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CHANDLER, GARY LEONARD, Ed.D. Flow and the Perceived 
Balance Between Challenges and Skills in Physical Education 
and Other Classes in a Secondary School Curriculum. 
(1987) Directed by Dr. Rosemary McGee. 134 pp. 

A 21-item response sheet was employed to collect 

data on the occurence of flow, as well as the thoughts, 

actions, and certain feelings of students. Three hundred 

and ten secondary school students were alerted once in each 

class on two non-consecutive days. The three class types 

investigated included physical education, high flow type 

(art, music, shop, etc.), and low flow type, traditionally 

academic classes (mathmatics, English, science, etc.). 

Data were collected the week of April 7-11, 1986. 

Data were treated descriptively to examine means 

and standard deviations among three class types on 

the components and dimensions. 

Physical education classes had the highest means on 

all dimensions except one. Physical education classes 

had the highest subtotal means on the components cognitive 

efficiency, motivation, activation and affect. 

Students in all three classes tended to be thinking 

about and doing classwork. To a lesser extent students 

were thinking about and doing social/personal things. 

Data were treated descriptively to examine the 

occurrence of flow CChallenge=Skills) in the three class 

types. The incidence of flow was determined by the student 

response frequency on the dimensions challenge and skill. 

Physical education classes had the highest percentage 

<32S«) of flow while low flow type classes had the lowest 



percentage (25JO of flow. The high incidence of no flow 

in each class may have been influenced by the exacting 

limitations of the requirements for flow. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

This study is concerned with understanding how 

adolescents perceive themselves in physical education and 

other curriculum classes in a secondary school. Do 

adolescents enjoy certain classes or do they tolerate 

them? Are they challenged by them or bored? These and 

other elements have been explored by numerous 

investigators to learn more about adolescents in school 

as well as in other areas o£ society (Coleman, 1961; 

Douvan and Adelson, 1966; Kiell, 1969; Moos, 1972; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Mayers, 1978; Rutter, Maughan, 

Mortimore, and Ouston, 1979; Kitwood, 1980; Offer, 

Ostrov, and Howard, 1981; Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore, 

1982; Chalip, Csikszentmihalyi, Kleiber, and Larson, 

1984; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984). 

If a student enjoys a class, it is logical that 

the student is likely to return to that class in a more 

receptive frame of mind. Is it not possible, then, 

to eliminate some of the negative school-related 

ideas often associated with learning such as "forcing 

students to learn," "punishment with spelling drills," 
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for not. completing an assignment, or "writing the 

multiplication tablea" for failing a math teat? 

Caikszentmihalyi and Larson (19S4) found that, for some 

students, some classes are intrinsically motivating. 

They suggest that "even productive activities [such as 

learning] can be enjoyable" (p. 253>. 

Teachera of a particular subject matter are at least 

partially responsible for the attitudes of students 

toward that subject matter. Attitudes toward learning, 

about themselves, and about people in general are 

reflected daily by teachers in the classroom. If 

teachers incorporate poaitive attitudes it may be 

possible for adolescents to more consistently and 

enjoyably continue to learn all their lives. This 

potentiality holds poaitive implications not only for 

the future of adolescents but for society as well. 

Classrooms which are perceived in a positive manner by 

adolescent students may not only enhance their 

"developing competence" (Mayers, 1978, p. 1) but may 

also provide intrinsically rewarding experiences. 

The particular research reported here will examine 

the relation between secondary school students' reports of 

certain affective measures in physical education classes and 

other academic claases. There is a dearth of data 

indicating "when, how, and under what conditions students 
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experience school as either enjoyable or frustrating" 

(Mayers, 1978, p. 2). The development and application of 

the Experiential Sampling Method (ESM) (Larson and 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1983; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984) 

has improved researchers' understanding of adolescent 

actions and feelings in everyday situations and in 

classroom environments. This awareness and understanding 

is important, because if adolescents can be understood 

better in particular environments, perhaps they can be 

better comprehended as a whole. Mayers (1978) determined 

that certain cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

outcomes of adolescents may be predicted if we understand 

these components, as represented in the ESM. 

