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Abstract—This study attempted to add on focus on form discussion by investigating the relationship between 

complexity of focus on form and uptake in two proficiency levels of Iranian students. Thus, two different level 

classrooms were observed and 20 hours of communicative interaction were audio-recorded and transcribed. 
Chi-square analysis suggested a strong relationship between complexity of focus on form and uptake in lower 

level students but not in higher level class. Complexity of focus on form did not have relationship with 

successful uptake in any of the classes. The results support the importance of negotiated interaction in L2 

development of lower level students. 

 
Index Terms—incidental focus on form, complexity, uptake, successful uptake, negotiated interaction 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

Meaning- and form-focused instructions are two  broad significant approaches to language teaching pedagogy. The 

former approach is based on the assumptions that learners learn a foreign language when their attention is on 

communicat ing meaning rather than on language forms. This approach met with great success at that time and attracted 

attention of many researchers such as Krashen. It proved that second language learners who had studied in these 

classrooms were generally more successful communicators than their peers who participated in tradit ional fo rm-focused 

classrooms. Form-focused instruction (FFI) according to Ellis (2001, p.1) refers to "any planned or incidental 

instructional activity that is intended to induce language learners to pay attention to linguistic form". He believed that 

this definition of FFI is an umbrella term which covers  other definitions such as  focus on form, focus  on forms (Long, 

1991 as cited in Ellis, 2001, p. 2), and analytic teaching (Stern, 1990 as cited in Ellis, 2001, p.2). 

There are various classifications of FFI in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) area. One of them belongs to Ellis 

(2001, p. 14) who distinguished between three types of FFI (a) focus on forms (b ) planned focus on form, and (c) 

incidental focus on form. Focus on forms is a kind of instruction in which learners are prov ided with pre -selected 

linguistic items either exp licit ly or implicit ly. It t reats students as language learners rather than language users and 

language is considered an "object" to be studied. 

Planned focus on form involves the preselection of several linguistic forms and practicing them intensively. It deals 

with focused tasks which are specially designed to elicit the use of specific linguistic forms in the context of meaning-

centered classrooms. Planned focus on form is similar to focus on forms in that it contains pre -selected linguistic items 

but their difference lies in their focus. In the former the main  focus of instruction remains on conveying meaning while 

the latter aims to teach specific form of language. 

Incidental focus on form, on the other hand, involves no preselection of target form and covers unfocused tasks 

which are designed to elicit general samples of language rather than concentrating on specific language items. It is 

claimed (Doughty & William as cited in Loewen 2005) that the impact of incidental and planned focus on form on 

learning might vary. That is, planned focus on form enable learners to pay attention to a specific language form 

intensively while incidental focus on form provides extensive coverage targeting different linguistic forms. The 

effectiveness of planned focus on form has been investigated by different researchers (Abdolmanafi , 2010; Jahangard, 

2010) but only few studies investigated the beneficial effect  of incidental focus on form because it is not possible to 

carry out a pre-test/post-test method to measure its effect iveness which is due to unpredictable nature of incidental focus 

on form. 

According to Loewen (2007, p. 102) the effect iveness of incidental focus on form can be measured in different ways. 

One way is to consider uptake. A number of studies (Ohta and Long as cited in Egi, 2010) have argued against the 

beneficial effect of uptake for SLA on the grounds that uptake is an optional discourse move and cannot be an 

indication of interlanguage development. Despite such oppositions, the role of uptake in SLA has been supported by 

different perspectives and theories . For example, interactive perspective which claims that learning a language involves 

active participation of learners in social interaction. In this regard Long (as cited in Taddarth, 2010) proposed 

„interactional hypothesis‟ based on it interaction and  participation in  conversation plays an important ro le in  SLA since 

it "connects input, internal learner capacity and output in productive ways". In addition, negotiation during interaction is 
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claimed to be effective in directing the learners‟ attention to the mis matches between their inte rlanguage and target 

language forms. In  fact, this hypothesis emphasized the important ro le o f corrective feedback which learners  receive 

during interaction and their own modified output in developing second language learning. 

Uptake is a concept which has  been defined in different ways. Lyster & Ranta (1997, p.49) defined uptake based on 

speech act theory. According to them uptake is  "a student‟s utterance that immediately follows the teacher‟s feedback 

and that constitutes a reaction in some way to the teacher‟s intention to draw attention to some aspects of the student‟s 

initial utterance". This definition shows that they have studied uptake only in relation to reactive focus on form, i.e. 

after a learner produces an erroneous utterance.  But Ellis, Basturkmen and Loewen  (2001a) claimed  that uptake can 

also occur in pre-emptive focus on form, i.e . after they received information from the teacher or other learners. In the 

following, different types of uptake are provided. 

Example 1: uptake following reactive focus on form 

S: Just grown up in Iran. Occupation…. university students. Interests and hobbies… I go…to… English… She… She 

is go … 

T: She IS go?                      (Reactive focus on form) 

S: She goes                          (uptake) 

The above example (example 1) represents the uptake defined by Lyster & Ranata (1997) because it fo llows 

immediately after the provision of feedback by the teacher. 

