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Abstract
Early world language learning increases the likelihood of later proficiency 

and supports cognitive skills such as memory and problem-solving. Motivation is 
a critical factor in shaping outcomes, and classroom activities play a central role 
in fostering it. Guided by Self-Determination Theory, this exploratory sequential 
mixed-methods study investigated classroom activities in Foreign Language in 
the Elementary School (FLES) contexts. Study 1 used teacher interviews and 
classroom observations to identify five activity types, which informed a survey in 
Study 2. Sixty-one fifth-grade students reported on their engagement, motivation, 
and home language background. Analyses included mixed-design ANOVAs, cor-
relations, and thematic coding. Results showed that multilingual students had 
higher intrinsic motivation, cultural and creative activities engaged intrinsically 
motivated learners, and games enhanced extrinsic motivation. Interactive, move-
ment-based tasks also reduced anxiety and promoted participation. Findings high-
light the importance of diverse activities to sustain motivation in elementary lan-
guage learning.

Keywords: language learner motivation, self-determination theory, classroom 
activities, FLES, home language environment 

Introduction
A central challenge in elementary world language education is how to effec-

tively motivate young learners to engage in sustained language learning. Although 
early exposure to a second language is widely believed to support long-term pro-
ficiency—consistent with claims such as the Critical Period Hypothesis (Rubio, 
2022)—early instruction alone does not guarantee meaningful learning outcomes. 
In practice, many elementary language programs struggle to maintain students’ 
interest, engagement, and willingness to persist beyond initial exposure.Motiva-
tion is therefore a critical factor in second language acquisition. Students who are 
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more motivated are more likely to participate actively, invest effort, and continue 
learning beyond the classroom (Hiver et al., 2024). However, while motivation 
has been extensively studied, less is known about which specific classroom activ-
ities and instructional strategies most effectively foster motivation among elemen-
tary learners. In particular, there remains a need to connect broad motivational 
theories to concrete, classroom-based practices that teachers can implement.

The present study addresses this gap by investigating the following research 
question: What types of activities and instructional strategies most effectively 
motivate elementary school students to learn a foreign language? Guided by Self-
Determination Theory, this study examines how different classroom practices 
support students’ motivation through autonomy, competence, and relatedness. To 
answer this question, the study employs an exploratory sequential mixed-methods 
design. Qualitative data from teacher interviews and classroom observations were 
first used to identify key activity types and motivational strategies. These findings 
then informed the development of a quantitative survey examining the relation-
ship between specific classroom activities and student motivation (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2018). The paper proceeds with a review of relevant literature, fol-
lowed by the presentation of two studies, each with its own methods, results, and 
discussion, and concludes with implications for theory and classroom practice.

Literature Review
Previous studies have shown that motivation plays a central role in second 

language learning, particularly among young learners. Motivational frameworks 
relevant to second language acquisition are therefore examined, with attention to 
their implications for elementary students. Empirical research on classroom 
activities associated with student motivation and engagement is then 
synthesized. The section concludes with an overview of Foreign Language in 
Elementary School (FLES) programs, which provide the instructional context for 
the present study.
Self-Determination Theory

Not only do students experience different levels of motivation, but they also 
experience different types of motivation. To understand language learners’ moti-
vational orientations, the main motivational framework that this study employed 
was the Self-Determination Theory (SDT). SDT suggests that the extent to which 
students are self-determined in their motivation is determined by the fulfillment 
of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Au-
tonomy refers to experiencing one’s actions as self-endorsed and aligned with per-
sonal values, rather than externally pressured. Competence involves feeling effec-
tive and capable of meeting challenges in a given context. Relatedness refers to 
an experience of meaningful connection and belonging with others. 
 SDT posits that greater satisfaction of these needs fosters more self-deter-
mined forms of motivation, whereby individuals engage in activities out of intrin-
sic interest or personal value. Therefore, the theory introduces a scale of motiva-
tion from extrinsic motivation, the performance of an activity to obtain a separa-
ble outcome, to intrinsic motivation, characterized by an innate curiosity and in-
terest in a subject. Within extrinsic motivation, different types are more self-deter-
mined. External regulation, the least autonomous form, refers to a person per-
forming a task to satisfy an external demand or receive a reward. Introjected reg-
ulation, slightly more self-determined, refers to a person performing an activity 
due to pressure that they have put on themselves, such as avoiding shame or guilt. 
Next, identified regulation refers to when a person performs an activity because 
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they have identified its importance, even if they don’t find it interesting. The most 
self-determined form of motivation is intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

 Overall, students are more engaged and proactive in their learning when 
they are more self-motivated. In fact, earlier studies have found that environments 
that satisfy these SDT needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness foster 
greater intrinsic motivation than those that do not (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). This 
framework is highly applicable to young learners as foundational SDT studies 
specifically investigated the achievement behaviors and regulatory styles of 
young learners, and have confirmed that even at a young age, students’ motivation 
exists on a spectrum (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). In the language classroom setting 
specifically, supporting student autonomy has been correlated with more intrinsi-
cally motivated students (Dincer & Yesilyurt, 2017). 
The Affective-Filter Hypothesis
 Another theory of engagement is the Affective-Filter hypothesis, a theory spe-
cific to second-language acquisition. Developed by Krashen (1982), this theory posits 
that students have an affective filter that affects the amount of language input they 
receive. A higher affective filter leads to lower language input, and a lower affective 
filter leads to higher language input and more engagement. 