Mayers reported (1978) that in a classroom in which 

challenges are perceived by the student as meeting the 

individual's perceived capabilities, the student 

"experiences positive affect" (p. 5). A carryover effect 

emerges as the "positive affect is internally rewarding 

and motivates the student to participate in the 

class and learn its contents" (p. 5) . Important to the 

continuity of this aspect of learning is reinforcement. 

It is important that students become aware of and are 

encouraged to see the opportunities for success which lie 

immediately ahead as well as to perceive the surmountable 

challenges which may confront them later (Mayers, 1978). 
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A portion of the effectlveneaa of atudenta which followa 

thia atudent awareness ia baaed upon teacher willingneaa 

to apply available feedback to amend correctable atudent 

mistakes. Should atudenta not be drawn to learning, nor 

enjoy the opportunities and challenges placed before 

them, teachera may be perceived to be at fault. 

Caikazentmihalyi and Larson (1984), Mayers (1978), 

and Mooa (1979) have indicated the role and importance of 

enjoyment and challenged in the personal lives of 

adoleacenta and in their achool livea. To strengthen 

thia potential and add yet another "means by which 

schools could increase harmony, good behavior, and 

academic aucceaa" (Rutter et al. 1979, p. 199), this 

investigator suggests that educatora should predispose 

themselves to learn more about adoleacenta' enjoyment, 

challenges, and interesta. 

Determination of Flow 

The experience of flow--i.e. when challengea equal 
skills--ia hypotheaized to contribute aignificantly 
to subjective well-being (C*S). When challengea 
are perceived aa being greater than akilla, that ia, 
when the individual doea not perceive himaelf or 
heraelf aa having the akilla or capabilitiea to deal 
with the demanda of a aituation, then negative life 
aaaeasmenta will reault, specifically tension or 
anxiety (OS). When akills are perceived as 
outweighing challengea, then negative assessments 
will result, specifically lower mooda, boredom 
(C<S). When no challengea are perceived and one 
doea not perceive himaelf or heraelf to be using any 
akilla, then negative aaseaamenta will reault, 
apecifically paaaivity, inactivity, and lethargy 
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(CS=0>. Thus the ideal subjective precondition for 
a positive sense of well-being is when an 
individual's life is most aptly characterized by his 
or her own perception of being offered opportunities 
in life situations that he or she is capable of 
meeting. (Gianinno, et. al_. , 1979, p. 7). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) indicated that "CiDdeally, 

anyone could learn to carry inside himself the tools of 

enjoyment" (p. 53>. A flow episode may start "just by 

directing Cone's] awareness to confor* with the 

requirements of flow, like limiting the stimulus field so 

as to allow the merging of action and awareness" 

(p. 49>. While it is proposed that "one can enter flow 

while engaged in any activity, some situations (such as 

games, art, etc.) appear to be designed almost 

exclusively to provide the experience of flow" (p. 49). 

Though not all flow activities are aimilar, "flow 

activities seem to share certain characteristics" 

(Csikszentmihalyi , 1975, p. 49). " [A]ctivities that 

reliably produce flow experiences are similar in that they 

provide opportunities for action which a person can act 

upon without being bored or worried" (p. 49). "Flow is 

experienced when people perceive opportunities for action 

as being evenly matched by their capabilities" (p. 50). 

Whenever "skills are greater than the opportunities 

for uaing them, boredom will follow" (p. 50). It 

follows, then, that "a person with great skills and few 
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opportunities for applying them will pass from the state 

of boredom again into the state of anxiety" (p. 50). 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) described a flow activity as one 

which "provides optimal challenges in relation to the 

actor's skills" <p. 50). This concept is illustrated in 

Figure 1 as suggested by Csikszentmihayli (1975). 