Example 2:  uptake fo llowing pre-empt ive focus on form 

S1: What‟s the meaning of politics?        (Student-initiated focus on form) 

T: who knows polit ics? Not in Persian please.  

S2: About ….Uh…some….some… 

S3: About government. 

S2: About government of a country. They have some programs to do…..for the elect ion. 

T: Uh….mhm. Talking about presidents, leader, the problem of government. A ll of these are polit ics. 

S1: aha.                (Uptake) 

Example 2 represents the uptake defined by Ellis , et al (2001a). As it can be seen, the exchange move preceded by 

uptake contains an exp lanation provided by the teacher rather than corrective feedback. 

Ellis, et al (2001a, p.295) categorized uptake into different kinds based on type of focus on form. For example, he 

distinguished three types of uptake in react ive focus on form: 

1) Acknowledge: when the learner who initially produced erroneous utterance accepts the feedback provided by the 

teacher or other students by saying yes. 

2) Repair: the learner who produced the erroneous utterance produces the target feature correctly after feedback  

3) Needs repair: the learner who produced the erroneous utterance uses the target feature incorrectly.  

And uptake in pre-empt ive focus on form was div ided into three types including: 

1) Recognize: in which students acknowledge the information received by expressing mm, oh, ahah. 

2) Apply : When the student attempts to use the information they received by giving an example or rephrasing. 

3) Needs-application: when the students fail to demonstrate understanding the informat ion e.g. the students say 

something that shows lack of understanding or repeat what the teacher says. 

Ellis, et al (2001a), then distinguished between successful and unsuccessful uptake based on the above mentioned 

classifications. According to him successful uptake is  a move in which a student correctly repaired an erroneous 

utterance or clearly demonstrated understanding of a linguistic item. Unsuccessful uptake refers to the move in which  

no attempt is made to repair the incorrect form or the student‟s attempt to repair fails or he fails to clearly demonstrate 

understanding of the target feature. Based on these definitions successful uptake refers to apply and repair types of 

uptakes. 

One of the rare studies that investigated the effectiveness of incidental focus on form on second language learning 

was carried out by Loewen (2005).He used an individualized, student specific post-test to measure the effectiveness of 

incidental focus on form. His results showed that learners were ab le to recall the targeted linguistic informat ion 

correctly 60% of the t ime one day after the focus on form episodes and 50% of the time two weeks after focus on form 

episodes. The findings of this study also showed that among the various characteristics of incidental focus on form, 

successful uptake was an important predictor of correct test scores. 

Alcon Soler & Garcia Mayo (2008) examined the role o f FonF in language learning of 12 Spanish students. Their 

data included audio-recording of seventeen sessions of teacher-led interaction in English as a compulsory course class, 

204 d iary entries reporting ite ms noticed items, 204 post-test translations and 204 delayed post-test translations which 

were created based on what learners claimed to have noticed in  their diaries. They found 459 FFEs in their data, i.e. 

there was one episode in every 0.6 minutes. These findings showed that out of 459 FFEs only  34.2%  led  to uptake. The 

frequency of uptake in this study, was higher in student-initiated (82.9%) than teacher-in itiated FonF (8.9%). Amount 

of uptake also differed in  reactive FonF depending on the init iator o f feedback. These find ings revealed that uptake was 

much h igher in reactive student supplier (75.0%) than in reactive teacher supplier (8.9%). The researchers  stated that 

another factor that seemed to have influence on the rate of uptake was complexity of interaction, although it was not 

considered in their study. Results of Pearson product-moment correlat ion showed a positive relat ions hip between 
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noticing and uptake and a degree of relat ionship between uptake and immediate post-test. In contrast, the same 

statistical test shows no correlation between noticing and delayed post-test or uptake and delayed production. They 

concluded that incidental FonF plays a ro le in noticing and uptake which in turn are associated with short -term learn ing. 

Gholami & Farrohki (2008) also studied the effectiveness of incidental focus on form in relation to uptake. They 

found 641 LREs in  twenty hours on interactions, i.e. one episode every 1.9 minutes. The number o f LREs in  both level 

4 and 5 were 334 and 307 respectively which demonstrate a slight difference between the two classes. Regarding the  
frequency of reactive/pre-emptive FonF the results showed the higher rate of pre-emptive FonF than reactive one and 

Chi-square analysis shows a significant difference in the frequency distribution of reactive and pre-emptive FonF. 

These results also revealed a low frequency of uptake in this study .They reported that learners reacted to LREs verbally  

only in 15.2 % of the cases. And because of this low frequency of uptake, they provided the concept of „camouflaged‟ 

which referred, in their study, to non-verbal behavior of learner in response to LREs. Also, there wasn‟t significant 

difference in the amount of uptake in two classes. Regard ing type of FonF and uptake the results showed that uptake 

following reactive episodes was much higher than Pre-emptive episodes. In fact, the findings of this study found no 

significant relationship between type of focus on form and uptake. The researchers concluded that incidental focus on 

form is frequently used in Iran ian meaning-based EFL classes and their frequency and characteristics vary considerably. 

