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Abstract 

This study investigates how picture books, through their visual and textual storytelling integration, can 
enhance reading comprehension and promote social awareness within an under-resourced English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) context. Conducted at SMP Negeri 4 Jirak Jaya in South Sumatra, Indonesia, the 
research examines the effectiveness of picture book-based instruction in improving students’ narrative reading 
skills and encouraging reflection on issues such as poverty and inequality, in alignment with the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs 1, 4, and 10). Employing a mixed-methods case study design, the study involved 13 
Grade 8 students, 11 of whom were primary contributors to their families’ income and were purposefully 
selected as key participants. Quantitative data were collected through validated and reliable pre- and post-tests 
on narrative reading comprehension. Results demonstrated a statistically significant improvement in students’ 
reading scores, with mean scores increasing from 54.09 to 73.86 (p < .001, Cohen’s d = 5.75), indicating a large 
effect size. Normality tests supported the appropriateness of parametric statistical analysis. Complementing 
these findings, qualitative data from semi-structured interviews revealed students’ strong emotional and 
personal connections to the stories. Thematic analysis yielded five key themes: emotional responses, personal 
experiences, favorite story elements, increased motivation to study, and lessons learned. Students consistently 
reported that the narratives reflected their real-life experiences and responsibilities, fostering a sense of 
validation, motivation, and deeper engagement with social issues. These findings highlight picture books' 
pedagogical potential in developing reading comprehension and cultivating empathy and critical reflection 
among learners in marginalized educational settings. 

Keywords: English education, picture books, reading comprehension, literacy, SDG. 

INTRODUCTION 
In many under-resourced regions of Indonesia, English language education continues 

to face a range of systemic and contextual challenges, including limited access to diverse 
learning materials and the scarcity of pedagogical resources that reflect students’ socio-
cultural environments (Herizal et al., 2023; Poedjiastutie et al., 2021; Riadi, 2019). These 
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constraints are particularly evident in rural and economically marginalized communities, 
where educational settings lack sufficient infrastructure, instructional support, and 
opportunities for authentic language exposure (Mudra, 2018; Sari, 2021). Students often 
balance academic responsibilities with various forms of domestic or income-generating 
work in such contexts, directly impacting their time, energy, and focus for language learning 
(Azzizah, 2015; Dwirianto & Wahyuni, 2022). Consequently, the extent to which students 
engage meaningfully with English instruction is shaped by cognitive and linguistic factors 
and the relevance of learning materials to their everyday lives. Hossain (2024) emphasized 
that literature-based language learning (LBL) supports linguistic development, cultural 
awareness, and critical thinking by connecting students with socially relevant narratives. 
Content that acknowledges learners’ socio-economic and cultural contexts offers a 
responsive approach to sustaining motivation and participation in English classrooms, 
particularly in settings where structural limitations intersect with broader social 
inequalities (Nykoll, 2018; Sanjurjo et al., 2017; Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2015). 

Furthermore, integrating content that acknowledges learners’ social contexts offers 
a responsive approach to supporting motivation and participation in English classrooms 
(Lau & Shea, 2022; Alejo & Piquer-Píriz, 2016), particularly in settings where structural 
limitations intersect with broader socio-economic pressures (Hempel‐Jorgensen et al., 
2018). Picture books have emerged as pedagogically rich and socially relevant resources in 
this regard. As multimodal literary works, picture books combine visual imagery and written 
language to construct layered narratives that promote linguistic development and critical 
engagement (Reyes-Torres & Raga, 2020; Louie & Sierschynski, 2015; Kusumaningputri & 
Widodo, 2017). The interplay between visual and verbal elements encourages 
interpretation, inference, and deeper connections with textual content, supporting 
vocabulary acquisition, narrative competence, and higher-order comprehension skills (De 
Quirós et al., 2011; Callow, 2020). When thoughtfully selected, picture books also introduce 
social and cultural themes that reflect learners’ lived experiences and stimulate reflection on 
broader societal issues. In addition to linguistic benefits, picture books can contribute 
meaningfully to the promotion of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) awareness, 
particularly concerning SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 10 
(Reduced Inequalities). SDG awareness involves critically engaging with global challenges 
and developing values such as empathy, equity, and social responsibility (Buerkle et al., 
2023; Taimur & Sattar, 2020). Rather than merely serving as a vehicle for factual knowledge, 
instruction integrating SDG-related themes encourages meaningful connections between 
educational content and real-world issues. 