"CA1 state of flow does not depend entirely on 

the objective nature of the challenges present or on 

the objective level of skills; in fact, whether one is 

in flow or not depends entirely on one's perception of 

what the challenges and skills are" (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1975, p. 50). Flow may be experienced in activities of 

varying complexity. For example, a child (see Figure 

1, point CA3) playing with a toy may be experiencing 

the challenge of coordinating actions with the appropriate 

skill level. At the same time, an adult violin player 

(see Figure 1, point CB3) may be mastering a 

complex solo for the first time. Both may be experiencing 

flow, both may be experiencing flow, both may be 

experiencing extreme fulfillment and enjoyment, but at 

different levels of performance complexity 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 19S4, p. 267). The child 

or adult in the above example experienced no difference 

in feeling. The difference in the activities is in "its 

consequences" (p. 267). 
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Figure 1 
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The child no longer experiences flow when experience 

is explored and loses its challenge. Even the violinist 

will likely reach a level wherein the individual will 

be ready to accept a new challenge. 

To keep experiencing flow, one must try new things, 
and do then better everytime. Boredom and anxiety 
represent the negative feedback that makes 
performers realize that they no longer enjoy what 
they are doing. To recapture that enjoyment, we 
must formulate increasingly complex goals, face new 
challenges, and learn new skills (Csikszentmihalyi 
and Larson, 1984, p. 268). 

Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) posited that 

"Cplerhaps the main reason adolescents stop growing is 

because their initial lack of skills is exposed too 

suddenly to excessive challenges" (p. 269). 

The opportunities for growth lie in one's ability 

to identify and recognize challenges within one's 

environment. Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) 

reflected that 

most people's environment is a potential playground 
full of exciting things to do. The catch is that, 
to the naked eye, the opportunities are invisible. 
A person must be already initiated to enter one 
of the...games. The price of admission is 
learning to recognize the challenge, [and] making 
the effort to see what can be done (p. 269). 

The greater the challenge, the greater the effort and 

focusing of attention required to master the 

complexities, but also, the greater the rewards. "COJnly 

by paying the price does one grow, and taste enjoyment" 
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Cp. 269>. 

Statement, of the Problem 

For reasons outlined by Csikszentmihalyi <1975) and 

Csikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984), adolescent students 

appear to enjoy certain activities in school more than 

others. Classes which seem more likely to produce flow 

experience usually provide students "with some form of 

physical and sensory participatory activity" 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984, p. 206), such as art, 

music, home economics, industrial arts, and physical 

education. On the other hand, Csikszentmihalyi and 

Larson (1984) have identified classes providing few flow 

experiences as classes which "deal with highly structured 

symbolic systems" (p. 206) such as mathmatics, foreign 

languages, and English. On the basis of these previous 

findings, the following questions are formulated: 

Question 1: Are the any differences 
among physical education, high flow 
and low flow type curriculum classes on the 
dimensions comprising the components of 
cognitive efficiency, motivation, activation 
and affect, as well as challenges and skills. 

Question 2: 
Are there any differences among 
physical education, high flow, 
and low flow type curriculum classes 
on the dimensions of thoughts and actions. 

Question 3: Are there any differences 
among the types of classes on 
frequency of flow (C=S). 
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Limitations of the Study 

This study Investigates the feelings and 

responses of students at one secondary achool in a small 

midsouthern town. The reader, therefore, should consider 

the results of this investigation in light of this 

limitation. 

Assumptions Underlying the Study 

The Experiential Sampling Method, including the 

Response Sheet, is a valid means of measuring 

specific constructs (Csikszentmihalyi, et al., 1979; 

Chalip, et al., 19S4; Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 

1984; Larson and Csikszentmihalyi, 1983). 

Students serving as subjects responded candidly 

and accurately to questions and statements posed on 

the Response Sheet. 