Du (2009) describes four factors that regulate the filter: motivation, attitude, anx-
iety, and self-confidence. Motivation, defined as the extent to which a student desires 
to learn, is one of the most important factors in lowering the filter. Positive attitudes 
toward language learning foster greater participation, commitment, and progress, 
thereby lowering the affective filter. Similarly, higher self-confidence makes students 
more comfortable using the language, which also reduces the filter and enhances 
classroom learning. Anxiety, by contrast, raises the affective filter, as feelings of ap-
prehension inhibit students’ willingness to use the language.

Though this theory was not used to frame research questions or hypotheses, it 
helps explain the effectiveness of certain activities, and is an important factor to con-
sider when designing activities in order to build student engagement and participation.
Classroom Activities and Motivation

The structure and activities of a language class can influence students’ moti-
vation. For example, learning about the culture of a language’s speakers can in-
crease students’ motivation by increasing feelings of connection to such commu-
nities, supporting relatedness needs (Dörnyei, 1994). Moreover, realizing the ap-
plicability of language helps students recognize that the language is worth learn-
ing (Brophy, 2008). Activities that expose students to the culture and history of 
the target language are classified as cultural exposure activities. Additionally, cre-
ative or personalized activities, where learners express their own lives and inter-
ests in the target language, have been shown to increase motivation by supporting 
autonomy (Bernard, 2010).  Likewise, interactive language-use activities, which 
include collaborative group work and class discussions, and support relatedness 
needs, have been linked to higher engagement and interest, thereby fostering mo-
tivation (Dörnyei, 1994; Sevy, 2016). Movement-based activities, or activities that 
involve movement, also make students feel more engaged and comfortable partic-
ipating (Valero et al., 2022). Finally, fun, non-drill activities such as music or 
games sustain learners’ interest and have also been shown to increase intrinsic 
motivation by making language learning more enjoyable (Dörnyei, 1994; 
Bernard, 2010; Sevy-Billoon, 2017).
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The Importance of Multilanguage Background in Second Language 
Study Motivation

Previous studies have shown that learners’ prior linguistic experiences can 
play an important role in shaping their motivation to learn an additional language. 
Students with a multilingual background often demonstrate more positive atti-
tudes toward language learning, greater confidence in their ability to acquire new 
languages, and higher levels of engagement in classroom activities. For example, 
Dörnyei (2005) suggests that prior success in language learning can strengthen 
learners’ motivational self-concept, increasing their willingness to invest effort in 
subsequent language study. Bialystok (2001) argues that experience with multiple 
languages enhances learners’ ability to reflect on language as a system, making 
new language learning tasks more accessible and less intimidating. This increased 
sense of competence aligns with key principles of Self-Determination Theory, 
which emphasizes the importance of perceived competence in sustaining intrinsic 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Individual Differences and Motivation

Although classroom activities play a central role in shaping student motiva-
tion, other demographic factors also influence both motivation and language ac-
quisition. For example, personality differences can affect how students are moti-
vated, and intelligence may influence how effectively students acquire a language 
even when they are motivated (Ryan, 2020). In addition, multilingual students, or 
those with prior language exposure, are often more open to learning new lan-
guages, which can enhance their motivation (Kroll & Dussias, 2017). These fac-
tors are important to consider because they may modify the impact of classroom 
activities on learners. In this study, the primary factor examined beyond class-
room activities was students’ previous language exposure. 
FLES Programs
 Foreign Language in the Elementary School, or FLES, is one type of elemen-
tary language program implemented in elementary schools across America, and 
is the elementary program examined in this study. FLES programs focus on devel-
oping students’ listening and speaking skills, with less focus on grammar. Because 
FLES classes are for elementary students, they generally use visuals, physical ac-
tivity, and games to engage students (Reeves, 1989). This study focuses on FLES 
classrooms because of its widespread use in early language education and because 
its activity-centered curriculum has been found to foster student engagement. 

 Specifically, past research indicates that FLES students report higher 
language proficiency than non-FLES students, and that the authentic language en-
vironment that FLES creates can positively influence students’ motivation to 
study a foreign language (Brega & Newell, 1967; Bowen, 1958; Kennedy et al., 
2000). This study takes a modern look into FLES classrooms, investigating en-
gagement strategies and classroom activities effective for motivating elementary 
language learners.

Current Investigation
 Although some studies focus on the impact of classroom activities on student 
motivation, most either focus on older learners (Bernard, 2010) or on subjects not 
specific to language learning (Ainley, 2012; Meece et al., 1988; Sandström & 
Granlund, 2006). Although handbooks on language teaching strategies are avail-
able, many are theory-based rather than empirically grounded, and much of the 
literature originates from the 1990s and early 2000s (Dornyei, 1994; Blaz, 2022). 
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Thus, this study provides an updated, empirical perspective on engagement in el-
ementary language classrooms, examining which strategies and activities are 
most effective to improve the intrinsic motivation to learn second languages 
among elementary school students.

