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Abstract

English language education has frequently centered the voices of educators rather than
those of the students we seek to serve. Driven by institutional demands, the learner experience is
often flattened into easily quantifiable measures that strip learners of their agency and ownership
of the educational process. Rather than positioning students as vessels to be filled and measured,
a student-centric narrative approach to research can illuminate critical sociocultural aspects to
student success. Using the lens of Acculturative Joy, this study interviews 20 English language
learners to understand their experiences of joy in the English language classroom. With an emic
understanding of learner needs, we can then critically examine pedagogical practice and shift our
focus to improvement of resources, thoughtful student-centric pedagogy, and equitable harm

reduction in the English language classroom.

1. Introduction

English language education research has consistently been carried out in an outcomes
driven manner with a focus on making the process as efficient as possible without seeking emic
experiential perspectives from the learners themselves. Alsowat’s (2020) meta analysis covered
3496 quantitative learner-outcome studies between 1995 and 2019, highlighting the tendency
toward metrics. This orientation toward assessment-heavy practice and top-down solutions has
led to the application of blanket approaches that hurt students in their drive to generate
quantifiable measures. Rather than continuing to strive for incremental improvements in test

scores in a system that fails to accurately capture the full communicative capabilities of English



language learners, a more holistic approach can help educators capitalize on the positive
psycho-social conditions that lead to student success, (Maclntype & Gregerson, 2012).

A significant portion of equitable student language education includes recognition of a
student’s culture. In research broadly, the concept of acculturation has often been misapplied in
the context of language learning, leading to decades of research that improperly quantifies and
pathologizes culturally diverse learners (Rudmin, 2003; 2010). Additionally, the term shows up
in language education textbooks as a direct conflation of assimilationist messaging that
contributes to the erasure of minority culture orientation in language learners (Diaz-Rico, 2018).
Rather than continuing an assimilationist paradigm, this study will work from the
conceptualization of acculturation put forward in Siebold (2023) which understands the
phenomenon as an iterative, ongoing process of individual value judgements made as new
cultural information is processed - akin to a series of mental micro-transactions. In this way, an
individual cannot simply ‘acculturate to’ another culture, they can only make adjustments to their
own cultural mental model as they acquire more experiences. This conceptualization prioritizes
learner agency in the cultural exchange process and asserts an inherent bi-directionality in
cultural learning.

With language and culture so closely intertwined, it is critical to understand how the
micro-culture of learners interacts with their learning environment. An understanding of the lived
cultural and agentic experiences of learners in the classroom may afford us an opportunity to
incorporate them into broader educational policies that center student well-being beyond the
current metrics-driven approach.

This study explores students’ relationships to their experiences in the language classroom

using a sociocultural approach that factors in learner motivation, positive affect, and agency in



the learning process. The learners’ experiences are then analyzed using the construct of
acculturative joy (Siebold, 2023) as a lens in an effort to understand how opportunities for
learner agency and joy in the English language classroom setting can be maximized moving
forward.

To this aim, this study seeks to answer the following research question:

RQ: What does acculturative joy look like in English language learning environments,
from the student perspective?

Acculturative joy is defined by the positive psychological experiences that occur during
the process of cross-cultural contact and meaning making, and emphasizes bidirectionality and
student agency in the classroom. It is seen in instances of positively received student sharing
efforts in places of cultural contact such as an English language classroom, and is part of the
mental and emotional well-being that follows (Siebold, 2023). The participant narrative is
centered throughout this study, and categorized into broad thematic categories. Consensus
surrounding the importance of agency, positive relationships with teachers, and opportunities for
self-directed engagement emerged as commonalities that promoted a joyful learning
environment. This highlights the importance of the need for bidirectional input and participatory
teaching/learning cycles in the language classroom, which is critical to its success as a space of

sociocultural mediation.

2. Literature Review
Many studies have looked at the concepts of agency, affect, and motivation in the English
language classroom, and the general paradigm shift in research has indeed been toward the

consideration of learner needs in recent years. Still, there is room left to explore the interplay of



these concepts from the perspective of the learners themselves, rather than as independent
constructs or measured variables within second language acquisition studies.
2.1 Agency and Identity

Toohey & Norton (2003) examined the situated nature of learner agency and its interplay
with external expectations within the sociocultural contexts students inhabit as they learn new
languages. They define cultures as “specific settings with particular practices that afford and
constrain possibilities for individual and social action in them.” (pg. 59) which allows for
micro-conceptualizations such as the individualized approach taken by this study. Mercer (2012)
further examines agency as a situated construct that requires consideration of intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and temporal contexts of an individual learner to be fully understood. Their
examination of highly individualized agency in an EFL context revealed the unique ways in
which micro and macro culture can affect a learner’s orientation toward learning and their
perceptions of their agency in a learning environment, which can in turn influence their
motivation and learning outcomes.

Norton (2013) takes an approach toward motivation that incorporates more sociocultural
aspects, drawing from Anderson’s (1983) idea of imagined communities that learners can see
themselves engaging with as a motivator to learn a new language. Norton’s approach closely
links learner agency with motivation and purpose, which work together to influence how a
learner identifies as a participant in a language community. This aligns with Little & Erikson’s
(2015) reflection on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages approach
and its place in assessment culture, highlighting the increasing recognition of learner identity and
the ‘people-shaping’ role of education. Though with English language education in particular,

the need to be cognizant of the dangers of perpetuating imperial power imbalances in that



process of ‘people-shaping’ remains critical, as others have noted (Motha, 2014; Phillipson,
1992). Current research has begun to shift away from deterministic teacher education tracks
(Fairley, 2020) to highlight the need for agency and identity-centric educational practices
beginning with how we teach the teachers themselves, which will then encourage greater agentic
practices in classrooms.