They claimed that the variation in the findings of this study in comparison with previous similar studies may be due to 

the role of instructional context. 

Ghafar Samar & Shayestefar (2009) carried out a quasi-experimental research in which they investigated the 

occurrence of reactive focus on form and uptake in  two communicative classrooms. They also studied the 

communicat ive strategies which the students use during interaction to facilitate negotiation. Part icipants were selected 

from a public high school in Isfahan, Iran. Totally, 240 minutes of five week lessons were audio recorded. Participants 

were div ided into two Experimental (EXG) and control groups (CG).The result of the study showed a total rate of one 

FFE every 1.54 minutes. The most frequent type of feedback in  this s tudy was metalinguistic (almost 30%) which  

constituted one-third of the total reactive focus on form. The second frequent type of feedback was recast (28%) 

followed by clarification request (23.08%), repetitions (7.40%) and elicitation (4.30%). Regarding the effect of reactive 

focus on form on learners‟ development of communicative strategies, the results of the study showed that EXG learners 

focused more on negotiations of both form and meaning. Th is rate was much lower for CG learners and chi-square 

analysis revealed a significant d ifference between CG and EXG in their use of negotiation strategies with higher rate in  

EXG. The most frequently used type of strategy in EXG and CG was request for clarification  but it wasn‟t as frequent 

in CG as that of EXG and the d ifference between  them was significant. Findings showed that whereas learners in EXG 

monitored  and self-corrected their erroneous utterance, CG learners did  not monitor their output that much. Request for 

clarification and language switch were used more frequently than other strategies in C G. Looking at the EXG results 

shows that most of recast moves led to no-uptake (42.5%) and only  38% of the total recast moves led to uptake. 

Metalinguistic and exp licit  correct ions were the two  most successful feedbacks which  led  to successful uptake (52% 

and 45% respectively) with metalinguistic feedback more successful at eliciting repair. Clarification request and 

elicitation were similar at promoting uptake, i.e. they both led to uptake 18% of repairs although elicitation leads to 

topic continuation 19 % of the time but the rate is 23 % for clarification requ ests. The researchers claimed that learners 

in EXG used communication strategies similar to those used by their teacher and it was proved in this study that 

learners in EXG were significantly different in  their employment of negotiation devices when compared with learners in  

CG.  The researchers of this study claimed that the results of this study emphasized the role o f incidental focus on form 

specifically reactive FonF in drawing learners‟ attention to linguistic elements during meaning-focused interaction; 

however, these results should be interpreted cautiously. 

Reviewing the above mentioned studies alludes that only few studies have tried to examine the relationship between 

characteristics of incidental focus on form and uptake. Therefore, the present study aims to investigate the relationship 

between complexity of focus on form, uptake and successful uptake in two different proficiency levels of Iranian  

students. 

II.  METHODOLOGY 

A.  Design of the Study 

A qualitative research design was used for the purpos e of this study. Two different level classes from Safir Institute, 

Sanandaj, Iran were selected and observed over almost three weeks. This Institute is considered a popular private 

language center all over Iran which  has different branches in other cit ies of Iran. The reason for the selection of this 

Institute was that methods of language teaching are completely communicat ive and their primary goal is to teach 

learners to communicate in foreign language. 

B.  Participants 

Students of two different level classes from a  private language institute were selected as participants of the study. The 

first class which was pre-intermediate level, consisted of 15 students and their age ranged between 17 to 24 and the 

second class was an intermediate level consisted of seven students and their age ranged between 16 to 23 years .Except 

for a few students all learners shared Kurdish as their first language. In order to reduce the effect of different teacher‟s 

522 JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE TEACHING AND RESEARCH

© 2013 ACADEMY PUBLISHER



method of teaching on the results of the study one non-native female teacher part icipated in this study. She was 28 years 

old and had been teaching English at d ifferent private Institutes in Sanandaj for 4 years. She was an M.A student of 

English literature at Islamic Azad University of Sanandaj.  

C.  Instruments/Materials 

 The two classes studied Interchange book 2 and 3. They were selected for these levels of proficiency by Safir‟s 

authorities. These books covered a variety of activities such as listening, speaking, writ ing, reading, conversation, 

discussion, word power, grammar focus and pronunciation practice. In addition, the Safir Institute provided learners 

with other activ ities in the classes. For example, watching movies and storytelling. They also studied Oxford Word Skill 

as their supplementary book. Since the aim of th is  study was to investigate the characteristics of incidental focus on 

form, the researcher did not select specific tasks or activities for the study. The materials of this study included natural 

communicat ive activit ies which happened in the classes.  

