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Uptake sheets are a kind of introspective data collection tool by which learners make a
note of any language forms they notice or pay attention to. First described by Allwright
(1984), they have mostly been employed as a supplementary instrument in classroom
research investigating noticing and form-focused instruction. While they share some of the
weaknesses of other introspective methods, such as the risk of respondents over-reporting
forms which they feel to be the target of the lesson, uptake sheets are casy to create and
administer to relatively large numbers of learners. This paper describes how uptake sheets
were utilized by the author as part of a classroom investigation conducted into the impact of
explicit instruction on learner orientation during communicative tasks. Uptake sheets were
used as a triangulating data source to try to understand what language forms learners focused
on during the lesson. This paper concludes by recommending the use of uptake sheets as an
casily administered supplementary research tool for a variety of classroom studies.
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What Are Uptake Sheets?

Uptake sheets are an introspective data collection tool which have been used
in both classroom and experimental research. They have been purposed to find
out what language forms learners notice or what they feel they have learned. The
premise of uptake sheets is very simple: learners are asked to make a note of any
new forms, or new aspects of partially acquired forms, that occur during a lesson.
Although the use of uptake sheets is not especially widespread, several studies
have utilized them over the years.

In this paper, I describe the use of uptake sheets by starting with a review of
how they have been used in previous research. Next, I explain the advantages and
limitations of their use as a classroom research tool before providing an example
of how I have used them myself to add an element of triangulation for my own
investigation into tasks and learner orientation. Finally, I offer some suggestions

for those who wish to try using uptake sheets for classroom-based research.

Previous Studies Using Uptake Sheets

Allwright (1984) proposed the idea of uptake; that is, the linguistic items that
learners consider themselves to have learned from the various stages of a language
lesson. (Note that this is somewhat different to the more common construct of
uptake proposed by Lyster and Ranta, 1997, in which it is considered to be the
reactions and responses learners make following corrective feedback.) Allwright
devised a simple procedure where, at the end of a lesson, learners would make
written reports of what items (grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation) they noticed
in the class. Report forms similar to Allwright’s were later used in classroom
research to investigate learners’ perceptions of what they had learned in class and
the source of this learning. For example, Jones (1992) and Palmeira (1995) both
found that the most reported items were those that the teacher had supplied
during the lesson. Conversely, Slimani (1992) found that learners tended to
report items that their classmates, rather than the teacher, had supplied. In these
carly studies, this data collection tool was referred to as simply reports or learner

reports, but the term uptake sheets has been used in more recent literature (Mackey
& Gass, 2015).
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Mackey, McDonough, Fujii, and Tatsumi (2001) looked at the relative
effectiveness of different uptake sheet formats to elicit useful data. The most
successful format was a language-focused report (Figure 1), which required
learners to list items they noticed from four categories (pronunciation,
vocabulary, grammar, and case study/business) and note the input source for
each item. Mackey et al. (2001) concluded that such language-focused uptake
sheets are a convenient method of gathering information about what learners
notice in second language classrooms, and the findings from this study have been
influential in that most subsequent studies using uptake sheets have been based
on the format that they recommended.

Opver the past decade or so, uptake sheets seem to have been most commonly
utilized as a supplementary data collection tool in classroom investigations of
noticing (Schmidt, 1990) and form-focused instruction. For example, uptake
sheets have been used to investigate noticing in response to interactional
feedback from both teachers and fellow learners (Mackey, 2006; Fuji & Mackey,
2009); to show that teacher-initiated, rather than learner-initiated, form-focused
episodes led to a higher incidence of uptake (Gholami & Bassirian, 2011); to
assess the efficacy of different types of recasts during task interaction (Al-Surmi,
2012); and to investigate the effectiveness of focus-on-form interventions
(Ghaedrahmat, Mohammadnia, & Gholami, 2019; Pouresmaeil & Gholami,
2019). In addition, uptake sheet data were used to reveal a disparity between a

teacher’s linguistic aims for a class and the learners’ subsequent uptake (Nabei,
2013).

What are you noticing | Who said it? Was it new to you?
about... (check as many as you want) (check as many as you want)
Teacher | Class Me In the Yes, No, No,
mate book new heard knew it
of it
Pronunciation

Figure 1. The uptake sheet found to be most effective for gathering data (Mack-
ey etal., 2001)
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Researchers have several options available to them when using uptake sheets.
They can be used by themselves to collect both quantitative and qualitative
data (Mackey & Bryfonski, 2018), but most researchers have used them in
a supplementary role together with other data sources such as recordings of
classroom interaction and stimulated recall protocols. There has been divergence
in previous studies when deciding whether to distribute uptake sheets at the
beginning of the lesson and ask learners to record forms in real-time or to wait
until the end of the class and ask learners to recall the significant language points
they remember. Mackey (2017) suggested that uptake sheets be used in real-time
during class activities and not left until the end of class, which Mackey claimed
could impact validity as learners forget what they noticed. However, it could be
argued that any forms reported at the end of class may reflect better the forms
which were noticed and retained. Table 1 summarizes which options the recent

empirical studies have taken.