Scope of the Study 

1. This study utilized the entire population of 

310 secondary achool students representing various grade 

levels and various curriculum classes at Rivercrest 

High School in Wilson, Arkansas. 

2. Information was obtained via one method, the 

Experiential Sampling Method (ESM) Response Sheet. 

3. Based upon data collected from the ESM Response 

Sheets, elements relevant to subject perceptions in the 

classroom were identified and compared. This study was 
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designed to identify and compare student classroom 

responses in physical education classes, high flow type 

classes, and low flow type classes relative to the six 

components of cognitive efficiency, motivation, 

activation, affect, aa well as challenges and skills. 

4. Data were collected during the week of April 

7-11, 1986. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terma are defined aa they were used in 

this study: 

Activation--The dimension on the ESM Response 

Sheet comprised of the components alert-drowsy, 

active-passive, strong-weak, excited-bored 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984>. 

Adolescent--Any student in the 10th, 11th, or 

12th grade. 

Affect—The dimension on the ESM Response Sheet 

comprised of the components happy-sad, cheerful-irritable, 

sociable-lonely, friendly-angry (Csikszentmihalyi and 

Larson, 1984). 

Anxietv--The feeling which results from an 

imbalance between challenges and skills such that 

perceived challenges are greater than one's sense of 

skill. "When an activity presents too many opportunities 

for action, or challenges, and these overwhelm our 
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skills, we feel anxious" (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 

1984, p. 251-252). 

Boredom--The feeling which results from an 

imbalance between challenges and skills such that one's 

sense of skills are perceived as greater than one's 

perceived challenges. "When skills outweigh the 

challenges available, we feel bored" (Cslkszentmihalyl 

and Larson, 1984, p. 252). 

Cognitive Efflclencv--The dimension on the ESM 

Response Sheet comprised of the components concentration, 

ease of concentration, unself-consciousness, and 

confused-clear (Cslkszentmihalyl and Larson, 1984). 

Eniovment--The feeling arising from participation 

in those activities which "shape the growth of the self by 

focusing attention on goals that require increased skills 

for their achievement" (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984, 

p. 26). This sense of fulfillment which one feels arises 

when one has satisfied the need to grow, take on, and 

develop new skills, and to take on new challenges in 

maintaining a self-concept as a fully functioning human 

being (Cakiszentmihalyi, 1975). Enjoyment tends to 

occur whenever a person feels that hia or her capacity to 

act matches the opportunities for action in a given 

situation (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984). More 

practically, enjoyment may be construed to be the feeling 
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which individuals have when they want to be where they 

are, doing what they are doing "rather than wishing they 

were someplace else, doing something else" (Mayers, 1978, 

p. 7) . 

Experiential Sampling Method (ESM)--An 

objective means by which researchers may determine daily 

experiential information about one's tine usage, thoughts, 

reflections, emotional patterns, and cognitive states. 

The ESM is a tool for comprehending not only an 

individual's life, but the individual as well (Larson and 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1983). The ESM involves the daily 

random alert of subjects and subsequent completion of a 

response sheet by subjects. 

Flow--"When an activity presents too many 

opportunities for action, or challenges and these 

overwhelm our skills, we feel anxious. When skills 

outweigh the challenges available we feel bored. Flow 

occurs when we come close to matching the two" 

(Csikazentmihalyi and Larson, 1984, pp. 251-252). 

"CF]low is experienced when personal skills match 

situational challenges" (p. 265). "The experience of 

flow--i.e. when challenges equal skills--is hypothesized 

to contribute significantly to subjective well-being, 

(Challengea=Skills). When challenges are perceived as 

being greater than skills, that is, when the individual 
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doea not. perceive himself or herself as having the skills 

or capabilities to deal with a ait.uat.ion, negative life 

assessments will result, specifically tension or anxiety, 

(C > S>. When skills are perceived as outweighing 

challenges, negative assessments will result, 

specifically lower moods, boredom, (C < S). When no 

challenges are perceived and one does not perceive 

himself or herself to be using any skills, negative 

assessment will result, specifically passivity, 

inactivity, lethargy, <CS=0). Thus the ideal sub3ective 

precondition for a positive sense of well-being is when 

an individual's life is most aptly characterized by his 

or her perception of being offered opportunities in life 

situations that he or she feels capable of meeting" 

(Gianinno et al. 1979, p. 7). When this condition 

exists, one experiences flow. 