The recognition of learners’ holistic need for more communicatively oriented objectives
rather than metrics-driven testable outcomes is a continuation of a warning from Trim (1984),
who stated: “There seemed to be a distinct danger that the premature involvement of the
formidable expertise of the institutions engaged in language testing and examining might lead to
definitions of language learning objectives being determined, not by the communicative needs of
learners, but rather by what the professionals believed to be testable by their existing techniques
and in accordance with their received criteria.” (pg. 161) Unfortunately, from a policy angle it
seems this warning has gone mostly unheeded, with rigid assessment and metrics tracking
dominating the educational systems in favor of a more functional communicative approach that
might better serve learners. In this way, the individualized identity of learners is stripped away in
favor of easier tracking of group objectives - a top-down process that flattens an entire
population into a monolith of deficiency: the English language learner. Little (2022) echoes the
need for a more autonomous learning process, tying it directly to language proficiency that is

reflective as well as communicative, which can aid in learner identity development.

2.3 Positive Affect
Beyond agency and identity, learner affect has also been shown to play a significant role

in learner motivation and outcomes. Wang et al. (2021) and Dewaele et al. (2019) both



conducted literature reviews of the role of positive psychology in foreign language education.
Both reviews address the ‘obsession’ with research on negative psychological effects in language
education such as burnout and anxiety - a parallel to the historical fixation on negative
psychological affect that also plagues acculturation research (Rudmin, 2003). Wang et al. also
introduces a conceptual framework for analyzing positive affect in the language education
classroom using the broaden-and-build theory that underpins positive psychology (Fredrickson,
2004). Their study pulls out seven domains that appear to be most relevant to second language
education: grit, well-being, engagement, enjoyment, loving pedagogy, emotional regulation, and
resilience. The current study’s focus on acculturative joy as a construct has considerable overlap
with the constructs of loving pedagogy, enjoyment, and engagement, as evidenced by the student
narratives to be addressed in section 4.

Dewaele et al. (2019) specifically addresses the tendency for linguistics research to
underestimate the impact of emotions on learner outcomes due to the dominance of cognitively
focused research paradigms. Though they note that there has been a shift toward acceptance of
“emotionology” in social science circles, it has remained mostly focused on teacher-oriented
research. The current study seeks to focus on the emic experiences of the learners themselves and
their reflections on positive experiences in English language classrooms, addressing the gap in
the research laid out by Dewaele et al.

Positive psychology is a critical perspective in foreign language learning for many
reasons, perhaps best laid out by MacIntyre and Gregerson (2012) in their assertion that positive
emotions broaden attention and thinking, undo negative emotional arousal, promote resilience,
and build personal resources such as social bonds. They liken the effects of positive emotions to

an upward spiral that builds iteratively upon itself to enhance learner wellbeing, and they go on



to argue that teachers have a significant potential to influence students’ emotions in the language
classroom both directly and indirectly via teaching imagination and visualization techniques.
Gregerson (2013) also asserts that teachers who capitalize on the effects of positive psychology
in their students can mitigate the impact of negative emotions in the classroom, such as helping
to mitigate learner anxiety. This could then in turn lower the affective filter in students and

facilitate their learning process.

2.3 Sociocultural Connections

Given that a language classroom is a place of cross-cultural learning, it is important to
address the socio-cultural context of learners in the classroom. Though acculturative joy
conceptualizes culture at a micro level, which includes individualized experiential cultural
transfer, prior research regarding the broader sociocultural context has been covered extensively
in literature from Vygotsky’s writing on the inextricable link between the psychological and
sociological as described by his “genetic law of development” (Wertsch, 1979), and onward to
the present day. Duff (2007) describes the relationship between language socialization and
sociocultural theory, drawing on constructs such as affect, identity, and ideology to explain how
learners explore the notions of self and other via language. Similar to Anderson’s (1983)
conceptualization of imagined communities, Duff focuses on immediate participation in the
learners’ chosen communities and factors that facilitate and inhibit integration into these spaces.
They also advise future work to attend to the status of learners in these spaces, a concept that
arises in the narratives of learners in the current study. Duff’s work informed a significant area of

research on the embedded sociocultural reality of language learners, highlighting the ongoing



importance of the situated context in which students learn (Lantolf et al., 2014; Lantolf et al.,
2020; Muir, 2021).

Other research dealing with sociocultural implications for foreign language classrooms
has given consideration to the proliferation of information and communication technologie
(Barrett et al., 2022) and the role of distributed cognition and other thought-tools in distance
learning. Scott and Palincsar (2013) draw attention to the ill-suited nature of teacher-centered
approaches in online learning, which has become increasingly relevant in a globalized world and
the proliferation of online English language education classrooms. They assert that intentional
focus on communicative approaches, facilitated social interactions among students, and
responsive course content is critical to properly address the sociocultural needs of otherwise
isolated learners. With the rise of language learning applications and the flexibility of generative
Al (Wang et al., 2022), it may be tempting to rely heavily on the flexibility afforded by
technology, while overlooking the equally important sociocultural needs of learners.

Similarly, an overreliance on assessment can also be damaging from a sociocultural
perspective. An assessment instrument created in one context may not be broadly applicable to
learner needs across the board. Moss et al. (2006) describe the embedded nature of educational
assessment within overlapping layers of culture, including national, social, and institutional
contexts. Liddicoat and Scarino (2013) followed suit in their assertion that intercultural
understanding has long been relegated to the background of educational practice rather than
being made part of pedagogy itself, which tends to focus on outcomes. In both ESL and EFL
contexts a prescriptive approach to assessment that focuses on the needs of the majority culture
rather than the needs of the learners can set students up for frustration, failure, and ineffective

communication skills despite being able to pass a standardized test. Such culture and



context-blind approaches to assessment also impact pedagogy, encouraging teachers to teach to a
test in order to get their students through a system that isn’t built around their needs - often
encouraging conformity to the dominant culture’s epistemic standards.

