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Abstract: This literature review investigates the impact of student choice on intrinsic 

motivation and language proficiency in high school second language (L2) classrooms. The 

study addresses the existing gap in comprehensive research regarding how the 

implementation of student autonomy influences these educational outcomes. A systematic 

review of empirical studies, teaching practices, and peer-reviewed articles was conducted. 

Relevant keywords were used to search journals from different academic databases. The 

identified studies were evaluated based on their methodology, relevance, and quality. This 

review finds that providing students with autonomy in selecting learning materials and 

activities could enhance their intrinsic motivation. Increased autonomy fosters greater interest, 

engagement, and enjoyment in learning. However, the impact of autonomy on language 

proficiency is mixed. Some studies demonstrate improved proficiency due to personalised 

learning experiences, while others indicate that excessive autonomy without adequate 

instructional support can hinder language development. The review highlights the necessity 

of balancing autonomy with teacher guidance and considers the developmental stage of high 

school students. While student autonomy in high school L2 classrooms generally increases 

intrinsic motivation, its impact on language proficiency necessitates carefully combining 

autonomy with appropriate instructional support. This review underscores the need for 

longitudinal research to better understand the long-term effects of autonomy on motivation 

and proficiency, the development of sophisticated tools for measuring intrinsic motivation, 

and the implementation of practical strategies for integrating student choice in educational 

practices. 

Keywords: student choice, intrinsic motivation, language proficiency, second language 

learning, learner autonomy. 

1. Introduction 

High school second language instruction brings a diverse set of challenges as well as possibilities. 

Intrinsic motivation is defined as engaging in an activity for its intrinsic satisfaction and delight rather 

than seeking a separate outcome or external reward. Students who are genuinely driven learn because 

they enjoy the process of learning. This form of motivation is defined by curiosity, a desire for 

mastery, and a real interest in the subject matter [1]. Intrinsic motivation is an important aspect of 

successful language acquisition. Research has indicated that students who are intrinsically motivated 

are more likely to connect deeply with the language, have greater tenacity, and attain better levels of 
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proficiency [2]. However, typical L2 teaching approaches frequently prioritise extrinsic motivators, 

such as grades and test scores, and may not properly foster students' innate desire to learn a new 

language [3]. 

This literature review intends to look into the question, "How does the implementation of student 

choice in high school second language classrooms influence the growth of intrinsic motivation and 

language proficiency between students?". Multiple factors influenced the decision to conduct this 

particular inquiry. To begin, it indicates a need for a more comprehensive understanding and evidence 

on how the implementation of student choice in high school L2 classrooms affects intrinsic 

motivation and language proficiency. While numerous studies have investigated various teaching 

approaches and their effects on language learning outcomes, there is a dearth of research that 

specifically examines the role of student choice and autonomy in building intrinsic motivation and 

improving linguistic competence. A few studies have suggested the potential benefits of introducing 

student choice into language acquisition. However, these studies frequently lack a specific focus on 

high school students and do not fully analyse the direct relationship between student choice, intrinsic 

drive, and language proficiency.  

Second, this study has implications for advancing educational journeys and future teaching 

practices. This literature review seeks to appraise the subject field by combining empirical research 

studies, teaching practices, and peer-reviewed articles. It aims to identify and explain current trends, 

key findings, and potential research needs on the subject. The review aims to identify common themes, 

patterns, trends, and methodological differences in the existing body of research, as well as to 

highlight key contextual, theoretical, and methodological variables that influence results. 

Furthermore, the current study's limitations and areas for future investigation are mentioned. 

The author initiated this literature review by determining pertinent keywords and search phrases, 

then consulted databases like Linguistics and Language Behaviour Abstract, ERIC, Education Source, 

and Google Scholar, and combined these terms to enhance the searches. The methodology of the 

literature review is based on strict criteria for the selection of peer-reviewed studies to investigate the 

influence of student autonomy on intrinsic motivation and language performance in secondary-level 

language learners. The review process began with a thorough review of the titles and abstracts to 

identify the relevant studies. Subsequently, detailed assessments of the entire text were conducted to 

evaluate the methodology, relevance, and theoretical framework of the texts. To ensure completeness, 

the review also included a review of references cited in the main article and consultations with experts 

in the field.  

2. Common Themes and Patterns 

Extensive research has consistently demonstrated that providing students autonomy in selecting their 

learning materials, topics, or activities significantly enhances their intrinsic motivation. When 

students are allowed to make choices regarding their learning process, they typically exhibit higher 

levels of interest, engagement, and enjoyment [4]. This increased autonomy of letting students have 

their right to what they want to learn fosters a deeper and more enduring motivation for language 

acquisition, as students perceive greater interest, relevance, and satisfaction in their educational 

pursuits [5, 6]. The empowerment associated with such decision-making in their academic journey 

cultivates a more profound commitment to learning. 