Benefits and Limitations of Uptake Sheets

As previous studies have demonstrated, uptake sheets are a flexible data collection
tool that can be utilized in a variety of classroom investigations, often in a
supplementary role for triangulation, when the researcher wants to understand
learners’ perceptions of their own learning during different phases of a lesson.
There is also the intriguing possibility that they could be used as a pedagogical
tool to enhance noticing and augment learning. Using Mackey et al’s (2001)
model as a template, they are simple to create and adapt; they are also easy to
administer, collect, and analyse, and are of little burden to participants compared
to alternative methods such as simulated recall protocols or interviews.

Uptake sheets likely share the same problems as other introspective methods;
namely, that of questionable reliability and internal validity (Nunan & Bailey,
2009). With any self-reported data, a threat to reliability exists because learners
might recall different items if the same procedures are repeated. However, a
problem with internal validity could be considered to be more serious than that
of reliability, as it is difficult to know whether learners are telling the truth when

they make reports (Nunan & Bailey, 2009).
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Table 1

A Summary of How Recent Studies Using Uptake Sheets Have Been Designed

Study Other research methods Real-time or end of class?
Al Surmi (2012) o Grammatical judgement  real-time + end of class
tests
Fujii and Mackey (2009) o Stimulated recall end of class

Ghaedrahmat et al. (2019)

Gholami and Bassirian (2011)

Mackey (2006)

Nabei (2013)

Pouresmaeil and Gholami (2019)

Audio recordings of

interaction

Audio recordings of
interaction

Observation field notes

Audio recordings of
interaction
Stimulated recall
Focused L1 questions
Questionnaires

Audio recordings of
interaction

Audio recordings of

interaction

real-time

real-time

real-time

end of class

real-time

In the empirical studies

using uptake sheets described above, other

weaknesses have been reported. One of these was that participants wrote items

they considered to be the target forms for that lesson while ignoring others

that they may indeed have noticed and processed on some level (Gholami &

Bassirian, 2011; Palmeira, 1995). Another concern is that of over-reporting:

Pouresmaeil and Gholami (2019) suggested that the very existence of the uptake

sheets could make learners particularly sensitive to noticing (an archetypal

manifestation of Labov’s, 1972, observer’s paradox), leading to a kind of uptake

inflation, where an unexpectedly large number of items are reported. Although

they felt this negatively impacted the validity of the instrument for their research

purposes, Pouresmaeil and Gholami argued that this could bring benefits to
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language classes that are trying to promote noticing and direct learner attention
towards form. However, both these potential shortcomings can be alleviated by
letting students become accustomed to using uptake sheets in lessons prior to
data collection sessions, exactly the approach taken in Mackey (2006).

As with any research method, uptake sheets have their own specific
drawbacks. It is perhaps for these reasons that introspective methods such as
uptake sheets have often been considered more of a supplementary tool to

support primary data collection methods (Harklau, 2011).

Using Uptake Sheets to Investigate Learner
Orientation in TBLT

In this section, I will describe how uptake sheets helped me in my own
investigation (Hawkes, 2018) looking at the impact of explicit instruction
(EI) on task interaction. It has been strongly argued in the task-based language
teaching (TBLT) literature that any teaching of forms before a task will direct
the learners’ orientation away from meaning and lead them to simply regurgitate
the pre-taught structures (Willis & Willis, 2007). This would run counter to the
kind of meaning-focused interaction that is a core principle of TBLT.

To investigate these claims, I qualitatively analysed audio recordings of
interaction for two separate tasks from three groups of learners in intact classes
(Figure 2). The Pre-task EI group received instruction of pre-determined target
forms before the task and the Post-task EI group immediately after. The No-EI
group did not receive instruction.

The qualitative analysis of the task interaction data showed that pre-teaching
did indeed appear to impact learner orientation: most learners went to some
effort to reproduce the target forms, often to the detriment of fluency and the
flow of the task. However, these strongly form-focused episodes were transient,
not seen in all learners’ interactions, and there remained extensive periods of task
interaction where learners appeared to orient towards the exchange of meaning
and task completion.