In summary, the field of English language education is beginning to shift from a research
paradigm that is teacher-centric, metrics driven, and primarily based around cognition, toward
one that recognizes the importance of learners’ agency, identity, and affect. The current study,
along with the construct of acculturative joy, continues this trend by focusing on the narratively
derived emic experiences of learners themselves. Rather than attempting to measure positive
emotions for use as an intervening variable, this study seeks to explore the nuance of individual
learner affect in the English language classroom and understand the circumstances under which
learners are more inclined toward feelings of joy in the language learning process. With this
understanding, there may be potential to recreate the circumstances in which learners themselves

most associate with positive emotions and successful learning outcomes.

3. Methods
3.1 Participants

The research question is explored through interviews with individuals that have learned
English in classroom settings in both ESL and EFL contexts, with varying cultural and academic
backgrounds. For this study I interviewed 20 participants that learned English as an additional
language in a classroom setting. Participants came from both ESL and EFL contexts, with some
having experience learning in both settings at various stages of their education. The number of
participants was determined in an effort to balance thematic saturation with logistical constraints

such as availability for funding for participant stipends and transcription, and the relatively short
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time available for data collection. With thematic analysis occurring iteratively throughout the
study, a purposive sampling strategy was used in an effort to interview participants who had
learned English at various ages in their lives and in different cultural and academic contexts.
After receiving approval from the institutional review board at the University of
Maryland, participants were recruited via flyers through local non-profit English language
education organizations, international student groups, and English conversation practice groups.
Additional snowball sampling was used to find participants within those networks. In the interest
of participant privacy, demographic information was not collected during the interviews beyond
information pertaining to whether participants had learned English in an EFL or ESL setting, or a
mixture of both. The immigration status of many participants influenced the decision to collect
as little personal data as possible, given that immigrants are a more vulnerable group and a data
breach could have damaging consequences. Additionally, because this study is exploratory in
nature, focusing on the positive psychology aspect of language learning and not intended for
cross-group comparison, there was no need to collect additional demographic information. The
results will be useful to inform further studies and instrument creation that may capture that data
in order to make such comparisons, but at this stage it was not necessary. It is my policy in
research to collect and report as little identifying information as possible if it is not strictly

necessary in the interest of privacy and security risk mitigation.

3.2 Procedure
Each interview followed a semi-structured interview protocol consisting of seven
open-ended questions intended to elicit narratives from the participants about their personal

experiences learning English as an additional language. The questions covered the areas of
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general language learning background, motivation to learn, strategies and resources used, agency
in the language classroom, preferred activities, ideal lessons, and experiences of positive affect in
the classroom. Each question then allowed for tailored follow-up based on the response from the

participant.

After participants were recruited and informed consent was collected, participants were
scheduled for an interview session lasting approximately an hour, which was conducted either in
person or via zoom. The protocol was tested in pilot studies with English language learners and
iteratively improved before being finalized. An initial pilot participant was interviewed and gave
feedback on the protocol, after which revisions were made to the interview questions and it was
tested again on a second participant who gave further feedback. After another round of revisions
the first pilot tester was shown the protocol again for additional comments, and the protocol was
finalized. As all participants had high-intermediate or advanced proficiency in English, all
interviews were conducted in English. Participants were given the chance to ask questions at the
beginning of the interview and could skip any questions they were not comfortable with.

Interviews were audio recorded and participants were compensated for their time.

3.3 Data Analysis

Interview data was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
After obtaining transcripts of the interview recordings, an initial review of the first set of
interviews was conducted to create a first round of thematically appropriate codes. These codes
were then applied to subsequent interviews in an iterative process of analysis with additional
codes being added or clarified as needed. Upon completion of the thematic coding, the final

iteration of the codebook was then applied consistently across the interviews. Thematic coding
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was appropriate for this study for several reasons. The flexible nature of it allows for the
participant voice to emerge without preconceived notions being applied from an external
standpoint. Additionally, the ability to code thematically allows for rich descriptions and greater
nuance in understanding the lived experience of the participants, while leaving space for
interpretive depth and common threads across narratives. When dealing with complex topics
such as positive affect and acculturative joy, it’s important to allow participant voices to emerge

as organically as possible within the codes, rather than applying a top-down approach.

4. Findings
4.1 Facilitators of Joy in the Classroom

The participants’ shared experiences of joy in the classroom often centered around two
key scenarios: times in which they were able to creatively express themselves or share their own
experiences, and times in which they had a moment of mastery or improvement that received
positive feedback or recognition.

Mastery moments and improvements were brought up frequently across contexts by the
participants in many different types of scenarios, regardless of their technical level of English
proficiency in that moment of mastery. In this way, micro-mastery became an achievement that
students not only celebrated in the moment, but remembered decades later as joyous occasions
that motivated them to continue learning the language. One participant cited an example of
successfully declining something in English as a child, leading to enthusiastic support from their
peers.

“And then, when he asked that, I just said ‘No.” And he like, I guess it was like

surprising to him that I said something in English, because it doesn't happen often, but he
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was so excited for me, and he was like, ‘Hey, like, Oh, my gosh! Like you know, like
teacher like [participant] said no! [participant] said no!” and that was just really funny to
me, and like everyone started like clapping because they were like happy that I said
something. So that was really memorable ... I think, yeah, just those like, Aha, moments
of well, like, I actually said something. And it worked, I think it encourages you to keep
trying.” (P09)
The participant’s reflection on their response to what they considered to be the absolute bare
minimum of communication was further elaborated on as “genuine joy from all of us that this
communication happened. So that was really memorable.” (P09). This level of enthusiasm for
small successes and incremental improvements showed up often in participant narratives; several
other participants also mentioned recognition of their improvements as exceptionally memorable
events in their English education. This type of incremental progress being a significant motivator
shows up in research as well, Kacmar et al. (2019) found perceived progress to be a mediator
between self-concordance and continued effort expenditure - meaning that students who perceive
incremental gains will be more motivated to pursue something as a goal.
“If you just put like a little bit of effort into it, you can. You can become pretty good with
imitating someone's intonation, accent. manner of speech, telling jokes, working on
timing.” (P14)
Here the social aspect comes into play again with the participant specifically mentioning the
ability to tell jokes properly when asked about joyful experiences. The experience that stood out
the most to them had nothing to do with grades or official recognition, but involved adding just a

bit more focus on the communicative function of the language to be able to socialize more

fluidly.
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Agency of expression or in choosing the content of input or output for a lesson was also
associated with many of the participants’ joyful moments. Several participants spoke specifically
about presentations they had been assigned to give and their enthusiasm for the task because they
could pick their own topics and use the language for a specific expressive purpose.