The motivational benefits of autonomy are widely acknowledged, but the impact of independence 

on language learning has been inconsistent. Some research has shown that student autonomy could 

improve language learning by customising the experience to fit personal preferences and 

requirements, thereby enabling a more personalised method of language acquisition [7]. Studies 

suggest that when students have a say in their learning process, they are more likely to engage deeply 

with the material, leading to improved proficiency. Conversely, other research argues that excessive 
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autonomy, particularly without sufficient guidance from educators, may hinder language proficiency 

development [8]. This is especially pertinent in areas requiring mastery of complex grammatical 

structures or other intricate aspects of language [9]. The divergence in findings suggests that while 

autonomy can be advantageous, it must be carefully balanced with adequate instructional support to 

ensure comprehensive language development. 

Additionally, this literature covers how age and developmental stage influence the effects of 

autonomy. High school students, as adolescents, may exhibit distinct reactions to autonomy compared 

to younger children or adult language learners. Their preferences for independence, cognitive growth, 

and identity development could greatly affect the results in different learning environments [10]. As 

adolescents navigate the complexities of growing independence and self-concept, their responses to 

autonomy in learning are shaped by these unique developmental characteristics [11]. This necessitates 

a meticulous approach, where educational strategies are tailored to leverage the developmental 

strengths and address the challenges specific to this age group, thereby maximising the potential 

benefits of autonomy in language education. 

3. Methodological Variations 

There are evident methodological differences in the analysis of autonomy in educational research, 

specifically concerning its impact on intrinsic motivation and linguistic proficiency. The variety of 

measurement instruments used in different investigations is one significant difference. A variety of 

tools, such as written reflections, single-question surveys, and self-report questionnaires like the 

Intrinsic Motivation Inventory, are used by researchers to evaluate language proficiency and intrinsic 

motivation. Due to the wide range of evaluation instruments available, it is more difficult to make 

direct comparisons between studies since the extent and depth of the data gathered might vary 

significantly, making it more difficult to synthesise findings across various study contexts. 

Moreover, the designs of research procedures differ greatly from one another. To see certain results, 

several studies use experimental designs in which researchers adjust autonomy levels in carefully 

regulated environments. Randomised controlled trials, which isolate the effects of autonomy and aid 

in the establishment of causation, are frequently used in these experimental procedures. On the other 

hand, some studies employ qualitative or observational approaches to investigate autonomy in real-

world classroom settings. These studies could include case studies, interviews, or ethnographic 

methodologies to provide a more nuanced understanding of how autonomy functions in actual 

educational settings. Additionally, to provide a more thorough investigation of the impacts of 

autonomy, some researchers combine quantitative and qualitative methodologies in mixed-method 

designs. These various methodological techniques highlight the complexity involved in researching 

autonomy in educational contexts and contribute to the variance in findings among studies [12]. 

4. Limitations and Research Gaps 

One limitation in the existing body of research on student autonomy in educational settings is the 

predominance of cross-sectional studies. The dynamic nature and temporal change of student 

motivation have been rather overlooked in previous research. These studies provide a static snapshot 

of the impact of autonomy at a specific point in time but fail to capture how these effects evolve over 

an extended period. The absence of longitudinal studies means that the long-term sustainability and 

development of the benefits associated with autonomy remain underexplored. Mastering an L2 is a 

protracted process that often takes many years and in which the motivation of learners fluctuates [13]. 

Longitudinal research could provide deeper insights into how sustained autonomy influences 

motivation and proficiency over time, thereby offering a more comprehensive understanding of its 

long-term effects. 
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The influence of autonomy on motivation and language proficiency is also highly contingent on 

various contextual factors, such as cultural, institutional, and specific educational environments. 

Ushioda pointed out that "we need to understand second language learners as people, and as people 

who are necessarily located in particular cultural and historical contexts" [14]. Many studies might 

benefit from a more thorough consideration of these complexities, as overlooking them can affect the 

generalisability of their findings. The impact of autonomy can vary based on the students' cultural 

backgrounds, the educational system in use, and the specific dynamics within the classroom [15]. 

Therefore, future research should incorporate these contextual variables to understand the diverse 

impacts of autonomy better. 