Reading comprehension holds particular significance among the many language skills 
that can benefit from multimodal, context-sensitive instruction. Reading comprehension, a 
foundational component of language literacy, refers to the ability to extract, interpret, and 
construct meaning from written texts (Kendeou et al., 2016; Gilakjani & Sabouri, 2016; 
Butterfuss et al., 2020; Svetina et al., 2011). It involves a complex integration of cognitive and 
linguistic processes, including decoding, making inferences, identifying main ideas, 
monitoring understanding, and connecting prior knowledge with new information 
(McLaughlin & DeVoogd, 2018; Oakhill et al., 2014). Effective reading comprehension 
supports academic achievement across disciplines and fosters critical thinking, autonomy, 
and lifelong learning (Rad, 2025; Medranda-Morales et al., 2023). As readers become more 
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proficient, comprehension extends beyond literal understanding to include interpretive and 
evaluative dimensions, enabling engagement with diverse texts and perspectives.  

Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized the integration of Education for 
Sustainable Development (ESD) into English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction, 
particularly through literary and multimodal texts. Putri et al. (2024) explored the use of 
bilingual picture books to introduce climate change concepts to young learners in South 
Sumatra, finding that such texts not only enhanced environmental awareness but also 
fostered reading interest and language development. Similarly, Moghadam et al. (2022) 
demonstrated that incorporating sustainability education into reading instruction 
significantly improved both reading comprehension and empathy among primary EFL 
learners in Iran. In higher education, literary texts have also been shown to support ESD 
objectives. Manurung et al. (2024) found that student-produced literary texts effectively 
enhanced awareness of the SDGs among Indonesian EFL students, though teacher 
integration of the goals remained limited. Arikan and Zorba (2024) further highlighted the 
value of literary materials in preparing pre-service English teachers to teach sustainability-
related content, noting increased understanding and positive attitudes toward the SDGs. 
However, Jodoin and Singer (2020), through a corpus analysis of EFL textbooks in Japanese 
universities, observed that while environmental themes were present, the image-text 
interplay often failed to promote meaningful engagement with ESD principles.  

While prior research has demonstrated the potential of literary texts and picture 
books in promoting sustainable development and enhancing language skills, most studies 
have centered on themes like climate change and environmental education, typically in early 
childhood, urban, or higher education contexts. Limited attention has been given to how 
picture books can be used in under-resourced secondary schools to support reading 
comprehension and social awareness, particularly concerning poverty and inequality. This 
study addresses that gap by examining picture books as dual-purpose tools for fostering 
literacy and critical social consciousness among junior high school students in a rural 
Indonesian context. Its novelty lies in focusing on SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 4 (Quality 
Education), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), topics that remain underexplored in EFL 
picture book research. Accordingly, this study investigates how picture books enhance 
student engagement and reading comprehension through visual and textual storytelling 
while cultivating empathy and social awareness. It specifically explores how their use in 
English instruction at SMP Negeri 4 Jirak Jaya supports students’ narrative reading 
development and prompts reflection on socio-economic realities relevant to their lives. 

METHOD 
This study adopts a mixed-methods research design to investigate the dual role of 

picture books in enhancing students’ reading comprehension and fostering social awareness 
within the context of English language learning. Mixed methods enable a more 
comprehensive understanding by combining the statistical rigor of quantitative analysis 
with the contextual depth of qualitative inquiry (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The 
quantitative component focuses on assessing changes in students’ narrative reading 
comprehension following the implementation of picture book-based instruction. This phase 
employs a structured pre- and post-test format to measure learning gains and determine the 
instructional impact through numerical data (Ary et al., 2019). Simultaneously, the 
qualitative component explores students' perceptions of the social themes embedded in the 



Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

317 

 

visual and textual narratives, particularly issues related to poverty and inequality. Through 
semi-structured interviews, the study captures how students interpret and relate to the 
stories, providing insight into how much picture books can promote critical reflection and 
empathy (Yin, 2016; Serafini, 2014). This approach is particularly appropriate for 
educational research situated in under-resourced contexts, where learner development 
encompasses academic achievement, identity formation, and social awareness (Greene, 
2007). 