“1 did a presentation on about like dreams that we have at night ... and some of my

friends still remember that. So then they have fun like, remember how [participant] told

us this, you know those memorable things.” (P16)
This participant went on to explain that, though they were aware that their presentation was
being graded for accuracy of language use, they didn’t care about the assessment function or the
grade and were simply happy to be able to use the language to effectively communicate their
interest and answer questions about a topic they enjoyed.

Another participant, when speaking about specific tasks that had brought them joy, also
brought up agency as it relates to ownership of a task. They previously had cited prior painful
experiences trying to improve their writing skills, facing significant struggle before finding a
successful pathway to improvement through journaling. They attributed the success of journaling
to their choice in the content of the written material, stating:

“-that sense of ownership that you get when you're writing for yourself especially is quite

profound.” (P19)

Agency was mentioned in regards to motivation as well. One participant stressed the
importance of agency in the learning process, and the demotivational effect of being unable to

have a say in any part of the learning process.
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“1 think that's one big thing, one big thing for me, like if it's voluntary and I want to do it,
it's always like enjoyable. And then, when it's like given to me, and I'm like obligated to
do it. I just really hate it.” (P20)
Student agency in the classroom has been tied to the concept of creating transformational
learning spaces, along with other restorative justice practices (McLean, 2021; Idrus, 2015). This
shift toward prioritizing positive psychology in a classroom, ala the broaden-and-build theory
(Fredrickson, 2004), can then feed into creation of opportunities for joyful experiences while
also attending to other organizational DEAI goals.

An additional theme that came up in participants’ recollections of joyful classroom
moments was the aspect of discovery, specifically of new information about either language
history or culture in the process of learning English. One participant cited this fascination as their
primary positive memories, in the context of learning about the etymology of English phrases
that were used in their first language.

“...so0 discovery of discovering new things that I knew. But I didn't. It turned out I didn't,

and I'm learning new things is kind of joyful for me.” (P11)

“I really love the conversation we can have with the other teachers, because our teachers
are natives, and I really love the expressions they use, and every time I hear something
that's new I just write it down, and sometimes I look it up, or I ask them. Really, this is
my favorite part. I think, the conversations we can have.” (P12)

Another participant tied this joyful discovery of the novel specifically to cultural learning that

comes with the language learning process.
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“1 just had fun like learning it. I guess. Yeah, for several reasons. It was just different. It

was a new thing, like also new. You know, as I said, culture that we were diving into.”

(P15)
These opportunities for uncovering novelty were nearly always mentioned in the context of
off-curriculum activities such as uncovering new things in conversation, via natural language
media and texts, or through teacher tangents that were personally interesting to the students. The
predictable rote nature of the textbooks and worksheets used by many of the students didn’t seem
to lend itself to the ‘Aha’ moment that students cited as an enjoyable piece of their classroom
experience. This is in line with research on discovery learning that encourages exploration and
curiosity in the learning process, and often includes projects in the curriculum (Abrahamson &
Kapur, 2017), such as those that the participants in this study mentioned brought them joy and

encouraged them to use the language to explore their own interests.

4.2 Desire for Cultural Connection as a Motivator

In line with prior studies (BAKINER CEKIN & Caliskan 2020; Boltayevna, 2020;
Jafarzade, 2020), participant narrative reflected on the inextricable links between language and
culture, and their desire for more connection inside the classroom. Those that had considerable
opportunity to share their culture or general experiences in a classroom setting expressed their
enjoyment of the process, and students who had been unable to engage in such activities often
cited them in their ideal lessons. One student spoke specifically on their interest in cross-cultural
perceptions and their preference for using English classrooms as a medium of communication to

learn about culture, rather than learning strictly about English itself.
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“But then [in the classroom] I discovered other pieces of literature from, I don't know
South America, or so I think. Yeah, it's very interesting to be able to exchange. And I
think there's always a subject for that, something that allows us to just talk about our own
point of view from our own culture and country ... I really like it. The fact to be able to
share with other people the way I perceive my own culture, the way they perceive my
culture. It's very interesting.” (P12)

Other students were enthusiastic about the potential for meeting people from other cultures in an

English classroom, or from the general social connections that came with being in a classroom

setting.
“I can meet many foreigners, and they are from all different countries. So I can meet
many different country’s people, and we can share our culture ... I am very interested in
the abroad, not only in Japan, and I want to talk to many other people. If I can speak
English I can communicate with many people and I want to know their culture and their
religion. So English is a very good way to communicate with each other. So first, [ need

to improve my English, and I need to speak English.” (P13)

“Well for me, because, I want to know cultures, international cultures, not just the United
States or Europe, but Africa, Australia, or different continents, that we have some books

that is in English. So we have a lot of information.” (P10)

“I think it's interesting, because we have in the class, we have people from different
countries. And I learned a lot of the cultures. And also, I can show things from my

culture, from my own home culture. I like that.” (P07)
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This ability to share cross-cultural experience is certainly more amplified in ESL contexts than
EFL contexts, which are often more homogeneous in terms of learner makeup. Many of the EFL
only participants who had little opportunity to talk specifically about culture in the classroom
instead expressed their enthusiasm for sharing personal preferences and agency in their topics
instead.

Various sociocultural factors also emerged in terms of learner motivation. Several
participants cited the motivation to fit in as a reason to learn English, not wanting to be
ostracized socially. In some cases this was relatively benign social desires, but in others the
desire stemmed from fear of politically motivated discrimination. Such fears reflect recent work
such as that by Sener (2021) which showed that even fluent English spoken with a ‘non-native’
accent was the basis for stigma and discrimination in academic contexts.