This study employed an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design, in 
which qualitative and quantitative studies were conducted and analyzed sepa-
rately. Qualitative data were first collected to inform the design of the subsequent 
quantitative study. Upon completion of both phases, results were triangulated in 
the general discussion to highlight key findings and pedagogical implications. 
This design allows a comprehensive exploration of the research topics by leverag-
ing the complementary strengths of qualitative and quantitative methods (Sharma 
et al., 2023)

Study 1 informed the survey design by identifying classroom activities and 
engagement strategies used in FLES instruction, drawing on interviews and class-
room observations, which provide in-depth qualitative insights (Jordan et al., 
2021; Merriam, 1998). Study 2 built on this foundation by examining the relation-
ship between activities and student motivation through surveys. The study’s pro-
tocol was reviewed by the district’s ethics committee, and both the interview and 
survey were approved after revisions. 

Study 1
In Study 1, researchers interviewed FLES teachers and observed their 

classes to identify commonly used classroom activities and to explore which 
types of activities appeared to support student engagement and motivation. 
These qualitative findings were used to inform the development of activity cate-
gories and hypotheses for the Study 2 survey.
Study 1: Methods 

Below are the methods used for Study 1. Methods for Study 2 will be under 
Study 2.
Participants

Five elementary FLES teachers from five different schools in New York’s 
Metro-Suburb Area were interviewed, which included one male and four females. 
Each FLES teacher taught Spanish to grades 2-5 in their respective schools. 
Interviews

Interviews were conducted over Zoom, and each lasted about 30 minutes. In-
terviews followed a semi-structured format, and questions were organized around 
the following three themes: FLES class structure, classroom activities, and stu-
dent engagement. Upon receiving oral consent, Zoom meetings were recorded. 

Each interview was transcribed and reviewed for accuracy. Interview data 
were analyzed concurrently with the collection. The researchers conducted exten-
sive coding of the interviews using the thematic analysis method, following the 
six-phase approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), including familiariza-
tion with the data, iterative coding, and refinement of themes. Data were then or-
ganized according to the activity categories that emerged from the analysis (e.g., 
creative, interactive, tactile, and movement-based activities).
Observations

Observations were also conducted from April to May during the spring se-
mester of 2025. Two fifth-grade classrooms from this area were selected based on 
the availability of both the researcher and the teachers. Each observation lasted 
one 40-minute class period, and field notes were taken throughout. Notes were 
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transcribed in the order in which interviews and observations were conducted and 
cross-checked multiple times for accuracy. Taken together, observation and inter-
view findings provide an important overview to complement interview data about 
activities and engagement in the FLES classroom.
Results and Discussion

 Several notable themes emerged regarding classroom activities that teach-
ers perceived as supporting student engagement and motivation.
Fun and Games

Because language learning can be stressful, all teachers emphasized that fun 
and games help students feel more comfortable and enjoy the process, particularly 
at the elementary level. Gamifying activities kept classes exciting and engaging, 
most often through tactile and movement-based tasks. Tactile activities, such as 
board or card games, engaged students’ sense of touch, while movement-based 
activities, such as dancing or charades, encouraged physical activity, helping stu-
dents feel less self-conscious and more willing to participate. As one teacher ex-
plained, “They’re laughing, they’re silly…It lowers anxiety.” The first observation 
corroborated these reports, showing that students were especially energetic and 
engaged during game-based activities such as Yo También, a game where students 
respond to prompts by changing seats and trying not to be the last one standing.
Creative Activities

Three teachers observed that students are often most engaged when they have 
activities where they can be creative, letting them “produce what they want to 
produce.” Moreover, one teacher specifically noted that students feel a greater 
sense of ownership in activities where they have freedom to use the language as 
they want. The first classroom observation supported these insights, as students 
appeared especially engaged and took pride in the original products they created 
when using Spanish creatively. Examples of creative activities include projects, 
skits, and writing stories.
Interactive Activities

One teacher noted that students are more comfortable participating in inter-
active activities, where they work with other students in partnerships, small 
groups, or as a class, explaining that compared to the anxiety of practicing a new 
language in front of a large group, practicing the language with one or a few peers 
is considerably less daunting. Another teacher noted that they are especially effec-
tive because communication is the essence of language learning. Additionally, all 
teachers described different interactive activities, such as group projects, partner 
work, and team games, as being popular among students. Both classroom obser-
vations supported this idea, with students actively participating in partner work 
and eagerly reading words off the board together.
Implications for Study 2 

Findings from Study 1 directly informed the design of Study 2 by determining 
the activity categories students were asked about in the survey. Specifically, the 
categories of creative, interactive, tactile, and movement activities were all asked 
about in the survey. An additional category of cultural exposure activities was in-
cluded to test their hypothesized role in supporting students’ autonomous motiva-
tion, as proposed in traditional SDT literature (Brophy, 2008; Dörnyei, 1994).
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Study 2
Study 2 takes a mixed-methods approach using quantitative and qualitative 

measures to investigate the relationship between classroom activities and stu-
dent motivation. The classroom activities used in this study were generated 
from findings in Study 1 and the literature review, including tactile, movement-
based, cultural, creative, and interactive activities. Using the framework of Self-
Determination Theory, students’ motivational orientation was measured, includ-
ing intrinsic motivation, identified motivation, introjected motivation, and ex-
trinsic motivation.