The study was conducted at a junior high school and involved 13 rural junior high 
school students. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select participants whose 
backgrounds were closely aligned with the study’s objectives. Of the 13 students, 11 actively 
contributed to their families' financial support through various forms of informal labor. 
These 11 students were identified as the primary participants, as their socio-economic 
experiences were particularly relevant to investigating how picture books promote reading 
comprehension and social awareness. Purposive sampling was deemed appropriate in this 
context because it allows researchers to intentionally select individuals who can provide 
rich, context-specific insights into the phenomenon under study (Etikan, 2016). While the 
sample size was limited, it reflects the realities of small-scale classroom-based research in 
under-resourced educational settings. Such focused inquiry is valuable for generating 
foundational insights into the pedagogical impact of picture books on learner outcomes in 
authentic environments, especially where generalizability is not the primary aim but rather 
depth of understanding and contextual relevance (Patton, 2015; Cohen et al., 2018). 

To evaluate the impact of picture books on students' reading comprehension, this study 
employed a set of pre- and post-tests specifically designed to assess students’ understanding 
of narrative texts. The instrument consisted of 40 multiple-choice questions, each offering 
four answer options (a, b, c, d). It was administered at two intervals: before the instructional 
intervention (pre-test) and after the intervention (post-test). The pre-test established a 
baseline measure of students’ narrative reading proficiency, while the post-test captured any 
changes in performance following the integration of picture books into classroom 
instruction. This test-based approach aligns with standard practices in assessing reading 
comprehension in EFL contexts, where structured, objective measures provide quantifiable 
evidence of learning outcomes (Grabe & Stoller, 2011; Ary et al., 2019). 

To complement the quantitative data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
participating students to gain deeper insights into how they perceived and engaged with the 
social themes embedded in the picture books. The interviews focused on students’ 
motivation to learn about their socio-economic circumstances, particularly for those who 
were contributing to their families’ financial needs. The interview protocol consisted of ten 
open-ended questions to explore students’ reflections on the narratives and their relevance 
to their lives. This qualitative approach was chosen for its capacity to elicit detailed, context-
rich responses that illuminate learners’ perspectives and emotional engagement, especially 
critical when investigating the socio-affective dimensions of reading (Creswell & Creswell, 
2018; Yin, 2016). 

To ensure the validity of the reading comprehension test, a pilot study was conducted 
involving 30 seventh-grade students who were not part of the main study. Item validity was 
examined using the Pearson Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient, where each item’s 
score was correlated with the total test score. The obtained significance values were 
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compared against the critical value of r (0.361) from the correlation table. Items with 
correlation values exceeding this threshold were considered valid, resulting in 45 valid 
items. From these, 40 items were selected for the final version of the test based on clarity, 
content coverage, and item quality. Internal consistency was measured using the split-half 
method to assess the instrument's reliability, and the results were analyzed using the 
Spearman-Brown formula via SPSS. The reliability coefficient was 0.739, which exceeds the 
commonly accepted minimum threshold of 0.70, indicating satisfactory reliability (Ary et al., 
2019; Fraenkel et al., 2012). These procedures confirm that this study's reading 
comprehension instrument was valid and reliable for measuring students’ narrative reading 
skills in an EFL context. 