“I wasn't really motivated to learn English, but I just wanted to fit in. And then suddenly

this just kind of clicked for me after my first year United States.” (P0S5)

“ And I remembered, like the day that [Trump] assumed office. They were like having
these signs and Trump gears and hats and stuff. And they were marching around that
space for international students. So a part of me was like, oh, like these are my classmates
so, even though I think I liked learning English a little bit more, now that I am under this
new teaching philosophy, I was less comfortable being around those kinds of classmates
who made me feel unwelcome. So I think the struggle during my during doing eleventh
and twelfth grade was again like I said earlier, was to hide that part of me that didn't

know English or or like, didn't know the language, and really pushing myself hard and
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hard and hard to master a language and to sound as close to the native speaker as possible

to have a command of this language, as as you know, as advanced as as possible.” (P06)

Access to participate in the broader culture was a nearly universal theme across
interviews, with participants citing the various domains that would become accessible to them
with the addition of English as a skill.

“I need learning English to work, to make friends and to read about the local news, live

better, I think, to participate, in this future culture. Then I think it's very important.” (PO8)

Whether motivated by desire to make cross-cultural connections, to access the broader
range of socio-cultural context, or to blend in - participants were widely concerned with the
socio-cultural reasons for learning English. Their lived experience was rooted in their
conceptualization of English as a communicative tool that afforded them entry into certain

spaces, rather than as a static subject as some of them had been initially taught.

4.3 Commonalities of Students’ Ideal Lessons

For many participants, the initial response to being asked what their ideal English
language lesson would involve was often a comment that they had never bothered to think about
it before, which is perhaps telling of the state of learner agency in the classroom. Many
participants asked for a moment to think about it before having several enthusiastic ideas for how
they would structure their lesson, including content, activities, and topic among other factors. It
is safe to say that, given the space to consider their own needs, students are aware of what works
best for them to maximize their potential satisfaction in the classroom.

Quite a few participants focused specifically on the productive aspect of language

education, particularly those who had learned in primarily EFL settings and had cited their lack
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of ability to functionally use the language after learning from textbooks. Their proposed
activities varied widely.

“ I would emphasize diary writing every day. and if [ was the instructor.” (P19)

“Debating or conversation. Interpersonal conversations in my class. I think that is very,

very important ... to develop that flow in which they are able to assert themselves. In

which they are able to speak their minds in such a way that what they're saying is not just

making sense, but it is also making impact.” (P19)
In both cases, the participant immediately highlighted the productive output aspect of language
as something that they would have liked to have more of in order to better learn the language,
which is often a missing component in EFL education in particular, which reflects findings from
Arianie (2017) and Avila (2015) which both highlight the lack of creative output tasks in EFL
education and the need for more active student participation. Other participants sought to go
beyond what would traditionally be available to them in a classroom setting, whether by
physically leaving the environment, or by creating scenarios of the next best option.

“Go to a field trip to see a museum, to see something to share with the people of the class

outside of the classroom. I think it helps a lot because you can practice English outside of

the classroom and have different contact with other people.” (P07)

“Then I guess you might want to find ways to create like a survival mode situation where
you know, you're virtually going somewhere, or you're doing something with students

and other courses to actually make it a necessity. If you make it a necessity, pretty much
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anyone can learn a language fairly well. yeah. The importance of like story, I would

guess.” (P14)
All of these examples centered on bringing in the broader experiential context in a meaningful
way, whether by allowing personal expression in a diary, physically leaving the classroom to
engage in practical application on a field trip, debating impactful cultural topics, or pulling in
meta-narratives that will make lessons feel more salient. This awareness of the classroom as a
manufactured space often detached from reality of language use was a recurring theme in
participant narratives. Frustrations expressed over the course of the interviews often centered
around perceptions of futility in the tasks they were asked to complete, and a feeling of

something missing from their educational experiences.

4.4 Helpful and Unhelpful Resources
Strong feelings on the type of materials used in classroom situations came up frequently
in the participants’ narratives, with a particularly heavy emphasis on the desire for natural texts.
Many participants contrasted the unhelpful and stiff nature of textbook examples with the use of
English in foreign media or daily life. This preference was made apparent across a range of
modalities:
“But what I like is really, if [ have to listen to something I like to listen to a real document
from like real life situations ... We've been listening to Ted Talks. That was very
interesting. Some Youtube videos or NPR news stuff, or whatever this is like real world,

not something that's made up for this, the topic we are studying.” (P12)
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“It's more like the experience of knowing how this language is being used to create or
express certain meaning. Just that feeling to be able to like, connect with the author ... So
it's sort of the activities where I could get access to natural material and then learn to
understand that that whole process is very joyful to me.” (PO1)

Teacher quality also appeared as a recurring theme in participant narratives, with many
students recalling a teacher or two in particular that had a teaching style that engaged them, or
that provided crucial encouragement at a point in their educational journey. Many of the
participants recalled specific instances of joy that included a moment of praise or recognition
from a teacher, or reflected on the gratitude they had for having a teacher that was caring and
qualified. These qualities highlighted by students are reflected in current research by Coombe
(2019) that covered qualities that make TESOL educators great, including personality factors,
professional attitudes, and intercultural competence rather than relying on native-speaker status.

“I think all of my English teachers ... they are all very good, they are very good at

pronunciation ... [ was pretty lucky, and I think in middle school our teacher would,

because she was very young, we were her first students, she would let us watch some
movie clips or music videos so we can learn the song and that was pretty good. I think
that can help us learn a lot and that was the time I started to have the interest in watching

English videos.” (P03)

“So she was super super nice, and she encouraged me like, ‘Okay, if you like English,
why don't you do something with English?””” (P17)
In an extension of classroom practice, students also brought up the use of educational

applications such as Duolingo or similar language learning platforms. While many commented
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positively on the availability of extra practice, others had more mixed feelings about using apps
in their process.
“This app, this Elevate, it’s just some very short practice, at most three minutes. It allows
for so-called micro moments, small pieces of study, that are good when you have waiting

time ... it develops into a habit.” (P02)

“And if there is accessible materials like there are apps with different, like news or
something. And then I tried out, and if I like it I will stick with it, and if [ don't, I just
switch to something else.” (PO1)
This participant’s commentary on their ability to switch to something else if they didn’t like it
highlights their ownership of the educational process. Rather than being stuck using a prescribed
textbook in class, they take an active role in finding the best method of practice that meets their
own needs, and their willingness to continue exploring new options until they find something
that they enjoy using. In this way, language learning becomes an iterative and active process

where the learner is firmly in control.