D.  Procedure 

Totally, 24 hours of interaction were observed and audio-recorded by one MP3 wireless recorder. Twelve hours of 

interaction for each class was collected during three weeks. To obtain necessary and related data, some focus on forms 

activities and focus on pre-targeted activities such as grammar focus, pronunciation practice and those part of 

instruction during which learners watched movie or listened to CDs were excluded from data. Finally, 10 hours of 

meaning-oriented activities per each class were considered the main data of this research. In order for the data to be as 

natural as possible the researcher did  not explain about the research topic to the teacher or to the students. The main  

data consisted of 20 hours of audio-recorded interaction from two d ifferent proficiency levels of students.  

E.  Data Analysis 

For the purpose of analysis 20 hours of audio-recorded interaction were listened to carefully twice and all focus on 

form ep isodes (FFEs) were identified after the second listening. FFE was defined by Ellis et al (2001a) as "the discourse 

from the point where the attention to linguistic form starts to the point where it ends". Subsequently, all FFEs were 

coded for the type of focus on form. A lthough the purpose of this study was to investigat e the complexity of FFEs, the 

researcher of this study categorized all the FFEs as reactive/pre-emptive FFEs in order to be able to identify the 

episodes and the uptake moves more easily. Reactive focus on form refers to the correct ive feedback provided by  either 

the teacher or other learners. In pre-emptive FoF there is a shift from communicative activity to language forms which  

are perceived to be problemat ic even though no actual error occurs . Pre-emptive focus on form was also divided into 

student-initiated and teacher-initiated focus on form. In  the next step, data was analyzed in details and were coded in  

terms of complexity. Based on the Ellis‟s (2001a) defin ition complexity is the length of exchanges, i.e. „complex‟ focus 

on form refers to those which involve several exchanges and „simple‟ focus on form refers to those involving a single 

exchange. 

Subsequently, the audio-recorded data were analyzed to identify and transcribe uptake moves. The researcher of this 

study adapted Ellis‟s definit ion of uptake according to which it can occur following pre-empt ive focus on form in  

addition to reactive one. Example 1 also shows the uptake move in a complex FFE. Those episodes in which learners 

knew the answer of questions, as well as those episodes in which lea rners did not have opportunity to produce uptake 

were not considered  uptake move and were excluded from data analysis. Also, in reactive focus on form those episodes 

in which the student‟s errors did not receive feedback and those episodes which contained  topic continuation and there 

was no opportunity for producing uptake were deleted in analysis. And the last step was to code for uptake types which 

was based on Ellis‟s classification.  

III.  RESULTS 

Results of this study are provided in terms of a) Total amount of FFEs including frequency and percentage of FFEs in  

both classes b) Total amount of FFEs in terms of complexity including frequency and percentage of complex episodes 

in both classes c) total amount of uptake in relation to comple xity of FFEs including frequency and percentage of 

uptake in both classes and d) total amount of successful uptake in relation to complexity of FFEs involving frequency 

and percentage of successful uptake in pre-intermediate and intermediate classes. 

A.  Total Amount of FFEs 

Results of the study showed a total amount of 432 FFEs in the 20 hours of audio -record ing data, with slightly more in  

the pre-intermediate (221, 51.15%) than the intermediate class (211, 48.84%). That is, the overall rate was one FFE , 

every 2.7 minutes. Table 1 displays amount of FFEs in total and in each class. 
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TABLE 1: 

FREQUENCY AND PERCENTAGE OF FFES IN TOTAL AND BOTH CLASSES 

Proficiency level frequency Percentage 

Pre-intermediate 221 51.15% 

intermediate 211 48.84% 

total 432  

 

In a similar study, Ellis (2001a) identified a total of 448 FFEs in the 12 hours of communicat ive classrooms, an 

overall rate of one FFE every 1.6 minutes. Gholami & Farrokhi (2008) in their study also identified 641 Language 

Related Episodes (LRE) in the 20 hours of meaning-focused lessons. This means one LRE every 1.9 minutes. The 

overall rate of one FFE every  2.7 minutes happened in the present study is a much lower rate compared to the above 

mentioned studies which showed that focus on form did not happened frequently in the observed classes. 

B.  Total Amount of FFEs in Terms of Complexity 

The identified FFEs were coded in terms of their complexity. The results of the frequency of complex FFEs in total 

and in each class are presented in Table 2. Out of 432 FFEs  only 146 (33.79%) cases were coded as complex FFEs and 

most episodes (286, 66.20%) were simple FFEs. 
 

TABLE 2 
FREQUENCY AND PERCENTAGE OF FFES IN TERMS OF COMPLEXITY 

Proficiency level 
Frequency & percentage of 
complex FFEs 

Frequency & percentage of 
simple FFEs  

Total amount of FFEs 

Pre-intermediate 74 (33.48%) 147 (66.51%) 221 (51.15%) 

intermediate 72 (34.12%) 139 (65.87%) 211 (48.84%) 

total 146 (33.79) 286 (66.20%) 432 

 

Table 2 shows that the proportion of complex FFEs in p re-intermediate and intermediate classes were almost similar, 

with slightly more in intermediate class (33.48% and 34.12% respectively). Also, the frequency of simple FFEs in pre -

intermediate (66.51%) and intermediate classes (65.87%) were almost the same. Generally speakin g, there was no 

significant difference between low and high proficiency level students regarding the frequency of complex and simple 

FFEs. 