Two hypotheses were proposed. The first hypothesis relates to individual 
differences impacting student motivation. Specifically, students from multilingual 
backgrounds have higher levels of intrinsic motivation (Kroll & Dussias, 2017). 
This hypothesis was evaluated using a mixed-design ANOVA comparing motiva-
tional orientations across groups. The second hypothesis relates the motivation 
orientation and activity type. More specifically, autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness supporting activities (i.e., cultural, creative, and interactive) positively as-
sociate with intrinsic motivation, whereas other types of activities (i.e. tactile and 
movement) positively associate with extrinsic motivation (Bernard, 2010; 
Dörnyei, 1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000b). Although cultural, creative, and interactive 
activities do not directly target competence needs, these needs may still be ful-
filled when students perceive success in understanding cultural content or in pro-
ducing creative work. This hypothesis was investigated through mixed-design 
ANOVA and Pearson correlations between activity ratings and motivation orien-
tations. Qualitative data were analyzed to provide additional interpretive context. 
Study 2: Methods 

This survey was conducted in accordance with the institutional ethical stan-
dards of the participating school district and received institutional approval.
Participants

A total of 61 fifth-grade students from the same school district as the teachers 
were surveyed (29 boys, 32 girls). Among them, 33 students spoke a language 
other than English at home (multilingual group), 26 spoke only English at home 
(monolingual group), and 2 students did not report whether they spoke a language 
other than English at home. Parents provided written consent over an online form, 
and students whose parents provided consent were invited to participate. Students 
gave assent before completing the survey in class or at home. Participation was 
voluntary, and students could withdraw at any time; no students chose to do so.
Measurements

Besides a demographic sheet, regarding gender, ethnicity, and home lan-
guage, the study includes two questionnaires: a Motivation Questionnaire (Car-
reira, 2012) and an Activities Questionnaire (Ryan, 1982). 

The Motivation Questionnaire (Carreira, 2012) is based on principles of Self-
Determination Theory, based on previous research and instrument validations 
conducted in the SDT paradigm (Ando et al., 2008; Carreira, 2012; Oga-Baldwin 
et al., 2017). In the current study, the survey was used to measure FLES students’ 
motivational orientations toward learning Spanish. All items from the original 
survey were retained but adapted to use neutral, age-appropriate wording for 5th-
grade students.

The survey included four subscales—intrinsic, identified, introjected, and ex-
ternal regulation—each with four items. An example for a question on the intrin-
sic motivation subscale is “I learn Spanish because it is fun to”; an example for 
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the identified regulation subscale is “I learn Spanish because it will be useful for 
me in the future”; an example for the introjected regulation subscale is “I learn 
Spanish because I want my teacher to see me as a good student”; and an example 
for the external regulation subscale is “I learn Spanish because I am told to.” Stu-
dents responded on a 3-point Likert scale (“Disagree” = 1, “Neither disagree nor 
agree” = 2, “Agree” = 3), as requested by teachers for accessibility. The question-
naire included 16 items (four per subscale), presented in random order to reduce 
response bias.

The Activities Questionnaire (Ryan, 1982) measures student engagement 
with different types of activities using closed-ended and open-ended questions. 
The open-ended section utilized the Interest/Enjoyment scale from the Intrinsic 
Motivation Inventory, which measures participants’ subjective experience with a 
target activity (Ryan, 1982; McAuley et al., 1987). The Interest/Enjoyment scale 
originally included 7 items, out of which we used 2 to increase accessibility for 
elementary participants. There were 10 items in total. Activity categories were 
chosen based on recurring themes in Study 1 interviews and observations. Similar 
activities that were repeatedly described and seen as engaging were grouped into 
broader categories based on shared characteristics (e.g., creative activities such as 
projects or stories; interactive activities such as partner or group work; tactile ac-
tivities such as card or board games; movement-based activities such as charades 
or dancing). Cultural exposure activities (e.g., learning about traditions or daily 
life in Spanish-speaking communities) were additionally included as a survey cat-
egory based on their hypothesized role in engaging students in motivation litera-
ture (Brophy, 2008; Dörnyei, 1994).

The qualitative section of the Activities Questionnaire asked students two 
questions: “What are three of your favorite things to do in Spanish class (apart 
from online games like Blooket or Gimkit)?” and “Explain why you like them in 
1-2 sentences.” The exception to the first question was suggested by students’ 
teachers, who noted that otherwise, students would overwhelmingly list digital 
games, limiting insight into other classroom activities. The purpose of these qual-
itative questions was to add nuance to quantitative survey responses and clarify 
the activities and underlying factors behind student motivation.
Quantitative Survey Results and Discussion
 In this study, there are two major hypotheses. The first hypothesis states that 
students from multilingual backgrounds have higher levels of intrinsic motiva-
tion. The second hypothesis states that autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
supporting activities (i.e., cultural, creative, and interactive) positively associate 
with intrinsic motivation, whereas other types of activities (i.e. tactile and move-
ment) positively associate with extrinsic motivation. 
The Role of Language Background in Motivational Orientations