Following data collection, the qualitative data from student interviews were analyzed 
using thematic analysis, a flexible yet rigorous method for identifying, analyzing, and 
reporting patterns within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This approach enabled 
the researcher to capture recurring themes related to how picture books influenced 
students’ motivation to learn and how the stories resonated with their roles and 
responsibilities within their families. For the quantitative analysis, a paired-sample t-test 
was conducted to examine whether there was a statistically significant improvement in 
students’ narrative reading comprehension after the instructional intervention. Before the t-
test, assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances were tested. Normality was 
assessed using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test, and homogeneity was evaluated through 
Levene’s test. Both assumptions were met, as indicated by p-values exceeding the .05 
threshold, validating the use of parametric testing. In addition to reporting statistical 
significance (p-value), the effect size was calculated using Cohen’s d to determine the 
magnitude of the observed difference. A 95% confidence interval for the mean difference 
was also reported to estimate the likely range of improvement (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2017). 
This combined analytical strategy offered both statistical and practical insights into the 
effectiveness of picture books in enhancing students’ narrative reading achievement within 
an under-resourced EFL classroom. 

FINDINGS 
The quantitative findings focus on improving students’ narrative reading 

comprehension following picture book-based instruction, as measured through pre- and 
post-test scores. Meanwhile, the qualitative findings explore students’ perceptions of how 
the picture books influenced their motivation to learn and their reflections on the social 
issues depicted in the texts, particularly poverty and inequality. Together, these findings 
provide a comprehensive view of picture books' role in enhancing both academic outcomes 
and social awareness in an under-resourced EFL classroom setting. 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of students’ pretest–posttest 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Pretest 11 45 67.50 54.09 6.8257 
Posttest 11 70 85.00 73.86 5.0452 

Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics of students’ scores on the reading 
comprehension pretest and posttest, administered before and after the picture book-based 
instruction. The data involve 11 students. In the pretest, the scores ranged from 45 to 67.50, 
with a mean score of 54.09 and a standard deviation of 6.83, indicating moderate variability 
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in students’ initial reading performance. In contrast, the posttest scores ranged from 70 to 
85.00, showing a substantial improvement. The mean score increased to 73.86, and the 
standard deviation decreased to 5.05, suggesting that students not only performed better 
overall, but their scores also became more consistent. These initial descriptive results 
indicate a marked improvement in students’ narrative reading comprehension following the 
intervention using picture books. 

Table. 2. The result of the normality test of students’ pretest–posttest  
 Kolmogrov Smirnov Sig. Result 
Pretest 0.180 0.200 Normal 
Posttest 0.243 0.069 Normal 

Table 2 presents the results of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov normality test conducted to 
determine whether the distribution of students’ pretest and posttest scores met the 
assumption of normality required for parametric statistical analysis. The pretest yielded a 
Kolmogorov–Smirnov statistic of 0.180 with a significance value (Sig.) of 0.200, while the 
posttest produced a statistic of 0.243 and a Sig. Value of 0.069. Since both significance values 
are above the commonly used threshold of 0.05, the data for both pretest and posttest can 
be considered normally distributed. This confirms that the assumption of normality is met, 
allowing for parametric tests, such as the paired-sample t-test, in the subsequent analysis. 

Table 3. Analysis result of paired sample t-test from students’ pretest to posttest scores  

Picture 
Book 

Paired Sample T-Test 
95% Confidence 

Interval 
Cohen’s 

d 
Mean 

Difference 
t df Sig. (2-

tailed) 

-19.77 
-19.08 

10 0.000 (-22.08, -17.46) 5.75 

Table 3 presents the results of the paired-sample t-test conducted to examine 
whether there was a statistically significant difference in students’ reading comprehension 
scores before and after using picture books in English instruction. The analysis shows a mean 
difference of -19.77 between the pretest and posttest scores, indicating a substantial 
improvement. The t-value of -19.08 with 10 degrees of freedom yielded a p-value of 0.000 (p 
< 0.05), confirming that the improvement is statistically significant. In addition, the 95% 
confidence interval for the mean difference ranges from -22.08 to -17.46, suggesting that the 
true mean difference is significant and consistently large across the sample. The effect size, 
calculated using Cohen’s d, was 5.75, which is considered a very large effect, indicating a 
strong practical impact of the picture book-based instruction on students’ narrative reading 
comprehension. These results demonstrate that picture books greatly enhanced students' 
reading achievement in a rural EFL classroom setting. 
 