C.  Complexity of FFEs and Uptake 

Results of the frequency and percentage of uptake in both classes are presented in tables 3 and 4 respectively. Overall,  

there was a total of 432 FFEs in the 20 hours of communicative interactions in two classes (see Table 1). Uptake was 

possible in 321 (74.30%) of them. 

a) Complexity of FFEs and uptake in pre-intermediate class 

As table 3 d isplays, most of FFEs (both simple and complex FFEs) in low level class have led to uptake.  
 

TABLE 3 
COMPLEXITY AND UPTAKE IN PRE-INTERMEDIATE LEVEL CLASS 

 uptake Total 

complexity 

Complex 

Frequency 63 74 

Percentage 85.1% 33.48% 

Std.Residual 1.0  

simple 

Frequency 103 147 

Percentage 70.1% 66.51% 

Std.Residual −.7  

Total 
Frequency 166 221 

percentage 75.1% 51.15% 

 

Table 3 shows the amount of uptake following complex and simple FFEs in pre-intermediate class. As displayed in 

this table, out of 74 (33.48%) complex FFEs, 63(85.1%) led to uptake in this class. Simple FFEs promoted uptake in  

103 (70.1%) of cases. Although most of simple FFEs led to uptake move, this rate is much lower compared to uptake 

following complex FFEs. That is, complex FFEs were more successful than simple FFEs in promoting uptake in p re -

intermediate level class. Table 3 also shows the Std. Residuals value for both complex and simple FFEs. In complex 

FFEs Std.Residual is positive for uptake (1). That is to say, the frequency of uptake is high in complex FFEs for p re-

intermediate level students. The opposite pattern can be seen for the simple FFEs where learners produced less uptake 

and Std. Residual is negative for uptake move(-.7). This shows that the rate of uptake following simple FFEs are below 

expectation. 

b) Complexity of FFEs and uptak e in intermediate level class 

Table 4 ind icates the results of uptake in the intermediate level class. The amount of uptake in both simple and 

complex FFEs is higher than no uptake move. That is, most of FFEs promoted uptake regardless of their complexity . 
However, the results show that the rate of uptake following complex FFEs is higher than simple focus on form episodes.  
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TABLE 4. 

COMPLEXITY OF FFES AND UPTAKE IN INTERMEDIATE LEVEL CLASS 

 uptake Total 

Complexity of 
FFEs 

Complex FFEs 

Frequency 57 72 

Percentage 79.2% 79.1% 

Std.Residuals .6  

Simple FFEs 

Frequency 98 139 

Percentage 70.5% 70.5% 

Std.Residuals −.4  

 
total 

frequency 155 211 

percentage 73.5% 48.84% 

 

Comparing these findings with the amount of uptake in low level class (See Table 3)  also shows that uptake 

following complex episodes occurred more (85.1%) in low level class than high level class  (79.2%). The table also 

shows that Std. Residuals (.6) is positive for complex FFEs and negative for simple episodes (−.4). However, despite 

the differences observed in the table, the result of chi-square shows that the above mentioned differences are not 

statistically significant, χ
2
= 1.40 (1df, P= .223 > .05). 

D.  Complexity of FFEs and Successful Uptake 

a) Complexity of FFEs and successful uptake in pre-intermediate level class 

Table 5 d isplays the frequency and percentage of successful uptake in low level class. The total amount of successful 

uptake in  this proficiency level is 100 (60.2%).This shows that most of the uptake moves occurring in  this class, 

regardless of the complexity of FFEs, were successful and only 39.8% of them were considered unsuccessful uptake. 
 

TABLE 5 
AMOUNT OF SUCCESSFUL UPTAKE IN PRE-INTERMEDIATE CLASS 

 Type of uptake 
Total 

successful unsuccessful 

complexity 

Complex 

Frequency 38 25 63 

Percentage 60.3% 39.7%  

Std.Residuals .0 .0  

simple 

Frequency 62 41 103 

Percentage 60.2% 39.8%  

Std.Residuals .0 .0  

Total 
Frequency 100 66 166 

percentage 60.2% 39.8%  

 

With regard to the amount of successful uptake in relation to the complexity of FFEs, the results show that most of 

the complex FFEs (60.3%) led to successful uptake. Also, as displayed in Table 5 most of the uptake moves in simple 

FFEs (60.2%) were successful and only 39.8% of them were not successful. Therefore, it can be concluded that the 

percentage of successful uptake in complex and simple FFEs is almost the same (60.3% & 60.2% respectively) in pre-

intermediate level students and no difference can be observed between complex and simple episodes regarding 

successful uptake. Results of Chi-square analysis indicated that there is not any significant relationship between the 

complexity of FFEs and successful uptake in pre-intermediate students, χ
2
 =.000 (1df, P=1>.05). 

b) Complexity and successful uptake in intermediate level students 

Table 6 displays the frequency, percentage and Std.Residual of successful uptake in intermediate level students. As 

this table shows the percentage of successful uptake following complex FFEs (50.9%) is lower than successful uptake 

following simple FFEs (58.2%).  
 