4.5 Demotivating Aspects

Though participants commonly cited their positive and encouraging experiences with
teachers to be a significant motivator in their learning journey, the opposite was also a recurring
theme. Many students cited teachers that were unqualified to teach, pushed too much material
too quickly, or who they felt weaponized humiliation in the classroom as significant negative

memories in their English language learning experience.
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“Unfortunately we don’t have a qualified teacher at that time. I was born in a small town,
so our first English teacher was previously a physical education teacher [laughing]. She
learned English by herself, I think, several years before becoming the only available
English teacher in that primary school. So I didn’t have a good resource at that time ...
because my first English teacher was not so qualified, her pronunciation was really not
good, trying to use Chinese pronunciation to pronounce English words, it made it very

hard to correct my own pronunciation.” (P02)

“Like the other classes, we had to speak English, but all of us were speaking with a
broken accent, or, you know, being kind of embarrassed to speak English, and these kids
were very, very fluent ... so that was a traumatic experience ... I was shut down after
that. I didn't want to talk. I didn't want to speak English at all, so I was trying to avoid
that. And the whole year after that I didn't speak. And then it kinda continued with me

until adulthood. So I was avoiding speaking English at all cost whenever I could.” (P04)

Futility in regards to their assigned work also appeared in regards to pedagogy and the

types of activities that teachers had assigned. One student, who had considerably higher

proficiency than his peers due to an immersion in English language media at home, expressed his

frustration at being forced to do tasks that were intuitively unhelpful for communicative

purposes.

“I didn't submit my assignments, because, I said, This is pointless. I can try to understand

the song in English. and I think that's better for me. But what is the point of like

translating it and translating it in the wrong way? Because those were not good
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translations. It was a student with a dictionary, an English Spanish dictionary, and that
was basically it. What are you learning there?” (P17)
The participant further explained that he found himself continually frustrated at the lack of
purposeful assignments and opportunities to produce the language in meaningful ways, relying
instead on bookwork. This experience was echoed by other participants who studied English at
multiple levels of their educational careers, with a U-shaped motivational curve becoming
apparent as middle and high school experiences became rote memorization and drilling with no

opportunities to explore language function or meaning in life-like settings.

5. Discussion
5.1 Positive Psychology and Acculturative Joy

The narratives offered by participants about their English language education experiences
were rich with the language of emotional impact, ranging from joy to trauma and much in
between. Harkening back to the conceptual model put forward by Wang et al. (2021), there is a
clear connection between three of the literature-derived domains relevant to second language
education and the emic experiences of the participants. The first domain, love of pedagogy,
appeared in student narratives regarding teachers that specifically encouraged or motivated them,
and in their discussion of particular teaching styles that connected them to the language on a
cultural and functional level rather than lecture styles and memorization. This also ties with
Coombe’s (2019) research on teacher effectiveness including affective factors, such as those that
encourage positive psychological outcomes in the classroom. Engagement similarly appeared in
terms of student preference for activities and materials that mirrored the ways in which they may

need to use the language as a tool, rather than merely learning it as a subject for the purpose of
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assessment. It’s particularly to highlight student voices when considering engagement, as the
emic experience can often provide overlooked insight. Despite there being entire textbook
chapters devoted to student engagement (Hiveret al., 2020), the narrative surrounding it is often
ways in which teachers can create blanket tasks that are interactive, rather than allowing for
student agency and task differentiation. The domain of joy, most relevant to this study, was one
that participants connected with on a variety of levels - some citing joyful moments coming from
mastery, receiving the social validation of praise, or making cross-cultural connections and
discovering new ways of being.

Acculturative Joy itself, once again defined by the positive psychological experiences
that occur during the process of cross-cultural contact, appeared most frequently in narratives
where participants discussed the sociocultural feedback they received from using the language
for its intended communicative purpose. In instances where they had the agency to move beyond
a role as receptive vessels of instruction, students were able to share their experiences and
micro-cultures in a way that allowed them to utilize the language as a tool for self-expression,
motivating them to continue the cycle of engagement with the language. This is in line with
Mercer’s (2012) assertion of agency being a complex interpersonal construct that is situated in
the temporal and social context of the learners. This shared meaning making is a critical
bi-directional step in cross-cultural contact that needs to be addressed in classroom practice in
order to ensure that English as a language is not taught as a vessel of ideology, but as a tool to

facilitate dialog on equitable terms.

5.2 Student Conceptualizations of Success
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Mastery of English as a concept was rarely mentioned in association with testing or
grades, which may indicate a disconnect between the concept of proficiency assessment and that
of mastery in the minds of the learners. Success was represented by participants as instances
where their specific objective had been met and they successfully carried out whatever task they
had been attempting to do. Ka¢mar et al. (2019) addresses this as perceived progress, which acts
as a motivational factor that encourages students to pursue language gains as a goal in a way that
is more holistic and scaffolded than chasing a test score. This disconnect between standardized
assessment measures and students’ own task-based mentality may have implications for the place
of more holistic assessment that further incorporates task-based language education models -
particularly in EFL settings where language learners were most disappointed in their lack of
ability to functionally use the language in classroom settings.