Flow Activities--"Those activities which 

provide the...flow experience" <Csikazentmihalyi, 1975, 

p. 36. > Flow Model—A model "which defines enjoyment 

as a balance between the challenges of an activity and 

the skills of the participant. Anxiety is defined as an 

imbalance between challenges and skills such that 

perceived challenges are greater than one's sense of 

skills. Boredom sets in when one's skills are greater 

than the challenges of an activity. When challenges and 
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akilla are equal and greater than zero, experience ia 

optimal and ia called flow" (Chalip et al. 1984, p. 109). 

See flow model in Figure 1. 

High Flow Type Claaa--"CC]laaaea that provide 

more concrete goala and require more than intellectual 

akilla, auch aa Cart,3 induatrial arts..., and muaic" 

(Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 1984, p. 206). "Theae 

claaaea provide atudenta with aone form of phyaical and 

aenaory participatory activity" <p. 206). 

Intrinsic Motivation--A person's identification 

with the "goala of the activity" (Caikazentmihalyi and 

Laraon, 1984, p. 24). "CGlenerally positive feelings and 

activation accompany intrinaic motivation" <p. 24). 

Intrinsic Rewarda--The results of activities 

which people "are motivated to puraue becauae they derive 

aome satisfaction from them, and thia aatiafaction itaelf 

acta aa a reward" (Caikazentmihalyi, 1975, p. 13). 

Low Flow Type Claaa--"Clasaic academic 

aubjecta auch aa math, foreign language, and English;" 

"claaaea [which!...deal with highly atructurad abstract 

aymbolic systems" (Caikazentmihalyi and Laraon, 1984, 

p .206). 

Mot1vation--The dimenaion on the ESM reaponae 

aheet compriaed of the componenta, wiah-doing activity, 

control of actiona, free-conatrained, and 
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involved-detached. Motivation haa to do with "analysis 

of the various factors which incite and direct 

individuals' actions" (Atkinson, 1964, p. 1>. 

Other Curriculum Classes--Secondary school 

curriculum classes other than physical education. 

Physical Education Class--Secondary school 

physical activity classes. These may be construed as flow 

potential classes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). 

Caikszentmihalyi and Larson (1984) included physical 

education with what are referred to aa high flow type 

classes in this investigator's research. Since physical 

education classes provide a unique form of physical, 

participatory activity aa compared to high flow type 

classes, physical education classes are being compared 

separately in this investigation. 

Pleasure--The feeling of satisfaction resulting 

from fulfilling one's basic needs such as hunger, sex, 

etc. "CT3he experience of pleasure tends to be one of 

low complexity, since it does not require the use of 

complex skills" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 54). 

Response Alert Signal(RAS)--The specific 

signal which alerted subjects to respond by completing a 

self-report form. This signal was given on the 

school's public address system: "Pardon this 

interruption, please. Students, please respond at your 
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convenience." 

Response Sheat- The ESM information aheet 

subjects completed at each alert, which reflected their 

actions, thinking, mood, and other expreaaiona of their 

experience. This response aheet includes several 

elements. As st-udents received a random aignal, they 

responded by completing the statements at their earliest 

convenience. The Response Sheet is comprised of 

statements relative to subjects' "obiectlve situation 

and their aubiectlve state" (Larson and 

Csikazentmihalyi, 1983, p. 4> when they were alerted. A 

copy of the Response Sheet ia located in Appendix A. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Int.roduct.lon 

Research literature was reviewed to identify the 

status of knowledge relatad to the concept of flow, 

adolescent feelings in the classroom, and research 

employing the Experiential Sampling Method. The 

literature on flow was divided into sections including 

(a) play, enjoyment, and flow, <b> flow and peak 

experiences, and <c> the flow model. The examination of 

the literature on adolescent feelings in the classroom 

was divided in sections including (s) adolescent 

perceptions and freedom in the classroom, <b> intrinsic 

learning and enjoyment in the classroom, and <c> the 

right to enjoyment in school. 