TABLE 6: 
AMOUNT OF SUCCESSFUL UPTAKE IN INTERMEDIATE CLASS 

 
Type of uptake 

Total 
successful unsuccessful 

complexity 

complex 

Frequency 29 28 57 

Percentage 50.9% 49.1%  

Std.Residual −.5 .5  

simple 

Frequency 57 41 98 

Percentage 58.2% 41.8%  

Std.Residual .4 −.4  

Total 
Frequency 86 69 155 

percentage 55.5% 44.5%  

 

As this table shows, the Std.Residual in complex FFEs is negative for successful uptake (−.5) which means that the 

frequency of successful uptake following complex episodes is very low. On the other hand, the opposite pattern can be 
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seen for simple FFEs where the Std.Residual is positive for successful uptake (.4) and negative for unsuccessful uptake 

(−.4). Based on this table the frequency and percentage of successful and unsuccessful uptake following complex FFEs 

are rather close (50.9% & 49.1% respectively) and there is no difference between them and this resulted in the non -

significant chi-square. The results of this test indicate that there is not any significant relationship between the 

complexity of FFEs and successful uptake in high proficient learners, χ2 = .50(1df, P = .47 >.05). 

IV.  DISCUSSION 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate any possible relat ionship between  complexity of incidental focus 

on form and uptake in two different proficiency levels of Iranian students. Totally, 432 FFEs were identified in the 20 

hours of communicat ive interaction. The proportion of FFEs in pre -intermediate and intermediate classes was 221 and 

211 respectively. This proportion shows a slight difference between the two classes. Th e overall rate of FFEs was one 

every 2.7 minutes. In a similar study Ellis, Basturkmen and Loewen (2001a) identified 448 FFEs in 12 hours of 

interaction in an EFL context. There was FFEs at a rate of every 1.6 minutes. Also, Gholami & Farrokhi reported 641 

Language Related Episodes (LREs) in the 20 hours of meaning-based classroom interaction, a rate of one LRE every  

1.9 minute. 

In the present study, the occurrence of incidental focus on form was not as frequent as the above mentioned st udies. 

In addition, it  shows an outstanding difference between the occurrence of incidental focus on form in th is study and the 

similar p revious studies. One reason for infrequent use of incidental focus on form, perhaps, is the highly 

communicat ive nature of these classes where attention to form is not recommended and the main aim of the classes is to 

develop communicat ive abilities of learners . In that case, it seems necessary for language school authorities to offer 

more training courses to their teachers and introduce the instructional value of focus on form d iscussion. 

According to Mackey et al (as cited in Farrokhi,F.,& Rahimpour, M., 2011, p. 152) teachers‟ experience is another 

important factor which has influence on teachers‟ use of focus on form in their classrooms. Results of their study 

indicated that experienced teachers used more incidental focus on form than inexperienced teachers. 

The findings of this study revealed that the overall amount of uptake was high in this study. This  rate indicates that 

learners of both classes produced uptake in 74.5% of the cases. The proportion of uptake in  pre-intermediate and 

intermediate level students was  75.1% and 73.5% respectively. Th is means that there was no difference between  the 

two classes regarding overall number of uptake. Th is may be due to the fact that the teacher of this study used the same 

techniques of focus on form in both classes and she did not pay attention to the learners‟ ab ility to notice the feedbacks 

during reactive FFEs or understand the informat ion provided to them during pre -emptive FFEs. 

The first research question in this study was to investigate any possible relationship between one feature of incidental 

focus on form (complexity) and uptake in low level students. Out of 221 FFEs in pre-intermediate c lass, 33.4% FFEs 

were coded as complex and 66.5% were considered simple. In this regard, these findings are in line with Ellis‟s  (2001a, 

p.303) study in which there were 80 complex FFEs out of 429 ep isodes.  With regard to the amount of uptake fo llowing 

complex FFEs, Table 3 shows that, as was expected, complex episodes  led to higher amount of uptake than simple 

episodes in lower proficiency level. Although, the percentage of complex FFEs was lower in pre -intermediate level 

class, most of them 85.1% were successful in promoting uptake in students of this level of proficiency. The results of 

chi-square analysis indicated a significant relationship between complexity of focus on form and uptake in lower level 

students. These findings are completely in line with previous studies such as Ellis (2001a) and Alcon- Soler (2009). 

Ellis (2001a) in his study found that one of the characteristics of incidental focus on form which affected the production 

of uptake was the complexity of focus on form. A lcon-Soler (2009) also gained similar results regarding the influence 

of certain features of incidental focus on form on learners‟ uptake. She found that the type of feedback and complexity  

of negotiation were two characteristics of incidental focus on form which were effect ive at promoting uptake. Results 

on Pearson product-moment correlat ion indicated a positive relationship between type of feedback and complexity. The 

reason for the influence of complex FFEs on learner uptake perhaps is the role of negotiation in L2 develo pment. 