To test the first hypothesis concerning the relationship between students’ lan-
guage background (multilingual vs. monolingual) and motivational orientation, a 
2 (language background: multilingual vs. monolingual) × 4 (motivational orienta-
tion: intrinsic, identified, introjected, extrinsic) mixed-design ANOVA was con-
ducted. Motivational orientation served as the within-subjects factor, and lan-
guage background served as the between-subjects factor. The analysis revealed a 
significant main effect of motivational orientation, F(3, 55) = 19.23, p < .0001, 
partial η² = .512. Pairwise comparisons indicated that students reported the high-
est levels of intrinsic motivation (M = 2.47, SD = 0.50), followed by identified 
motivation (M = 2.32, SD = 0.46), introjected motivation (M = 2.29, SD = 0.37), 
and extrinsic motivation (M = 1.76, SD = 0.47). 
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The main effect of language background was not significant, F(1, 57) = 1.75, 
p = .192, partial η² = .03. However, the interaction between language background 
and motivational orientation was significant, F(3, 171) = 3.61, p = .015, partial η² 
= .06. Specifically, multilingual students reported higher levels of intrinsic, iden-
tified, and introjected motivation than monolingual students, whereas monolin-
gual students reported higher levels of extrinsic motivation (see Figure 1). These 
findings support the first hypothesis that students from multilingual backgrounds 
have higher levels of intrinsic motivation. 
Figure 1
Mean Levels of Motivational Orientation by Language Background

Classroom Activities and Student Intrinsic Motivation
To test the second hypothesis concerning the relationship between students’ 

language background (multilingual vs. monolingual) and intrinsic motivation to-
wards different activities, a 2 (language background: multilingual vs. monolin-
gual) × 5 (activity type: cultural exposure, interactive, creative, tactile, move-
ment) mixed-design ANOVA was conducted. Activity type served as the within-
subjects factor, and language background served as the between-subjects factor.

 The main effect of activity type was significant, F(4, 228) =22.4, p<.01, par-
tial η² =28.2%, suggesting that activity type substantially contributed to intrinsic 
motivation. Descriptively, tactile activities received the highest ratings (M = 2.64, 
SD = 0.46), followed by interactive activities (M = 2.49, SD = 0.50), cultural ex-
posure (M = 2.43, SD = 0.52), movement-based activities (M = 2.27, SD = 0.66), 
and creative activities (M = 1.85, SD = 0.62).  

There was no significant main effect for home language on students’ intrinsic 
motivation toward activities,  F(1,57)=2.57, p = .11. However, interaction be-
tween their intrinsic motivation towards types of activities and home language is 
borderline significant, F(4, 228) =2.12, p = .08, partial η² =3.6%, which seem to 
suggest that students with multilingual backgrounds benefited more from cultural 
exposure and creative activities than students with monolingual backgrounds (see 
figure 1). Moreover, multilingual students reported higher engagement with cul-
tural exposure (M = 2.59, SD = 0.44) and creative activities (M = 2.00, SD = 0.59) 
compared to monolingual students (M = 2.23, SD = 0.57; M = 1.67, SD = 0.62, 
respectively).   
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Figure 2
Pearson correlations between classroom activity types (rows) and motivational 
orientations (columns)

Note: *: P<.05; **: P<.01
To further test the second hypothesis, Pearson correlations were calculated 

between students’ motivational orientations and their reported interest in different 
classroom activity types. Results indicated significant positive associations be-
tween intrinsic motivation and cultural exposure (r = .51, p < .01) and creative 
activities (r = .30, p < .05). Identified regulation was positively correlated with 
cultural exposure (r = .38, p < .01), interactive (r = .33, p < .05), creative (r = .31, 
p < .05), and movement-based activities (r = .30, p < .05). Introjected regulation 
correlated positively with cultural exposure (r = .34, p < .01), interactive (r = .39, 
p < .01), tactile (r = .32, p < .05), and movement-based activities (r = .35, p < .01). 
External regulation was positively correlated only with tactile activities (r = .27, 
p < .05).
Discussion of Quantitative Results

The first hypothesis predicted that students from multilingual backgrounds 
would report higher levels of intrinsic motivation than monolingual students. Al-
though both monolingual and multilingual students had more self-determined 
forms of motivation than not, multilingual students had higher intrinsic motiva-
tion levels on average. 

These findings support the first hypothesis, aligning with prior work showing 
that multilingual learners are more open to acquiring additional languages (Kroll 
& Dussias, 2017). This finding suggests that the effectiveness of activities may 
vary depending on elementary language learners’ backgrounds. Specifically, mul-
tilingual students showed higher interest on average in cultural exposure and cre-
ative activities than monolingual students, indicating that language background 
can influence elementary students’ engagement with different activities in the 
classroom. In this context, cultural exposure activities are activities that involve 
learning about traditions or daily life in Spanish-speaking communities, while 
creative activities allow students to experiment with expressing their own ideas in 
Spanish. One possible explanation for multilingual students’ greater engagement 
with these activities is that they may already perceive language as closely con-
nected to culture and identity, making cultural learning feel more meaningful, 
while prior experience using multiple languages may increase their comfort with 
experimenting in creative language tasks. 