Flow 

Plav. Emovment. and Flow 

Play is a means for individual experimentation 

in the development of skills (Csikszentmihalyi, 1974-75). 

This experiential process allows one to recognize 

opportunities for personal development and to accept 

challenges to acquire skills and experiences enjoyably. 

This activity suggests "intrinsic motivational rewards of 
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its own" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1974-75, p. 42). 

Csikszentmihalyi <1974-75) emphasized that "regardless of 

whether it decreases anxiety or increases competence, 

play is fun" <p. 42). Csikszentmihalyi (1974-75) 

identified play as the most obvious means to experience 

flow, but at the same time indicated that "play is not 

synonymous with flow" (p. 44). 

The interrelatedness of play and enjoyment is 

recognized by Harris <1978) as both synonymous and 

dichotonous in nature. Elaborating upon the 

differentiation of enjoyment and play, Harris <1978) 

explained "that enjoyment can exist in other situations 

which are not usually considered to be play" <p. 60) and 

that "work and play are not necessarily the opposite" 

(p. 62). 

Flow and Peak Experiences 

A predecessor of the concept of flow and an exponent 

of experiential states, Abraham Maslow <1962) identified 

certain elements as "peak experiences" (p. 10), with 

qualities similar to those described by Csikszentmihalyi 

(1975) in numerous examples of individuals experiencing 

peak episodes. 

Maslow <1962) described elements of the peak state 

as a loss of "self-consciousness" <p. 9), a significant 

element related directly to Csikszentmihalyi's <1975) 
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flow state, the merger of action and awareness, stemming 

from Intensified involvement or concentration. Similar 

elements are described by those who have experienced a 

peak episode (Maslow, 1962; 1968). 

Both peak and flow episodes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; 

Maslow, 1968; 1970) recognize the element of time and 

space alteration, where one views the 

perceptual-experiential world more clearly 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Maslow, 1968). In the classroom 

students would "experience in personal terms... their 

subject matter in reference to [themselves] and [their] 

ends" (Haalow, 1968, p. 82), and an important component of 

learning would be encouraged--an element of personalized 

education. Teachera strive to incorporate this aspect of 

learning each day in the classroom: immersion in the 

topic at hand. 

Maslow <1962) anticipated Csikszentmihalyi'a concept 

of "feeling of control" and "time alteration" when he 

atated that momenta in the peak experience indicate 

that "separateneaa and distance from the world disappeared 

as [individuals] felt one with the world, fuaed with it, 

really belonging in it and to it, instead of being outside 

looking in" <p. 9). This fusion seems to identify similar 

elements of a non-contradictory relationship involving 

immediate feedback. 
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A final unifying point shared by Maslow and 

Csikazentmihalyi is that both the peak experience and 

the flow experience "will help ua understand each other 

better" (Maslow, 1962, p. 12). The benefit of peak 

experiences, like flow experiences, is that "in normal 

perceptions of self-actualizing people and in the more 

occasional peak experiences of average people, 

perceptions can be relatively ego-transcending, 

self-forgetful, egoless. It can be object centered 

rather than ego centered" (Maslow, 1968, p. 79). 

Maslow (1968) represented the individual as a receiver of 

this peak-flow potential, in that one has little control 

over its occurrence. We cannot command the peak 

experience. It happens to us" (p. 87). 