The value of negotiation and its effect  on the development  of interlanguage has been supported by different 

researchers such as Nassaji (2007). He examined the potential ro le of negotiation in an ESL classroom. His findings 

revealed that feedback that involved extended negotiation resulted in more successful repair of the erro rs by the learners 

and their peers during interaction than feedback with limited negotiation. In addit ion, feedback with negotiation resulted 

in more correction of the errors on the final error correct ion test by the same student who made the original errors than 

feedback with no negotiation. 

The second research question addressed the extent to which uptake was successful in this proficiency level students. 

The overall rate of successful uptake, regardless of complexity of FFEs, was high 60.2% in lower level students which 

shows that most of uptake moves were successful. However, the rate of successful uptake following complex and 

simple episodes was almost the same (60.3% and 60.2% respectively). The results of chi-square test indicated any 

significant relationship between complexity of FFEs and successful uptake in this level of proficiency.  

Although, the results of this study on the difference between uptake fo llowing complex an d simple focus on form 

was in  line with previous similar study such as Ellis (2001a) and Loewen (2004) but these findings are in contrast with 

the above mentioned studies regarding successfulness of uptake moves. Ellis  (2001a) found that 89.7% of uptake moves 

following complex episodes were successful while 69.9% of simple FFEs led to successful uptake. Also Loewen 
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reported that complex FFEs were twice more likely to contain successful uptake than were simple FFEs. These 

differences may be justifiable on the grounds of learn ing context. Ellis and Loewen‟s studies were carried out in ESL 

context where learners study English as their second language; therefore, they are more proficient than EFL students. 

The equal percentage of successful uptake following complex and simple FFEs in low level class shows that although 

complexity of ep isode is one of the features of incidental focus on form which leads to high amount of uptake but 

successfulness of uptake does not depend on this characteristic of focus on  form. Detailed analysis of transcribed data 

revealed that explicitness of feedback or information prov ided to students seems to be more important in successfulness 

of uptake in low proficiency level students. This finding is supported by Nassaji (2010) who invest igated the role of 

learners‟ proficiency level students in the effectiveness of incidental focus on form. His findings revealed that learners 

benefited differently from focus on form depending on their level of proficiency so that as learners‟ proficiency level 

increased the effectiveness of incidental focus on form also increased. The third research question dealt with the 

relationship between the complexity of FFEs and uptake in students with higher proficiency level. The researcher of the 

study tried to find out whether the proficiency level of the students had any effect on the relationship between this 

feature of focus on form and uptake. The findings of this research question showed that as with the first research 

question, the frequency and percentage of uptake following complex FFEs were higher 57, 79.2% than uptake following 

simple episodes 98, 70.5%. This shows that in complex episodes, the percentage of uptake increased from 70.5% to 

79.2%. However, the results of chi-square analysis revealed that the above mentioned differences are not statistically  

significant. That is to say, h igher proficiency level students of this study benefited almost similarly  from simple and 

complex focus on form ep isodes. 

These findings show that higher proficiency level students did not need longer interaction to notice the feedback or 

informat ion provided by teacher or other students to produce output. Although, Nassaji (2010) measured the 

effectiveness of incidental focus on form by individualized post -test and based on the ability of learners to notice the 

teacher‟s feedback or in formation  but uptake is also another way of measuring incidental focus on form which is 

claimed by different researchers (Ellis 2001; Mackey 2006) to be an indicative of noticing . In this rega rd, the findings 

of this part of study support Nassaji‟s (2010) results which  revealed that there was strong relationship between 

proficiency level and effectiveness of focus on form.  

Finally, the last research question addressed the rate of successful uptake and its relationship with complexity of 

FFEs in higher proficiency students. The findings of this question showed that the rate of successful uptake was higher 

in simple FFEs than in complex episodes. Based on the results of the previous research quest ion which showed no 

significant relationship between complexity  and uptake in intermediate level students, it  is not surprising to find any 

relationship between complexity and successful uptake at this level of proficiency. Th is shows that long, complex 

interactions with extra effort to draw the learners‟ attention to their erroneous utterances were completely unnecessary 

for higher proficiency level students of this study. It seems that this feature of incidental focus on form is more useful 

for low level students because they are not capable of noticing their errors and it seems necessary for teachers to draw 

the attention of their lower proficient students through using more focus on form techniques. 

Results of the present study revealed that incidental focus on form does not occur frequently in Iranian context. The 

reason for this infrequent use of incidental focus on form may be the teachers‟ unfamiliarity with focus on form 

discussion. During the short interview conducted by the researcher of this study with the teacher, it was found that focus 

on form means grammar teaching or feedback to this teacher. Therefore, it seemed that teachers‟ belief about focus on 

form p lays an important role in using it.  

Considering the important role of incidental focus on form and its different characteristics in drawing learners‟ 

attention to linguistic forms and its potential for producing output specifically in lower level students, the most 

important implicat ion of this study is for authorities of private foreign language institutes to offer  more training courses 

to their teachers. It is hoped that EFL teachers‟ familiarity with the value of incidental focus on form and its different 

features encourage them to apply it more effectively in their classrooms based on the learners‟ proficiency level.  