Qualitative Findings 

The study's qualitative phase sought to capture students' nuanced perspectives 
regarding their engagement with picture book narratives. Semi-structured interviews 
provided rich, in-depth accounts that illuminated the emotional, cognitive, and motivational 
dimensions of students’ reading experiences. Analysis followed a thematic approach, 
allowing recurrent patterns to emerge inductively from the data while remaining anchored 
to the research questions. The resulting themes: Emotional Responses, Personal 
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Experiences, Favorite Parts of the Story, Increased Motivation to Study, and Lessons Learned, 
reflect how students interacted with the texts and integrated these narratives into their 
identities, values, and aspirations. Table 4 presents the thematic analysis, including concise 
descriptions and representative quotes that exemplify each theme. 

Table 4. Thematic Analysis of Student Interviews 

Theme Description Representative Quotes 

Emotional 
Responses 

Students expressed strong emotional 
connections to picture book narratives, 
feeling happiness, familiarity, and 
recognition when encountering 
characters whose lives reflected their 
experiences. These emotions enhanced 
comprehension and created a sense of 
belonging. 

“I felt happy because the stories 
reminded me of helping my parents after 
school.” (S1) “The girl in the story is just 
like me. She helps her mother every day. 
It made me feel like the story was about 
my family too.” (S4) 

Personal 
Experiences 

Many students identified parallels 
between their real-life responsibilities 
and those of the characters, such as 
doing chores and contributing to family 
income, reinforcing cultural values of 
familial responsibility. 

“Yes, I help my parents with chores. I 
wash the dishes and sometimes take 
care of my younger siblings.” (S6) “On 
weekends, I go to the market to help sell 
vegetables. When I read the story about 
the boy who helps his family, it felt like 
my own life.” (S2) 

Favorite Parts 
of the Story 

Students favored scenes portraying 
perseverance, family care, and 
commitment to education, especially 
when characters balanced work and 
study, qualities they admired and 
emulated. 

“I liked the part where the child helps 
their mother while still studying because 
it felt like my life.” (S1) “The best part for 
me was when the boy wakes up early to 
work, then still goes to school. That’s 
what I do too. I help my father with the 
cows before school.” (S7) 

Increased 
Motivation to 
Study 

Reading about characters who overcame 
adversity inspired students to value 
education more and persist in their 
studies despite challenges. 

“Yes, because the story shows that even 
when life is hard, we can still succeed if 
we keep studying.” (S1) “I don’t always 
like studying, but after reading the story, 
I thought I should be more serious 
because the character never gave up.” 
(S9) 

Lessons 
Learned 

Students extracted moral and practical 
lessons, emphasizing perseverance, 
responsibility, gratitude, and hope, 
demonstrating deep engagement beyond 
surface enjoyment. 

“I learned that hard work and education 
are important.” (S3) “Even if we don’t 
have much money, we can still study and 
help our families.” (S5) “The stories 
taught me to be grateful and keep going, 
even when things are hard.” (S8) 

The thematic analysis of student interviews revealed a multidimensional interplay 
between emotional engagement, personal identification, and motivational development 
from picture book narratives. In the emotional responses theme, participants reported 
feelings of happiness, familiarity, and recognition when encountering characters whose 
circumstances mirrored their lived experiences. Such affective resonance appeared to 
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transform reading from a purely academic activity into a personally meaningful encounter. 
As one student reflected, “I felt happy because the stories reminded me of helping my parents 
after school” (S1). At the same time, another stated, “The girl in the story is just like me. She 
helps her mother every day. It made me feel like the story was about my family too” (S4). These 
narratives thus served as affirmations of students’ identities and everyday realities, 
strengthening their sense of belonging within the classroom context. 

The theme of personal experiences further illuminated this identification, with 
students frequently drawing parallels between their responsibilities at home and those 
depicted in the stories. Tasks such as household chores, sibling care, and financial 
contributions were cited as shared experiences with the characters. For instance, one 
participant explained, “On weekends, I go to the market to help sell vegetables. When I read the 
story about the boy who helps his family, it felt like my own life” (S2). This alignment between 
literature and lived reality reinforced culturally embedded values surrounding familial 
responsibility and interdependence. 

