the encoded semantic resource. 

Interestingly enough, the same cognitive orientation that informs uptake seems to underlie a substantial segment of 

studies in task research. Cognitive approach to task primarily concentrates on limited short-term memory capacity, 

which imposes processing burden on the learners‟ attentional resources (Ellis, 2005). The factors that trigger these 

processing demands are believed to lead to ‘task complexity’ (see Robinson, 2001a for example). Robinson‟s Cognition 

Hypothesis (2001b, 2003, 2005, 2007) claims that increasing the cognitive demands (through increasing the cognitive 

complexity) of tasks along certain dimensions will; (a) push learners to greater accuracy and complexity of L2 
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production in order to meet the greater functional and conceptual communicative demands they place on the learner; (b) 

promote interaction, and heightened attention to and memory for input, so increasing learning from the input; as well as 

(c) longer term retention of input; and that (d) performing simple to complex sequences will also lead to automaticity 

and efficient scheduling of the components of complex L2 task performance. Robinson (2003, 2005) hypothesized that 

more interaction and uptake will result from complex performance that complex tasks will perceived as more difficult, 

stressful and learners will show less confidence in performing that. Robinson (2007b, p. 193), also, found that tasks 

requiring complex reasoning about character's intentional states led to significantly more interaction. 

The Cognition Hypothesis also connects input and interaction to the cognitive and conceptual demands of tasks that 

lead to differential amounts of interaction, or uptake of forms made salient in the input to tasks (Robinson, 2007 b). 

Following Long (1996), the Cognition Hypothesis claims that such negotiation provides a context for attending to 

problematic forms in the input and output, and additionally that on complex versions of tasks will require greater 

attention to, and uptake of forms made salient during provision of reactive focus on Form techniques such as recasts 

(see Long, 2007). 

Robinson (2007b) demonstrated that measures of uptake partial and uptake per turn differ significantly across task 

versions. He came up with significantly more uptake on complex versus simple versions. That is to say, Robinson 

(2007b), operationalized uptake as use of premodified input provided proactively in the materials used to support task 

performance. The present study, moreover, seeks to fill the gap in the literature felt by Robinson (2007b) that “no study 

to date has examined the effects of task complexity on uptake”. Moreover, given the acquisitional potential of „uptake‟ 

that may be facilitative of language acquisition (Ellis et al., 2001b, Loewen, 2004); it seems promising to investigate 

learner uptake during performing complex tasks vs. simpler ones. Attaching acquisitional value to learner uptake means 

that more learner uptake may be concomitant to more opportunities for „noticing‟ (Loewen, 2004), and more language 

acquisition opportunities (Robinson, 2007b). 

D.  Task Complexity in the Scope of the Present Study 

Elaborating on dimension of task complexity would be well outside the scope of the present paper. This being the 

case, and also for the purpose of singling out complex tasks as variables in this study, the authors have concentrated on 

the notion of „interconnectedness‟ as an instance of cognitive complexity. 

Interconnectedness, as the name suggests, can be described as the state in which elements in a task are not clearly 

separated, but rather involve a connection or overlap. Gilabert (2007) relates the complexity of language produced by 

learners to increases in task demands assigning them to the manifestations of interconnectedness: specifying referential 

location, referring to a set of similar landmarks, and direction towards the goal and perspective along different axes, and 

higher degree of similarity. 

According to Robinson (2001b) tasks that involve clearly distinguishable elements “. . . . are simpler than tasks 

which require many similar elements to be distinguished from each other (e. g., cars in a traffic jam, buildings and 

streets on a map, or suspects in a police line-up)” (pp. 312-3). 