The second hypothesis predicted that autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
supporting activities (creative, cultural, and interactive) would be positively asso-
ciated with intrinsic motivation, whereas tactile and movement-based activities 

Variable Cultural 
Exposure 

Interactive Creative Tactile Movement 

Intrinsic .51** .20 .30* .21 .13 

Identified .38** .33* .31* .19 .30* 

Introjected .34** .39** .25 .32* .35** 

External .02 .08 .09 .27* .17 
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would be positively associated with extrinsic motivation. Correlation analyses 
showed that cultural exposure activities were positively associated with intrinsic 
motivation. Consistent with Self-Determination Theory, cultural learning may 
support relatedness needs by increasing students’ sense of connection to Spanish-
speaking communities, as described in previous research (Dörnyei, 1994). Cre-
ative activities correlated with intrinsic motivation as well, consistent with their 
potential to satisfy autonomy needs by allowing students to customize and gener-
ate their own language use. Interactive activities correlated most strongly with 
identified and introjected regulation. Identified regulation refers to someone per-
forming an activity because they have identified its importance, and introjected 
regulation is a slightly less autonomous form of motivation, which refers to some-
one performing a task due to pressure they have put on themselves (Ryan & Deci, 
2000b). Thus, these findings suggest that while interactive activities may not fully 
foster intrinsic interest, they do engage students who recognize the value of lan-
guage learning and have baseline motivation. These findings align with Dörnyei 
(1974), who recommended autonomy-, competence-, and relatedness-supporting 
activities to support elementary language learners.

In contrast, tactile and movement-based activities were most strongly associ-
ated with introjected and external regulation, with external regulation being the 
least autonomous form of motivation, when someone performs a task to satisfy an 
external demand. Thus, these findings indicate that tactile and movement-based 
activities may be particularly effective for sparking situational engagement 
among students with lower intrinsic motivation. While they may not foster long-
term intrinsic interest in language learning, they can spark students’ motivation 
and participation in the moment. This pattern is consistent with prior research 
showing that games and movement-based activities promote classroom engage-
ment and help students feel more comfortable participating (Bernard, 2010; Sevy, 
2016; Valero et al., 2022; Young, 1991). Moreover, while they do not directly ful-
fil autonomy or relatedness to the same degree as cultural or creative activities, 
student qualitative responses, as discussed in the following subsection, indicated 
that they allow them to work competitively and strategically, fulfilling compe-
tence needs. 

Overall, these results confirm the second hypothesis: autonomy-, compe-
tence-, and relatedness-supporting activities were associated with higher forms of 
autonomous motivation. Moreover, fun and game-based, tactile, and movement 
activities were found to support student competence needs as well as be highly 
engaging for less motivated students. 
Qualitative Survey Results and Discussion

Qualitative responses provided further insight into how certain activities can 
motivate students to learn a foreign language.

Specific games such as card games and charades, and “playing games” in 
general, were frequently cited as favorites, not only because they were enjoyable 
but also because they allowed for friendly competition and collaborative learning. 
Students repeatedly described these activities as stress-reducing and creating a 
positive classroom atmosphere. Illustrative student responses included: “It’s hard 
to learn a new language and it’s fun to have a small break in between”. Another 
student noted, “They create a fun environment in the classroom”. With regards to 
movement-based activities, such as Hachi Pachi, a movement-based guessing 
game with the class acting as one team, specifically, students commonly described 
them as energizing. One student explained, “They help me stay focused.” These 
responses suggest how fun and game-based activities, which often include tactile 
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and movement-based elements, can lower students’ affective filters by making 
them feel more comfortable in the classroom, thereby engaging them. Multiple 
students also described enjoying game-based activities because they enjoyed the 
strategic and competitive aspects of them. As one student explained, they “like[d] 
to use [their] knowledge competitively.” Such responses indicate how fun and 
game-based activities also satisfy students’ competence needs, by allowing them 
to apply their language knowledge and demonstrating their proficiency, thereby 
motivating them to participate.

Activities with interactive elements, such as Hachi Pachi, a movement-based 
guessing game with the class acting as one team, and Eggspert, a team-based quiz 
game, were also popular among students, with three students even listing working 
with others as a favorite activity of theirs. Students commonly described how they 
feel more comfortable working in group settings. One student said, “I like working 
with my friends because I like being with them,” while another said, “I work better 
with them.” These sentiments illustrate how interactive activities can lower stu-
dents’ affective filters by reducing the anxiety they may feel in uncomfortable so-
cial environments, thereby increasing their willingness to engage and participate.

 While not as popular as fun and games and interactive activities, many 
students still cited creative activities, such as projects, writing stories, and skits, 
as favorites. Student responses indicated that they enjoy these activities because 
they have the opportunity to apply and create with their knowledge. One student, 
specifically, said, “I like doing projects because I like making things.” Another 
explained, “I like skits because they allow you to be creative.” These responses 
demonstrate how creative activities can fulfill students’ SDT autonomy needs by 
allowing them to express their own ideas and make choices about how they use 
the target language.