Students’ favorite parts of the story consistently centered on scenes that depicted 
perseverance, dedication to family, and commitment to education despite hardship. 
Admiration for such traits was evident, as one student noted, “I liked the part where the child 
helps their mother while still studying because it felt like my life” (S1). Another elaborated, 
“The best part for me was when the boy wakes up early to work, then still goes to school. That’s 
what I do too” (S7). These reflections indicate that relatable content can foster aspirational 
identification, where learners connect with characters and internalize their virtues as 
models for personal conduct. 

The increased motivation to study the theme highlighted the transformative potential 
of these narratives. Students articulated that reading about characters who persisted in their 
studies despite socio-economic challenges inspired them to approach their education more 
seriously. One participant explained, “The story shows that even when life is hard, we can still 
succeed if we keep studying” (S1). Another confessed, “I don’t always like studying, but after 
reading the story, I thought I should be more serious because the character never gave up” (S9). 
Such responses suggest that the affective and situational relevance of the texts functioned as 
catalysts for self-reflection, goal-setting, and the reinforcement of academic persistence. 

Finally, the lessons learned theme demonstrated that students could derive moral 
and practical insights from the narratives, reflecting a depth of engagement beyond surface-
level enjoyment. These lessons encompassed perseverance, responsibility, gratitude, and 
hope. As one student summarized, “Even if we don’t have much money, we can still study and 
help our families” (S5), while another observed, “The stories taught me to be grateful and keep 
going, even when things are hard” (S8). These findings indicate that culturally resonant 
picture books can serve as powerful pedagogical tools that simultaneously validate learner 
identities, mirror their lived experiences, and cultivate dispositions conducive to both 
personal and academic growth. 

DISCUSSION 
The findings from this study underscore the significant role that picture books play 

in enhancing reading comprehension and emotional engagement among junior high school 
students in under-resourced settings. The quantitative data revealed a substantial 
improvement in students’ reading comprehension scores, rising from a mean of 54.09 in the 
pre-test to 73.86 in the post-test. This gain was statistically significant (t = -19.08, p < 0.001) 
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with a very large effect size (Cohen’s d = 5.75), highlighting the educational value of the 
intervention. These results align with previous studies that emphasize how picture books, 
when paired with multimodal strategies, foster learners’ motivation and deepen 
comprehension by integrating visual and textual storytelling (Chen et al., 2023; Hui et al., 
2020). Interactive use of picture books has been shown to promote sustained interest, 
emotional resonance, and learner autonomy, factors also evident in the students’ qualitative 
responses in this study (Sun, 2022). The improvement observed here reflects a cognitive 
gain and a pedagogical shift toward accessible and contextually relevant materials that 
support language learning in challenging socio-economic environments. 

This cognitive gain is closely tied to the emotional and motivational dimensions 
identified in the qualitative data (Singh et al., 2022; Yeo & Ong, 2024). Students frequently 
reported strong personal connections to the picture books, particularly to narratives 
depicting family struggles, perseverance, mutual support, and experiences reflecting their 
lives. These emotional resonances heighten engagement during reading activities, 
supporting their comprehension (Tomé‐Fernández et al., 2019; Batini et al., 2020; Sun, 
2015). Research in reading pedagogy consistently indicates that emotional involvement 
enhances cognitive processing, enabling learners to understand, retain, and apply textual 
information more effectively (Bayer et al., 2010; Altmann et al., 2012; Hamedi et al., 2019; 
Abdolrezapour & Tavakoli, 2011). Thus, the observed improvement in test scores reflects 
the benefits of instructional design and the impact of culturally relevant and emotionally 
engaging materials in fostering deeper reader–text interaction. 