An interesting motivational dynamic emerges between this concept of mastery for
self-satisfaction and the initial lack of choice in beginning their English language education in
the first place. Many participants cited school policies or workplace advancement needs as the
reason their educational journey began, and an initial reluctance to learn the language. Their
commentary on positive experiences often only emerges once classroom practice deviates from
expectations of completing curricula and moves toward the actual functional aspects of learning
a language such as the ability to socialize or express themselves. This ties into the
broaden-and-build theory of language education that takes the positive psychology standpoint of
utilizing existing student assets to amplify gains, rather than trying to minimize negative aspects
(Fredrickson, 2004). Enthusiasm shown for the traditionally assessed aspects of their classroom
experiences was for the most part tied explicitly to receiving praise or recognition from peers and

teachers that they thought highly of, which still incorporates the social domain and
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self-actualization, rather than solely technical mastery of a subject. Though research on the
effects of teacher praise remains sparse in EFL research, Peng’s review of the literature (2021)
highlights the importance of praise as a contributor to positive student outcomes in the
classroom, which the participant narratives in the current study confirmed.

It was also clear that student motivation for learning waned during periods of time where
they were forced to learn through prescriptive measures such as lecture-style classes and
textbook-heavy coursework, which often coincided with middle and high school. This
inflexibility of both material and pedagogical strategy occurring during the years of prime
identity crafting may lead learners to associate themselves less with the imagined community of
English language speakers, which could impact their motivation to learn the language in the
future. The participants’ narrative is a reflection of Purnama et al. (2019), who concluded that
materials and teaching style have a significant impact on student motivation to learn English. On
the other hand, students who cite enthusiastic and encouraging teachers may find themselves
associating positively with the imagined community of English language speakers, which could
increase their desire to achieve greater fluency and potentially lead to greater opportunities in the
future (Duft, 2007).

5.3 Purposeful Pedagogy

The impact that instructors make with their choice of content and delivery is difficult to
overstate. Across the board, participants related their experiences with the English language to
their identity as English speakers by drawing on specific instances in the classroom. While both
positive and negative narratives emerged, what often made the story stand out to the learner was
the way in which the classroom community oriented toward them in terms of their belonging to a

broader community, such as Anderson (1983) and Duff (2007) speak of in their work. When
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students felt pressured to blend in for political safety, English became a stressor for them, but the
same desire to fit in for friendly social goals became a point of joy. This reflects Nawyn et al.,
(2012) and their position that shared linguistic identity is important for social capital building,
and a lack of shared linguistic identity can lead to isolation, which has negative socio-emotional
consequences. The sociocultural context in which the classroom was situated made a significant
difference in how students related to the learning process. Similarly, teachers who encouraged
students to engage in productive use of language in the classroom, whether ESL or EFL,
encouraged a level of agency that showed up in other aspects of the participant narratives - with
several going on to become English teachers themselves.

Intentionality in materials choice also emerged as a critical piece of effective pedagogy
when considering ways in which to maximize positive affect in learners. The continually asserted
preference for natural language materials across modalities highlights the need to move away
from traditional textbook scripts, dated worksheets, and prescribed audio files. This aligns with
Arianie’s (2017) position that authentic materials and interactive activities are crucial for both
student engagement and motivation. With the availability of YouTube, online news
organizations, and social media, there is an essentially endless supply of topically relevant
natural language resources available on any given topic. These resources are very often public
domain and can be used as audio files or transcripts for students to read. Additionally, the rise of
generative Al tools trained on natural language datasets means that educators can create
activities and realistic simulated dialogue for a variety of real-world situations in seconds (see
Appendix A for examples). The burden of creating natural materials for students has never been
lighter, with free and easily accessible options at the fingertips of teachers. Continuing to rely on

expensive and outdated textbook materials is the worst option for both students and budgets.
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Furthermore, student engagement relies on more than making resources available to
students and expecting the language to be absorbed. Allowing students to be active co-producers
in language lessons can help them to assert their agency in the process, and encourage
participation in the imagined community of English language speakers more broadly (Idrus,
2015). This sociocultural connection that many students cited as a facilitator of joy in the
classroom can encourage students to identify themselves as active stakeholders, which in turn
can further motivate them. On the other hand, a denial of agency in the classroom could
potentially lead to disengagement and disenfranchisement from the broader community of
English language speakers due to the complex interpersonal and situated nature of agency within

individual cultural contexts (Mercer, 2012).

6. Conclusion

Much can be learned from centering the emic narratives of English language learners
when considering best practices for pedagogy moving forward. As McLean (2021) asserted,
centering the student voice in language education research paves the way to incorporate critical
transformational and restorative practices, which then create conditions for positive
psychological outcomes to occur. Learners are well aware of the positive and negative
psychological experiences they have had in the classroom and can be a key resource in finding
ways to improve classroom practice. Allowing for equitable dialog and curricular co-design is an
opportunity to facilitate positive psychological outcomes for students by implementing practices
that center their emic needs, rather than relying on assumptions derived from teacher and
administrator experience. This shift in practice would allow us to move away from the lingering

imperial harm described by Motha (2014) and Phillipson (1992) that comes with viewing
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English language education as ‘people-shaping’, positioning learners as clay to be molded, rather
than the sculptors themselves.

Learner wellbeing in English language education is held back by an overreliance on
traditional methods that do not meet the needs of students, but serve the top-down priorities of
quantitatively oriented institutional research wings. The teaching of English as a subject using
rote methods, dated or clunky texts, and a lack of cultural or social connection to the learners’
contexts is actively detrimental to their experiences in the classroom (Purnama et al., 2019).
Given that motivation is an essential component to learner success, there is a clear incentive for
instructors to prioritize student joy in the classroom in order to reap the benefits of the
broaden-and-build theory of positive psychology in education (Fredrickson, 2004) . When asked
specifically about classroom experiences that brought them joy, students reflected on their
agency, recognition of their efforts, and their engagement with ‘real world” and cultural aspects
of the language, rather than trying to learn the language in isolation as a subject. According to
the students’ own narratives, there is a clear connection between creating opportunities to teach
in a way that prioritizes positive affect in learners, and increasing their motivation to learn
English.