Limitation, delimitation and suggestion for further research  

Delimitation of this study relates to the selection of students‟ proficiency level. Intermediate was the highest level of 

this institute, so the researcher of the present study selected this level as the higher level group. In addit ion since 

elementary level classes had different teachers they were not selected as the other group; therefore pre -intermediate 

level was selected as the lower level class  .Limitation of the study is the small number o f students. 

Findings of this study supported the results of the previous  studies and revealed that complexity  of FFEs is an  

important factor in promoting uptake. However, this result was obtained only for pre -intermediate students but not for 

intermediate class. That is, there was no difference between complexity  of FFEs and uptake in the intermediate level 

class although the rate of uptake following complex episodes was higher than uptake following simple ones. However, 

because of the limited number of students specifically in intermediate level class it is suggested that future studies 

remove this limitation to be able to generalize the results of the study. Based on the „‟information processing‟‟ theory 

proposed by VanPatten (2002) beginner language learners have limited  processing capacity and this can influence their 

ability to notice their errors or the information provided by others in the classroom. Therefore, it  seems necessary to 

investigate the role of more advanced proficiency level in promoting uptake.  
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The findings of this study also suggest the investigation of the effectiveness of other characteristics of focus on form 

in producing uptake in learners with different proficiency levels. More investigation will be necess ary to examine the 

possible role o f learners‟ factors such as age and gender and etc. in producing uptake and successful uptake. And finally,  

it is important to find any relat ionship between uptake and L2 learning in future researches . 

V.  CONCLUSIONS 

The present study tried to add to the previous descriptive studies on the role of incidental focus on form in L2 

development. These studies measured the effectiveness of incidental focus on form based on the rate of uptake. Some 

researchers cast doubt on the use of learners‟ uptake as a yardstick for learning a language on the grounds that uptake is 

an optional discourse move and cannot be considered an indication of long term learning.  

However, some theoretical perspectives such as Swain‟s Output hypothesis (as cited in Egi, 2010) advocated the 

beneficial effect o f uptake and output on SLA. Most of the previous studies investigated the relationship between 

reactive/pre-emptive focus on form and only few of them considered the role of characteristics of focus on form in  

promoting uptake. The results of the frequency and percentage of FFEs showed that incidental focus on form does not 

happen frequently in Iranian English classrooms. 

Other findings of this study are related to the difference between complex and simple FFEs and producing uptake in 

pre-intermediate level class. The results of this research question are in line with similar studies; that is, the frequency 

and percentage of uptake following complex FFEs was higher than this rate in simp le ep isodes. Findings of chi-square 

analysis indicated a significant relationship between this characteristic of incidental focus on form and uptake in  lower 

proficiency level students. Similar results obtained  from higher level class revealed that the rate of uptake fo llowing 

complex FFEs was slightly higher than this rate following simple episodes. However, this difference is not statistically  

significant and null hypothesis is supported for the third research question. 

This finding supported the importance of negotiated interaction in L2 development of low proficiency level  students. 

In this regard Long (1996 as cited in Taddarth, 2010) suggested the „interaction hypothesis „in which he claimed that 

"negotiation for meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers interactional adjustments by the NS or more 

competent interlocutors, facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal learner capacities, part icularly  

selective attention and output in productive ways". Based on the findings of this study one can conclude that negotiated 

interaction is useful for lower students in terms of producing uptake.  

It seemed that lower proficient students benefited more from long, complex interaction than higher proficient class in 

terms of producing uptake because they are not able enough to notice their erroneous utterances at first turns of 

interactions. Results related to the rate of successful uptake in pre -intermediate class indicated that the overall rate of 

successful uptake was higher than unsuccessful uptake moves. However, the rate of successful uptake following 

complex and simple FFEs was almost the same. It was concluded that there is no significant relationship between 

complexity of FFEs and successful uptake in lower proficient students. This  finding revealed that although complexity  

of incidental focus on form is effect ive in promoting uptake in lower level students it did not guarantee the success of 

uptake. It seemed that success of uptake depends more on the other characteristics of focus on form than its complexity. 

Results of successful uptake in intermediate class also revealed that the overall rate of successful uptake was higher 

than unsuccessful uptake moves, regardless of the complexity of episodes. However, the frequency and percent age of 

successful uptake indicated that uptake moves were more successful when occurred following simple episodes in this 

class. Based on the obtained results, it can be concluded that long interaction is effective in drawing less proficient 

students‟ attention to their errors and in pushing them to produce output. 

This conclusion is supported by Schmidt‟s (1990; 2010) „noticing hypothesis‟ which claims that in order fo r learn ing 

to take place, learners should notice to linguis tic forms in input. This seems to be more significant for lower proficient 

learners who are not aware of the gaps between their knowledge and the correct target language forms. Therefore , it is 

necessary to try to draw their attention to linguistic forms during interaction; and this ai m can be ach ieved by incidental 

focus on form. 
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