Skehan (1998b), though quite implicitly, raises the issue of interconnectedness as a predictor of difficulty (which is 

of course equivalent for complexity in his own terms): 

…more elements or characters make for greater task difficulty. Also important, but less developed, is the idea that the 

nature of the relationship between the elements contributes separately to task difficulty. This suggests that different 

sorts of relationship may lead to different degrees of difficulty (p. 103) 
The Cognition Hypothesis (Robinson, 2001a, 2001b, 2005a) suggests that reference to few easily distinguished 

elements is easier than reference to many similar elements or interconnected ones. It can be claimed that the higher the 

similarity among the elements of a task, the more complex will be the task. In the same vein,  Evans and Marciniak 

(1987) suggested that complexity is related to the intricacy of systems, the higher the number of factors and relations 

within a system, and the higher the amount of element interactivity, the more complex this system is. 

With this background in mind the present study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

II.  RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

R. Q. 1. Does task complexity influence the rate of uptake in task-elicited oral performance in L2? 

R. Q. 2. Does complexity of the task significantly determine the frequency of successful uptakes in the elicited 

performance? 

III.  METHOD 

A.  Participants 

Participants were 60 volunteer Iranian male EFL learners, aged between 17 and 25 (mean= 20) who had been in 

lower intermediate level of oral proficiency in English. The participants included 38 learners from a private language 

institute in Miandoab, Iran. Their cohorts were from Jihad Daneshgahi Language institute in Urumia (22 male learners). 

Based on the levels of the courses they had enrolled in and on the results of their in-house language placement tests 

(including written and oral interview tests), the participants were considered as homogeneous. They could also pass two 
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immediate last terms with an average of over 85 out of 100. Before participating in the research, the participants (in 

both sites) had received English education for approximately five years. They had also passed two immediate with an 

average of over 85 out of 100 in the earlier semester. The participants were from different L1 backgrounds, including 

Turkish, Persian, and Kurdish. Deliberate attempts have been made to select participants randomly and avoid any bias 

towards any group of the learners. The selection procedure was done according to the student number allocated to each 

student through drawing lots procedure. All the participants in this study expressed their satisfaction prior to the 

research and they were told that the result would not have any effect on the students' grades in the courses they were 

taking. 

B.  Materials  

Two versions of the same decision-making task (one simple and another complex task) were replicated from Gilabert 

(2007). A simplified „fire chief‟ task used in cognitive psychology was utilized. In this task, (see the appendix) learners 

were presented with a building where a fire had broken out and a number of people needed to be rescued. The problem 

in the complex version required the learners not just one decision, but a long series of decisions, in which early 

decisions lead to later ones. In both versions of the task learners were instructed to specify the actions they would take, 

determine the sequence of their actions, and justify their choice for actions and specific sequences of the actions they 

would like to do. In the simple task, there were similar types of people (i.e. people with no particular roles) in the 

building who were encountered with similar degrees of danger; the fire being relatively static, the smoke blowing away 

from the building and the learners had many resources (three fire trucks and a helicopter). In the complex one, learners 

had to deal with people who had specific roles (e.g. a pregnant woman, an elderly man, an injured person, a hero). The 

factors in the complex task were also intricately related and dynamic (e.g. the different fires moving towards the people 

and the smoke blowing into building through the ventilation system) and they had fewer resources (i.e. a single fire 

truck), which is thought would force learners to prioritize, and later justify their actions (Gilabert, 2007). The dimension 

of task complexity addressed was increases in reasoning demands (complex task has more reasoning demands than the 

simple one). 

As pointed out by Robinson and Gilabert (2007), task complexity, in this task, was enhanced through 

interconnectedness. Since interconnectedness among the variables present in a task contributes to its complexity and 

places heavy burden on the learner attentional and reasoning as well as short- term memory capacities. 

C.  Procedure 

Data collection took place in a quiet room in each language institute. It was done in a dyadic condition. Nobody other 

than the first researcher and each participant were present. Apart from age and first language background, no personal 

information was obtained. After collecting personal information and achieving rapport with the participants, they were 

told of the demands of the task at hand. The participants were provided with one or two words (e. g, fire truck) which 

had found to be problematic during pilot study. 