Furthermore, the teacher's role in promoting student autonomy is sometimes disregarded. While 

the focus tends to be on the student's ability to exercise autonomy, the interaction between teacher 

support and student autonomy is crucial in shaping educational outcomes.  The findings imply a 

dynamic interaction exists between the constructs of learner autonomy, teacher support, and teacher 

autonomy indicating these need to be treated together rather than in isolation [16]. Teacher guidance 

and how autonomy is facilitated can influence the levels of intrinsic motivation and proficiency 

attained by students. To promote multilingual literacy, Proctor et al. stress that language instruction 

should be simultaneously contextualised and decontextualised, highlighting the importance of 

teachers being aware that "language is never neutral, and this awareness should be part of all 

multilingual literacy instruction" [6]. Understanding how teachers can effectively support and guide 

autonomous learning is essential for maximising the benefits of autonomy in educational settings [17]. 

Measuring intrinsic motivation presents a substantial challenge in the research on autonomy. The 

complexity of intrinsic motivation means it is difficult to capture its multifaceted nature using existing 

instruments. Traditional measurement tools, such as self-report questionnaires, may only partially 

encompass the depth and breadth of intrinsic motivation. More complex and sophisticated assessment 

techniques are required to measure intrinsic motivation with any degree of accuracy. These 

techniques ought to be able to convey the dynamic and ever-changing character of motivation, 

offering a deeper and more comprehensive comprehension of how autonomy shapes students' 

motivational moods. Moreover, understanding the data collected on intrinsic motivation is highly 

dependent on the interpretations of the investigator. Researchers bring their own perspectives, biases, 

and contextual understandings to their analysis, which can influence how data is interpreted and 

reported [18]. 

5. Practical and Research Implications 

Teachers should employ methods that engage student autonomy, such as deciding on project topics 

or selecting learning resources, to boost their intrinsic motivation. However, educators should 

carefully blend student independence with guidance to guarantee that learners obtain the necessary 

support to strengthen their language skills while staying motivated [7]. Educational authorities should 

prioritise professional development opportunities that equip teachers with the skills to apply 

autonomy-supportive practices effectively. Learners who experience increased educator autonomy 

support express a more pressing sense of competence, expanded self-direction, dedication and 

academic incentives, and lower tension [19]. According to Bennett and  Reinders, curriculum 

selection should consider the potential for motivational growth and skill development among students 

[11]. It is recommended that students engage in discussions with their teachers about any interests 

they have, as well as actively participate in language learning. The learning process gains more 

autonomy through this empowerment [3]. 

Addressing unresolved questions about the long-term effects of student choice on language 

proficiency and intrinsic motivation is essential. To gain a deeper understanding, longitudinal 

research is required, tracking students over several years to observe how their motivation and 
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proficiency evolve with sustained autonomy [20]. Evidence suggests that students who experience 

the benefits of autonomy support in their classrooms exhibit greater levels of intrinsic boost and a 

strong orientation towards mastery goals [21, 22]. Teachers could conduct action research to find 

fruitful strategies to balance student will and instructional leadership in the language classroom. 

Teachers need to consider certain practices, including integrating student input into lesson planning 

or encouraging students to value their perspectives and ideas, that promote autonomy. Also, the 

effects of autonomy on motivation and performance in particular teaching contexts may be 

investigated through teacher studies [23]. 

This literature review examines how the implementation of student choice in high school second-

language classrooms affects intrinsic motivation and language proficiency, revealing that while 

student autonomy generally increases intrinsic motivation, not all decisions are autonomy-supportive, 

necessitating balanced instructional support. The review emphasises the necessity of educators 

implementing autonomy-supportive practices while offering required supervision, customising 

tactics to individual situations, conducting longitudinal research, and using advanced measuring tools 

to assess intrinsic motivation. This review promotes the knowledge and use of autonomy in second 

language education by synthesising existing research, finding gaps, making practical 

recommendations, and contributing to theoretical discourse, laying a solid platform for future efforts 

in the subject. However, there are opportunities for improvement, such as providing a more detailed 

analysis of the impact, undertaking a more comprehensive review of the literature, and emphasising 

precision in research methods when evaluating individual studies. Additionally, incorporating 

appropriate theoretical models could provide greater depth and context to the findings.  

6. Conclusion 

In conclusion, while student choice is an effective strategy for increasing intrinsic motivation in high 

school L2 classrooms, its use needs to be carefully regulated to ensure that it promotes rather than 

undermines language acquisition. Educators are encouraged to create learning environments that 

blend student autonomy with structured instruction based on their students' developmental 

requirements. Future studies could look into the long-term effects of student choice and create more 

advanced instruments to evaluate internal drive and language proficiency. Bridging these gaps would 

help educators and researchers comprehend how to leverage autonomy's motivational benefits while 

guaranteeing full language development. 
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