These findings were based on the analysis of transcriptions of the task

interaction. To look at the issue from a different angle, I had hoped to find some
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Class A

pre-task . Uptake
activities » P>| main task P sheets
Class B

pre-task —| main task —— El S Uptake
activities sheets
Class C

pre-task > : —p| Uptake L _____

activities main task sheets g l

Figure 2. The research design.

learners to participate in stimulated recall protocols to gain their perspectives
about the language choices they made. Unfortunately, although I scheduled
some sessions, none of the participants were able to volunteer their time outside
of class. This led me to look for an alternative supplementary research instrument
to provide an element of triangulation that could easily be administered during
class time. I realised that uptake sheets could be the tool to help me understand
what language forms learners felt they had paid attention to during the lesson.
I used an uptake sheet based on the one recommended by Mackey et al. (2001)
(Figure 1) and asked learners to fill them out during the final ten minutes of the
data collection sessions. I made the decision to have learners complete them at
the end of class, as opposed to in real-time during the class activities, as I did not
want the learners to be distracted from the task performance but instead later
look back and reflect on the forms that had made a lasting impression on them.

I hypothesized that if pre-teaching really did direct learner attention
towards form, this would be reflected in the items that the Pre-task EI group
reported. I expected them to report items that were the target forms taught
during the EI The Post-task EI group’s interaction data had painted a picture
of meaning-oriented learners using whatever forms they had in their existing
linguistic repertoire. However, I was curious about the way the post-task EI

would influence the uptake sheet data. After all, the Post-task EI group received
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instruction just before the uptake sheets were filled in. Surely, learners would
write down those forms which had just been introduced by the teacher? And for
the No-EI group, without being explicitly taught any target forms, what would
they report noticing?

The uptake sheet data supported the main recorded interaction data in three
main ways. First, the Pre-task EI group tended to report more El-related forms
than their peers in the Post-task EI group (and the No-EI group, but this was
to be expected as they had not yet received the EI). This was despite the fact
that the Post-task EI learners had finished the EI moments before filling out the
uptake sheets, suggesting that the Post-task EI learners considered many of the
forms they noticed during the task interaction to be of more importance.

Second, for the type of forms reported, there seemed to be more of a focus
on grammar in the Pre-task EI group. These were invariably forms taken from the
EI again indicating an orientation to form. Conversely, the Post-task EI learners
tended to focus more on the vocabulary items necessary for meaning exchange
and task completion. Some of these were picked up during the pre-task activities
and others from the main task interaction.

Third, regarding the source of noticed forms, the Pre-task EI group tended to
report materials, meaning the EI handouts, as being the source of their noticing.
They attributed far fewer forms to their peers than the Post-task EI group, who
reported more forms from the pre-task stages or ones picked up from their
interlocutors during the tasks. This was especially the case for the No-EI group,
who overwhelmingly reported their peers as being the source of noticed forms.
This noticing of mostly vocabulary items seemingly occurred naturally as part
of the task interaction. As this brief summary shows, the uptake sheet data were
able to provide support for some of the conclusions made from the interaction

data, thereby strengthening the validity of the study.

Recommendations for Using Uptake Sheets
Uptake sheets can be a useful tool for teacher researchers in a wide variety of
classroom investigations. Using Mackey et al's (2001) design, they are casily

created, distributed, collected, and analysed, and can reveal what forms students
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are really internalizing from EI, learning materials, corrective feedback, and
their peers. They can help reveal learner orientations and determine if they are
congruent with the teacher’s goals and intentions. They could also be useful in
studies of more implicit form-focused instruction, such as input enhancement
(Loewen, 2015). Finally, in actual pedagogy, teachers may also find uptake sheets
a useful way to direct learners” attention towards form by enhancing noticing.
If, as Pouresmacil and Gholami (2019) suggested, these sheets cause uptake
inflation, they could be a means of boosting noticing and directing attention to

form during largely meaning-focused instruction.

Conclusion

This paper has proposed uptake sheets to be a convenient tool for collecting
supplementary data in classroom research. While their limitations need to
be acknowledged, they are an alternative introspective method in situations
where, as I experienced first-hand, stimulated recall protocols may be difficult
to conduct due to time or volunteer number constraints. For studies with a
relatively large number of students in intact classes, uptake sheets are easily
created, administered, and collected, with relatively little inconvenience to the
participants or interruption to the class flow (especially if done at the end of
class). Several studies over the years have been able to look at data obtained from
audio recordings from a different angle. This was also the approach I took in my
study, and I found uptake sheets provided valuable data that corroborated the
main findings, strengthened the validity of the study, and allowed me to draw
conclusions regarding the impact of explicit instruction on learner orientation in
tasks. Itishoped that the reader may wish to try out uptake sheets as an innovation

in their classes for either pedagogical or research-oriented goals.

