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compete against one another to define a set of vocabulary terms could have flow-inducing com-
ponents: rules of the relay, immediate feedback (as each vocabulary word’s definition is checked), 
heightened concentration, and active participation. At the middle school or high school level, 
flow might be induced by a living history assignment in which students learn about the Civil 
War and then spend time planning and implementing a live reenactment of a certain battle.

Flow state is difficult to achieve and maintain (Schweinle, Turner, & Meyer, 2008). To 
achieve a state of flow, an individual must have the right balance between the degree of chal-
lenge in the activity and the degree of mastery of the necessary skills for engaging in the activity 
(Brophy, 2008; Shernoff et al., 2003). A student whose skills exceed the requirements of the 
activity likely will find the task boring and not conducive to flow. Likewise, a student who lacks 
skills for a particular activity may find it frustrating and will not experience a state of flow. If 
individuals are willing to devote an extensive amount of time and practice to mastering new 
skills, an activity that at first requires conscious focus and effort can become conducive to flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). For that reason, flow experiences may be easier to attain in older 
students. Older students might better understand that time and sustained effort devoted to a 
challenging task are needed for improving skills. They also may have a more sophisticated view 
of challenge as a vehicle for helping them improve their skills, which can lead to enhancing an 
area of talent (Schweinle et al., 2008).

APPLICATIONS: �CREATING AN INTRINSICALLY MOTIVATING 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Teachers can create an intrinsically motivating learning environment through the way they 
introduce material, design learning tasks, group students for activities, and display students’ 
work. Let’s explore each of these components.

Introduce a lesson by conveying its importance or relevance. Students often ask teach-
ers “Why do I have to know this?” When students know why it is important to learn some-
thing and when and where to use this new knowledge, they will be more likely to value 
what they are learning, which can lead to increased intrinsic motivation (Brophy, 2008; 

State of Flow. Experiences 
such as playing chess can 
promote flow. When have 
you been in a flow state?
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