 Students did not frequently cite cultural exposure activities, such as 
learning about traditions and different holidays in countries that speak the target 
language, as favorites. Students that did describe such activities as favorites did 
so because they found them “fun”, “interesting”, and “exciting”. One student said, 
“Learning about different countries is cool because you can take a trip there,” in-
dicating that cultural exposure activities showed them the value of the language 
that they were learning as a means to communicate with people from different 
communities. This description demonstrates how, though less popular, cultural 
exposure activities can support students’ SDT-relatedness needs by helping them 
feel connected to speakers of the target language and their communities.

 Overall, these qualitative observations reinforce the quantitative find-
ings: while activities such as cultural exposure and creative projects appear to fos-
ter deeper, autonomous forms of motivation, fun and game-based activities and 
interactive activities serve an essential complementary function, by sparking situ-
ational engagement among less autonomously motivated students.

General Discussion
The overall purpose of this study was to identify activities and strategies that 

influence elementary students’ motivational orientation toward second language 
learning. This subject is important because learning a foreign language earlier can 
improve later proficiency (Rubio, 2022). Motivation is key to language profi-
ciency, as motivated learners progress faster and are more likely to continue learn-
ing (Hiver et al., 2024). 

Using an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018), Study 1 employed teacher interviews and classroom observations to 
provide preliminary insights into language classroom engagement practices and 
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informed the design of Study 2. Study 1 revealed a number of different activities 
that teachers use to engage their students: Fun and games, which include both tac-
tile (e.g. Board and card games) and movement-based (ex, dancing and charades) 
activities; creative activities (e.g. projects, skits, and writing stories); and interac-
tive activities (e.g. working in partnerships, small groups, or as a class). These 
activity choices align with past research recommendations (Bernard, 2010; 
Dörnyei, 1994; Sevy, 2016; Valero et al., 2022; Young, 1991). Students were later 
surveyed about these activities in Study 2, with the addition of one activity cate-
gory, cultural exposure activities, or activities that expose students to the culture 
and history of the target language, due to its prominence in motivation literature 
(Brophy, 2008; Dörnyei, 1994).

Study 2 utilized student surveys, including both closed- and open-ended 
questions, to obtain a more comprehensive understanding of student motivation 
and activity preferences. Fun- and game-based activities, of both tactile and 
movement-based nature, were among the most engaging for students, aligning 
with previous research which identifies fun activities as motivating for students 
(Dörnyei, 1994; Bernard, 2010; Sevy-Billoon, 2017). Interactive activities were 
also highly engaging, confirming previous findings, and fulfilling the SDT need 
for relatedness (Sevy, 2016; Dörnyei, 1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Notably, this 
study suggests that these activities are especially effective at sparking situational 
engagement among students, as reflected in students’ descriptions and high rat-
ings of these activities as stress-reducing and enjoyable, consistent with the affec-
tive filter hypothesis.

Teachers noted that students also seemed to be very engaged in activities with 
creative elements, which student qualitative responses confirmed. These findings 
are consistent with Bernard’s (2010) findings and self-determination theory be-
cause creative activities fulfill autonomy needs (Bernard, 2010). However, stu-
dent quantitative responses diverged, indicating low popularity. This discrepancy 
may be explained by the way this category was represented in the quantitative 
survey (see Limitations). Quantitative survey responses also indicated that cul-
tural exposure activities were less popular, and they were mentioned less fre-
quently as favorite activities in students' qualitative responses. These findings 
contrast with prior research suggesting that cultural exposure activities should en-
gage students by highlighting the relevance of language learning and fostering a 
sense of connection to the target-language community, thereby fulfilling SDT re-
latedness needs (Dörnyei, 1994; Ryan & Deci, 2000a; Brophy, 2008). Thus, in the 
present study, cultural exposure activities may not have been perceived by stu-
dents as especially engaging or personally meaningful.

Individual differences also appeared to influence student engagement with 
these activities. Results from the mixed-design ANOVA indicated that multilin-
gual students in this study appear to be more intrinsically motivated than mono-
lingual students, aligning with previous research, which found that multilingual 
students are generally more open to learning new languages (Kroll & Dussias, 
2017). Correlation analyses indicated that creative and cultural exposure activi-
ties appear to be more popular among intrinsically motivated students, while fun 
and games are more popular among extrinsically motivated students.

Overall, these findings highlight the importance of incorporating a variety of 
activity types to support different motivational orientations among elementary 
language learners. By balancing autonomy-, competence-, and relatedness-sup-
porting activities, educators can create classroom environments that foster both 
immediate engagement and sustained interest in language learning.
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Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations. First, participants (teachers and students) 

were all from the same school district, and student survey participants were all fifth 
graders, meaning there was potentially less diversity in responses. A similar study 
could be replicated in a different context to see if results are consistent. 

Second, the survey design had limitations. Only a three-point Likert scale was 
used compared to a five-point or seven-point Likert scale, so less nuance was 
shown. Additionally, survey items included specific examples to represent each cat-
egory, which may have shaped how students interpreted the options (e.g., ‘move-
ment-based activities’ was illustrated with ‘charades or dancing’). This could ex-
plain discrepancies between students’ quantitative and qualitative responses. 

Third, only two observations were conducted, which reduces the validity of 
their findings and limits the robustness of data triangulation. A future study could 
observe more classrooms across grade levels and school districts to gain a more 
holistic understanding of the elementary language classroom. 