Csikazentmihalyi and Larson (1984) indicated that it may 

be possible to create flow potential situations if we 

recall the structure of the flow experience 

(Cskiszentmihalyi, 1975), which permits identification 

of flow characteristics in a variety of settings, 

including the classroom and the school. 

The Flow Model 

Csikazentmihalyi's "flow model" defines enjoyment as 

a balance between the challenges of an activity and 
the skills of the participant. Anxiety is defined a 
as an imbalance between challenges and skills such 
that perceived challenges are greater than one's 
sense of skill. Boredom sets in when one's skills 
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are greater than the challenges of an activity. 
When akills and challenges are equal and greater 
than zero, experience is optimal, and it is called 
flow (Chalip, et al., 1984, p. 109). 

Csikszentmihalyi'a (1974-75) model (see Figure 1 

on page 7), representing the structure of flow 

activities, suggests that individuals can control their 

entrance to and exit from the flow experience depending 

on one's perceptions of personal skill and challenge. 

This conceptual representation includes two factors 

within a single framework: first, the recognition that 

individuals have "action opportunities" or challenges 

and, second, that they have "action capabilities" or 

skills within an environmental setting (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1974-75, p. 56). 

Because we do not all derive the same rewards from 

the same activities, it may be useful to categorize 

individuals according to the situations in which one 

experiences flow. A "flow profile" "might become a 

dynamic means to describe people for the purpose of 

finding the best match between the potential and the 

demands in the environment" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1974-75, 

p. 61). 

Another important question in the effective use of 

this model is practicality, whether it is possible and 

feasible to "restructure standard settings for 
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activities [e.g., jobs, schools, neighborhoods, family 

interactions, etc.] in such a way as to increase the flow 

experiences they provide" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1974-75, 

p. 61). Cskiszentmihalyi <1975) indicated that a balance 

in the challenges involved and the skill available does 

make a difference in these instances. Flow is 

semantically close to Maslow's <1968) "peak experience." 

Flow theory, however, has the value of being more highly 

explicated by "specifying both the elements of the 

experience and the structure of activities in which it 

typically occurs" <Mayers, 1978, p. 8). "The flow model 

attempts to bridge the gap between relatively rare peaks 

of experience and the more common experience of being 

very much involved in an activity; it thereby opens up 

the potential avenues for increasing enjoyment by changes 

within the individual, the situation, or both" <Mayers, 

1978, p. 8>. 

Because great variability in the type of flow 

activity exists, so may some differentiation of intensity. 

What these activities do "have in common is a structure 

in which individuals are able to perceive challenges, 

or opportunities for action, which match their perceived 

skills, or capabilities" <Mayers, 1978, p. 8). The 

determination of the presence of a flow state would 

depend on one's "perception of what the challenges and 



24 

skills are, as well as the balance between them" (Mayers, 

1978, pp. 8-9). 

Although flow Is frequently experienced in 

activities such as 

games, art, and rituals, the theoretical model 
Cmay be a means! to indicate that flow can be 
experienced in any activity, including work and 
school, when the individual perceives the 
opportunities for action and his or her capabilities 
to be in balance. Therefore, the theory leads to 
the expectation that when students perceive a 
balance of challenges and skills in their classes 
they will experience positive affect and 
involvement (Mayers, 1978, p. 9>. 

This involvement and the manner in which one perceives it 

may manifest itself in a flow experience. 

Adolescent Feelings in the Classroom 

Adolescent perceptions and freedom in the classroom 

Feeling free is an experience which results fro* 

"being in control of one's actions, of not being 

determined by outside forces" (Csikszentmihalyi and 

Graef, 1979b, p. 84). This feeling is continually stifled 

by the strictures and atructurea of society's institutions. 

School is one of these institutions through which most 

people must pass. 

Cskiszentmihalyi and Graef (1979b> determined that 

people feel least free at work and most free when 

involved in leisure activities. This observation 

is corroborated by others (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson, 