The participants did the simple and complex tasks consecutively with a 30-minute time gap. The participants were 

given one minute prior to task performance to think how to do the required task. They were allocated up to seven 

minutes to perform the specified task. 

The participants, looking at the tasks, transacted the tasks and if they came up with a linguistic error, they have been 

provided by the corrective feedback (e. g. recast) to correct their erroneous utterances. Their responses to the 

researcher‟s corrective feedback were either successful uptake or unsuccessful uptake. In some cases, researcher‟s 

corrective feedback went unnoticed on the part of the participants (hence No Uptake). It should be mentioned that the 

whole procedure of the data collection was audiotaped. 

Uptake, in this study, was studied through identifying the Focus on Form Episodes (FFES) within the interactions (as 

done by Loewen, 2004). An FFE was defined as consisting of " the discourse  from the point where the attention to 

linguistic form starts to the point where   it   ends, due to a change in topic back to message or sometimes another focus 

on form (Ellis et al., 2001a). After identifying FFES, the uptake moves were classified according to the classification 

has used by (Ellis et al., 2001a) was employed. 

As stated earlier, uptake was operationalized as learners' responses to the teacher corrective feedback on a linguistic 

item. These responses make take several states: a. Successful Uptake; in which learners demonstrated an ability to 

incorporate the information provided or to use item correctly in their utterances (Ellis et al., 2001a): 

S: in third level. 

T: third floor? 

S: yeah, third floor.   (This extract has been taken from the present study). 

Unsuccessful Uptake was defined as uptake consisting of just an acknowledgement or simple repetition of something 

the teacher has said or of the incorrect use of the item (Ellis et al, 2001a); 

S: he need to be help. 

T:  needs to be helped. 

S: yeah, he needs to help.  (This extract has been taken from the present study) 
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In this FFE, the researcher responded to the learner‟s erroneous utterance through corrective feedback. Having 

noticed the feedback, the learner incorporated part of the linguistic items into his own output (NEEDS), at the same 

time he failed to incorporate (TO BE HELPED) into his production (hence,  Unsuccessful Uptake). 

Ellis et al., 2001a pointed out, operationally, this consisted of uptake coded as Acknowledge, Needs repair, 

Recognize, or Needs application. No Uptake category means learner does not respond to the teacher's corrective 

feedback. 

For the purpose of data analysis, successful and unsuccessful uptakes were added; because unsuccessful uptake is 

considered as learner‟s attempt to be more accurate. This is exactly the point asserted by Loewen (2004). 

No Uptake category means that the learner has not responded to the corrective feedback of the teacher: 

S: I think best way is that…. 

T: The best way? 

S: No response 

In this situation the learner continues to his own production and pays no attention to the corrective feedback of the 

teacher. 

D.  Data Collection 

The gathered data were organized into two figures. The first figure contained the data on the rate of uptake. In other 

words, uptake as opposed to no-uptake outcomes (quantified through Frequency of Focus on Form Episodes) across 

simple and complex tasks were presented (see Figure 1 below). The second table further distinguished the uptake into 

successful vs. unsuccessful uptakes in simple vs. complex task situations (see Table 2). 
 

 
Figure 1. Uptake vs. no uptake outcomes in simple vs. complex task situations in terms of the frequency of FFEs (Focus on Form Episodes) 

 

 
Figure 2. Successful vs. unsuccessful uptakes in simple vs. complex tasks situations in terms of the frequency of FFEs (Focus on Form Episodes). 

 

E.  Data Analysis 

Since the type of the data collected was frequency, for each of the two research questions a 2x2 Chi-square test was 

employed for hypothesis testing using SPSS 17: For research question one, the Chi-square value turned out to be 0.86 

which was not significant at p < 0.05. See Table 1 below. 
 

TABLE 1. 