Acknowledgements
The author wishes to thank Joe Falout for his helpful suggestions and guidance

throughout the revision process.

68



Using Uptake in Classroom Research, OnCUE 14(1), pages 60-71

References

Allwright, R. (1984). Why don’t learners learn what teachers teach? The
interaction hypothesis. In D. Singleton & D. Little (Eds.), Langnage
learning in formal and informal contexts (pp. 3-18). IRAAL.

Al-Surmi, M. (2012). Learners’ noticing of recasts of morpho-syntactic errors:
Recast types and delayed recognition. System, 40, 226-236.

Fujii, A., & Mackey, A. (2009). Interactional feedback in learner-learner
interactions in a task-based EFL classroom. International Review of Applied
Linguistics in Language Teaching, 47(3/4), 267-301.

Ghaedrahmat, M., Mohammadnia, Z., & Gholami, J. (2019). Preemptive focus
on form in linguistic features of aviation English classes: Uptakes following
teacher-initiated vs. learner-initiated focus on form episodes. lranian
Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 8(3), 34—47.

Gholami, J., & Bassirian, M. (2011). Measuring the effectiveness of preemptive
focus on form through uptake sheets. lranian Journal of Applied Linguistics,
14(2), 63-88.

Harklau, L. (2011). Approaches and methods in recent qualitative research.

In E. Hinkel (Ed.), Handbook of research in second language teaching and
learning volume 2 (pp. 175-189). Routledge.

Hawkes, M. (2018). The timing of explicit form-focused instruction and its impact
on task outcomes. [Doctoral dissertation, Aston University].

Jones, F. (1992). A language teaching machine: Input, uptake, and output in the
communicative classroom. System, 20(2), 133-150.

Labov, W. (1972). Sociolinguistic patterns. University of Pennsylvania Press.

Loewen, S. (2015). Introduction to instructed second language acquisition.
Routledge.

Lyster, R., & Ranta, L. (1997). Corrective feedback and learner uptake:
Negotiation of form in communicative classrooms. Studies in Second
Language Acquisition, 19(1), 37-61.

Mackey, A. (2006). Feedback, noticing, and instructed second language
learning. Applied Linguistics, 27(3), 405-430.

Mackey, A. (2017). Classroom-based research. In S. Loewen & M. Sato (Eds.),

69



Hawkes

The Routledge handbook of instructed second language acquisition (pp.
541-561). Routledge.

Mackey, A., & Bryfonski, L. (2018). Mixed methodology. In A. Phakiti, P. De
Costa, L. Plonsky, & S. Starfield (Eds.), The Palgrave handbook of applied
linguistics research methodology (pp. 103-121). Palgrave Macmillan.

Mackey, A., & Gass, S. (2015). Second langnage research: Methodology and
design. Routledge.

Mackey, A., McDonough, K., Fujii, A., & Tatsumi, T. (2001). Investigating
learners’ reports about the L2 classroom. International Review of Applied
Linguistics in Language Teaching, 39, 285-312.

Nabei, T. (2013). Learner uptake reports on an EFL reading class in Japan.
Gaikokugo Kyouiku Forum, 12, 47-62.

Nunan, D., & Bailey, K. M. (2009). Exploring second language classroom
research. Heinle Cengage Learning.

Palmeira, W. K. (1995). A study of uptake by learners of Hawaiian. In R.
Schmidt (Ed.), Attention and awareness in foreign language learning (pp.
127-161). University of Hawaii.

Pouresmaeil, A., & Gholami, J. (2019). Incidental focus-on-form in a free
discussion language class: Types, linguistic foci and uptake rate. The
Language Learning Journal, 47(5), 653-665.

Schmidt, R. (1990). The role of consciousness in second language learning.
Applied Linguistics, 11(2), 129-158.

Slimani, A. (1992). Evaluation of classroom interaction. In J. C. Alderson &
A. Beretta (Eds.), Evaluating second language education (pp. 197-221).
Cambridge University Press.

Willis, D., & Willis, J. (2007). Doing task-based teaching. Oxford University

Press.

Author bio

Martin Hawkes has been teaching in Japan since 2003 and is an associate professor
at The University of Shiga Prefecture. He holds an MSc in TESOL and a PhD in
Applied Linguistics, both from Aston University. His interests include task-based

70



Using Uptake in Classroom Research, OnCUE 14(1), pages 60-71

language teaching and English as a Medium of Instruction. martin_hawkes@

hotmail.com

Received: July 15,2020
Accepted: January 23,2021

71