However, despite these limitations, the study's wide variety of data collection 
methods and perspectives, including quantitative and qualitative survey responses 
from students, teacher interviews, and classroom observations, leads to holistic 
and impactful findings.

Future research could expand on this study in several ways. Longitudinal 
studies tracking students over multiple years could examine whether short-term 
engagement with different activities translates into sustained motivation and long-
term language proficiency. Experimental or quasi-experimental designs would al-
low for a more direct investigation of cause-and-effect relationships between spe-
cific activity types and student motivation or learning outcomes. Including a 
broader range of grade levels, school contexts, and student backgrounds would 
test the generalizability of these findings. Future studies could also concentrate 
more on individual differences, such as prior language experience, personality 
traits, age differences, or baseline motivation levels, to better understand how 
these factors shape engagement and responsiveness to classroom activities.

Implications
This study suggests that activities fulfilling students’ Self-Determination 

Theory needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness can enhance engagement 
in elementary language classrooms, though individual differences should also be 
considered. Together, the findings indicate that no single activity type is sufficient 
to support motivation for all learners, highlighting the importance of incorporat-
ing a range of instructional strategies. These findings have implications for both 
classroom instructional design and language teacher education.

 Specific types of activities appear to support different motivational 
needs. Creative activities such as projects, skits, and storywriting support auton-
omy by allowing students to experiment with language in meaningful ways. Cul-
tural exposure activities, such as learning about traditions, foods, or daily life in 
target-language communities, can support competence and relatedness needs by 
helping students understand how language functions in real-world contexts and 
by fostering connections to speakers of the language. However, the present find-
ings suggest that these activities may be particularly engaging for students who 
are already intrinsically motivated or who come from multilingual backgrounds.

Interactive activities, such as partner and group work, support related-
ness by providing opportunities for collaboration and communication. These ac-
tivities may be especially valuable for students who feel uncomfortable participat-
ing in front of large groups by lowering their affective filters. Interactive activities 
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can also be combined with tactile or movement-based activities to create fun and 
game-like learning experiences, such as Eggspert, Hachi Pachi, or charades, 
which may be particularly helpful for engaging students with lower initial intrin-
sic motivation by reducing anxiety and encouraging participation.

These findings suggest that elementary language educators may create an en-
gaging classroom environment by incorporating different types of activities. For 
example, fun, game-based, and interactive activities may help establish a support-
ive classroom environment and encourage participation among less intrinsically 
motivated students, while creative and cultural activities may help sustain longer-
term interest in language learning by promoting meaningful engagement with the 
language. 

The findings also have implications for language teacher education programs. 
Teacher preparation and professional development programs may benefit from 
explicitly addressing how different classroom activities support distinct motiva-
tional needs. By helping teachers understand how to design lessons that incorpo-
rate a range of autonomy-, competence-, and relatedness-supporting activities, 
they will be better prepared to meet the needs of diverse learners in elementary 
language classrooms.

Overall, incorporating a variety of activity types may help educators create 
inclusive and motivating language learning environments that support both im-
mediate engagement and sustained motivation for language learning.
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Appendix A

Sample Interview Questions by Theme

FLES Class Structure:
• What defines FLES programs?
• What is the goal of FLES programs?
• What classroom activities do you often see in FLES programs?
Classroom Activities:
• What classroom activities do you most often do with your students?
• What classroom activities engage your students the most?
Student Engagement:
• How do you approach motivating students?
• How motivated are your students?
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Appendix B 

Motivation Questionnaire
Why are you learning Spanish? Decide how much you agree or disagree with 

each statement.

I learn Spanish because...
1. I learn Spanish because I like knowing more things
2. I learn Spanish because I want to be praised by my parents and teachers
3. I learn Spanish because it seems to be a rule to do so
4. I learn Spanish because I want my teacher to see me as a good student
5. If I learn Spanish now, I might be glad I did when I’m older.
6. I learn Spanish because it will be useful for me in the future
7. I learn Spanish because I think it is important to study Spanish as a part of 

life
8. I learn Spanish because I might feel proud of myself for learning it when 

I’m older.
9. I learn Spanish because I feel happy when I get my schoolwork done
10. It is important for me to learn Spanish.

1. I learn Spanish because it is fun to
2. I learn Spanish because I like to learn new things
3. I learn Spanish because I want to make my parent and teachers happy by 

learning Spanish
4. I learn Spanish because it is interesting to know different things
5. I learn Spanish because I am told to
6. I learn Spanish because it will be useful for me in middle school

Appendix C 

Activities Questionnaire

Close-Ended Items
Please read the statement which names something you might do in Spanish 

class. After, please indicate if you find doing that thing fun or interesting.
Learning about what life is like in Spanish-speaking countries
1. This is fun.
2. This is really interesting
Working with a partner or a small group
3. This is fun.
4. This is really interesting
Talking about my life in Spanish
5. This is fun
6. This is really interesting
Playing games like bingo, card games, and board games
7. This is fun
8. This is interesting
Doing things like charades or dancing
9. This is fun
10. This is interesting
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Open-Ended Items
1. What are three of your favorite things to do in Spanish class (apart from 

online games like Blooket or Gimkit)?
2. Optional: Explain why you like them in 1-2 sentences.
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