CHI-SQUARE RESULTS FOR UPTAKE VS NO-UPTAKE ACROSS SIMPLE AND COMPLEX TASK PERFORMANCES. 

 value df Significance 

Chi-square 0.86 1 0.35 
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For research question two, the Chi-square value was 6.56, large enough in value to reject the null hypothesis. See 

Table 2 below. 
 

TABLE 2. 

CHI-SQUARE RESULTS FOR SUCCESSFUL VS. UNSUCCESSFUL UPTAKES ACROSS SIMPLE AND COMPLEX PERFORMANCES 

 value df Significance 

Chi-square 6.55 1 0.01* 

*significant at p < 0.05 

 

Significant differences obtained for successful vs. unsuccessful uptakes across simple and complex tasks suggest that 

successful uptake occurred with a higher frequency in complex task than in simple task. 

IV.  DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

For research question 1 “Does task complexity influence the rate of uptake in task-elicited oral performance in L2?” 

the statistical analysis indicated the rate of uptake was not determined by task complexity. This is contradicted by Ellis 

et al (2001 a), Loewen (2004) Smith (2005) and Robinson (2007) who support a high rate of uptake for FFEs. The 

finding as such, at least on the scale of this study, suggests that interaction as a process is dynamic, complicated and 

unpredictable. The increase in cognitive demands of the task due to the influence of the complex task could not prompt 

the learners to produce utterances following the teachers‟ feedback. Therefore, as far as the learner is concerned, 

feedback on the teacher‟s part is no guarantee that uptake will occur. The fact that the rate of uptake can be independent 

of the complexity of the task might mean that production of uptake can be a matter of task-specific requirements, 

developmental readiness of the learners or even affective factors. Also, it must be noted that variations in terms of 

context may have their impact on the rate of uptake in task-elicited form-focused interaction. 

Concerning research question 2, “Does complexity of the task significantly determine the frequency of successful 

uptakes in the elicited performance?” the statistical analysis revealed a significantly high frequency of successful uptake 

for complex task than for simple task. This finding is supported by Ellis et al (2001 a), Loewen (2004) Smith (2005) and 

Robinson (2007c) who reported that most uptakes were successful. There are no refuting results in this regard. Drawing 

on Lyster (1998b), it can be claimed that learners in the study show signs of moving from controlled to automatic 

processing through producing successful uptakes. Also, following Ellis et al. (2001) learners were shown to possess 

either the ability to incorporate the information provided in the FFEs or to employ the language item accurately in their 

task-elicited speech.  

To put together the answers to the two research questions, it can be claimed that within the scope of the present study, 

task complexity did not significantly affect the rate of uptake, but it did determine the frequency of successful uptake.  

Studying the relationship between uptake and task can be very enlightening in several ways. First, uptake can be a 

criterion against which differential degrees of noticing during and after task performance can be gauged. In this way, 

cognitive capacity of the learners for task performance can be ensured which is yet another yardstick for grading and 

sequencing tasks. Further research can examine the hypothetical claim that the automatized processing represented by 

correct form production (uptake) (Mitchell and Myles, 2003), can free the learners‟ attentional resources to attend to 

fluency, with the latter being one of the core commitments of task-based instructional approaches. Another way in 

which task and uptake can mutually benefit is to incorporate uptake in the psycholinguistic approach to task, which lays 

emphasis on the role of interaction and the way it can contribute to negotiation of meaning (Gass 2002; Mackey, Gass, 

and McDonough, 2000). Findings on uptake can also bear potentials for socio-cultural approach to task-elicited 

interaction. Within this approach learning is viewed a social action subject to the learners‟ collaborative co-construction 

(Lantolf, 2000; Duff, 1993; Coughlan and Duff, 1994; Swain and Lapkin, 2001; Van Lier and Matsu, 2000, Nakahama, 

Tyler & Van Lier, 2001; Skehan, 2003). 
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APPENDIX 1: SIMPLE TASK 

 

 
 

APPENDIX 2: COMPLEX TASKS 
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