Viewing our teaching practice through the lens of acculturative joy can enable a
student-centric approach toward materials creation, content delivery, and activity selection. In
turn, this can maximize student buy-in and improve their relationship with the language learning
process. Looking at the bigger picture, focusing on English language education as a
bi-directional tool of socio-cultural exchange allows educators a healthier avenue to address the
dichotomy of implicit imperial harm that comes with a socio-economically enforced lingua

franca, while also recognizing that an additional language will open doors of opportunity for
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their students (Siebold, 2023). It is time to move beyond unidirectional teaching of English as a
subject, and shift toward an intentional emphasis on language as participatory communication

and the creation of space for joy, agency, and learner narratives.

~8700 words in manuscript
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Appendix A

Al. Example worksheet selection resulting from ChatGPT prompt:
® You

Create a worksheet for leamning the past perfect continuous in English but make it all about cats

ChatGPT
‘Worksheet: Past Perfect Continuous with Cats

L Understanding Past Perfect Continuous:

Definition:
Fill in the blanks with the cor definition.
= The past perfect continuous is used to describe actions that w in the past and
tinued up toanother point in the past.
Forming Past Perfect Continuous:
Complete the sentences with the cormect form of the past perfect continuous tense.
= Thecat . ) for hours before | arrived home.
= By the time we got back, the mischievous kitte { ith the yarn all day.

I Identifying Past Perfect Continuous:
Read the sente: and underline the verbs in the past perfect continuous tense.

The cat had been chasing its tail for hours.

‘While we were away, our cat had been napping on the cozy

By the time we returned, the kittens had been exploring the garden.

Hl. Using Past Perfect Continuous:
Complete the sentences using the past perfect continuous tense.

The cat looked tired because it _ {run) around the house.
Before | went to bed, my cat _ ) at the door for quite some time.
‘When we found her, the cat _ hide) under the bed.

V. Writing:

Wite a short paragraph (4-5 sente about a cat's day using the past perfect continuous

tense. Include activities like eating, playing, and resting.

V. Application:

Create your own sentence using the past perfect continuous tense and draw a cat doing the

action.
ample: The cat had been climbing the tree for hours.

V1. Review:
Circle the cormect option to complete the sentences.

_ (had been sleeping [ slept) in the sun all afternoon.
ered the room, the cat {had been watching / ws ed) a bird outside.

By the time we got home, our cat (had been waiting / waited) at the door.
Vil Reflection:

‘What have you learned about using the past perfect continuous tense with cats? Write a short
reflection {2-3 sentes 5.

Feel free dapt or expand this workshest based on the proficiency level of the learners. Enjoy
learning about the past perfect continuous tense with the help of our feline friends!




A2. Example of ChatGPT writing prompts tailored by interest to grade, WIDA level, and
interest.

"ﬁ:n.l

Please give me a list of writing prompts for 2 WIDA level 2 learner in third grade. Make them about
Roblox

ChatGPT
Certainhy! WIDA Level 2 learmers in third grade typically have limited English proficiency, so it's
important to provide prompts that are simple, concrete, and related to familiar topics. Here are

some Roblox-themed writing promipts for a third-grade WIDA Level 2 learner:

Desoribe Your Roblox Avatar:
= What does your Roblox character look like?
= What clothes and accessories does itwear?
Favorite Roblox Game:
= Write about your favorite game in Robloec
= What do you like to doin the game?
My Roblox Adventure:
= Share a short story about an exciting adventure you had in Roblox.
= Who did you play with, and what happened?
Building in Roblox:
= Describe something you built in Roblox.
= What tools did you use, and why did you choose to build it?
Meeting Friends in Robloc
= Write about a timme when you made a new friend in Roblox.
= How did you become friends, and what do you like to do together?
Favorite Roblox Pet or Companion:
= If you have a pet or companion in Robloe, describe it
= What is its name, and why do you like it?
Roblox Challenges:
= Write about a challenging level or task you faced ina Roblox game.
= How did you overcome the challenge?
Roblox and Friendship:
= Explain how playing Roblcx helps you make friends.
= What doyou like to do with your friends in Roblox?
Designing a Roblo: World:
= If you could create your own Robloe: world, what would it be like?
= Describe the environment, characters, and activities.
Leamning English with Roblmc
= Share how playing Roblox helps you leam and practice English.
= Are there new words or phrases you've learned?

Remember to provide visual aids or use simple vocabulary to support understanding. These
prompts aim to engage learners in expressing themselves while incorporating their interest in
Robbo: Je
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A3. Example of natural dialog and repair for roleplay.

. You

Give me a dialog for ordering a coffee but there's a need 1o fix a misunderstanding

| ChatGPT
Customer: Hi, I'd lilke a medium black coffee, please.

Barista: Sure, a medium black coffee. Anything else?

Customer: Nope, that's it, thanks.

Barista: Alright, that'l be $2 50

(Customer hands over $5)

Barista: Thank you. (Starts making the coffee)

Customer: Oh, wait! | wanted that iced, not hot.

Barista: Oh, I'm somy-about that. Mo problem, | can make it iced foryou.
Customer: Great, thank you.

Barista: Sure thing. (Adjusts the order)

(Customer waits for the iced coffee to be ready)

Barista: Here's your iced black coffee. That'll be $2.50

Customer: Thanks. (Hands ower the money)

Barista: Thank you, and | apol ogize for the mix-up.

Customer: Noworries. Thanks for fixing it!



40

A4. Study Protocol Questions

Tell me about your language learning experience.
Why did you want to learn a new language?

Tell me about what sorts of strategies or resources you used to support your language
learning.
o  Why do you use these strategies or resources?

Let’s talk about ways that you were able to share your culture or experiences in the
classroom.

o Did you enjoy sharing your culture or experience?

o How did it come up?

o How did you feel about sharing? What could have improved it?

What sorts of activities did you enjoy in the classroom?
o What activities did you feel weren’t as helpful or enjoyable?

What do you think would be the ideal English language lesson for you?
o What sorts of activities would you choose?
o  What topics would you focus on?

Tell me about a time or two that brought you joy in the classroom.
o What made those moments stand out to you?