The thematic analysis of interview data revealed five recurring patterns: emotional 
responses, personal experiences, favorite parts of the story, increased motivation to study, 
and lessons learned. Students frequently expressed empathy and a sense of validation when 
reading about characters who faced similar challenges, a finding consistent with Junker and 
Jacquemin (2017) and Hammond and Kim (2014). These responses illustrate the dual impact 
of the intervention, enhancing literacy while promoting personal affirmation and social 
awareness (Howard & Ticknor, 2019; Rapa et al., 2020; Kozak & Recchia, 2018). The 
narratives prompted students to reflect on their lives, familial responsibilities, and 
educational aspirations. This emotional engagement likely reinforced their motivation to 
learn, aligning with Amini and Amini (2017), who emphasize integrating emotional, 
motivational, and cognitive engagement to foster a state of flow in language learning. 
Notably, many students reported that the perseverance of story characters inspired them to 
adopt similar attitudes toward their academic efforts. Several shared that, despite the 
financial responsibilities they shoulder at home, the stories helped them believe in the 
attainability of success through education. This motivational effect is especially significant 
in rural contexts, where students often balance schoolwork with labor or caregiving duties 
(Schafft, 2016; Redding & Walberg, 2012). In this way, picture books served as tools for 
improving reading comprehension and as sources of moral encouragement and aspirational 
vision, key elements of holistic education. 

These findings are directly aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 10 (Reduced 
Inequalities). The content of the picture books introduced students to narratives that 
portrayed poverty, resilience, and social inequity, encouraging critical reflection on the 
systemic challenges in their communities. In doing so, the books contributed not only to 
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academic development but also to the cultivation of empathy, ethical reasoning, and global 
awareness, competencies essential to education for sustainable development (Estrada et al., 
2021; O’Flaherty & Liddy, 2017; Franck & Osbeck, 2017). Furthermore, integrating picture 
books into English language instruction resulted in substantial improvements in reading 
comprehension, as demonstrated by statistically significant test results and a large effect 
size. These findings are consistent with prior studies that highlight the pedagogical value of 
picture books in language education (Wardani et al., 2021; Shen & Huang, 2021; Wu & 
Amzah, 2023). In this study, picture books functioned as dual-purpose tools, enhancing 
literacy while fostering critical consciousness and social responsibility. Especially in under-
resourced classrooms, picture books proved to be not only accessible and engaging 
instructional materials but also powerful instruments for transformative learning grounded 
in empathy, identity formation, and sustainable development values. 

CONCLUSION  
This study found that picture books are effective pedagogical tools for improving 

reading comprehension and supporting students’ social-emotional development in under-
resourced English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classrooms. The quantitative data indicated 
a significant increase in students’ narrative reading scores following the intervention, 
suggesting that integrating visual and textual elements contributed to improved 
comprehension. Qualitative findings supported this outcome, showing that students related 
personally to the stories, particularly themes involving family responsibilities, persistence, 
and overcoming hardship. These connections enhanced students’ emotional engagement 
and learning motivation, supporting their academic performance. The narratives reflected 
aspects of students’ everyday lives, allowing them to see their experiences represented in 
classroom materials and to develop empathy, perseverance, and a stronger sense of purpose 
in their studies. 

The use of picture books also contributed to students’ understanding of social issues 
aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), especially SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 
4 (Quality Education), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). Through relatable characters and 
accessible storytelling, students engaged with topics such as poverty and educational 
aspiration in ways that complemented their language learning. The findings indicate that 
picture books can support literacy and values-based education in EFL contexts, particularly 
when instructional materials respond to students’ social realities. Further research involving 
more diverse settings and larger samples would help expand understanding of the broader 
implications of using picture books to support equitable English language instruction. 

REFERENCES 
Abdolrezapour, P., & Tavakoli, M. (2011). The relationship between emotional intelligence 

and EFL learners’ achievement in reading comprehension. Innovation in Language 
Learning and Teaching, 6(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2010.550686  

Alejo, R., & Piquer-Píriz, A. (2016). Urban vs. rural CLIL: An analysis of input-related 
variables, motivation and language attainment. Language Culture and Curriculum, 29(3), 
245–262. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2016.1154068 

 Altmann, U., Bohrn, I. C., Lubrich, O., Menninghaus, W., & Jacobs, A. M. (2012). The power of 
emotional valence—from cognitive to affective processes in reading. Frontiers in Human 
Neuroscience, 6. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2012.00192  

https://doi.org/10.1080/17501229.2010.550686
https://doi.org/10.1080/07908318.2016.1154068
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2012.00192


Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

324 

 

Amini, D., & Amini, M. (2017). Integrating emotional, motivational and cognitive engagement 
to create state of flow in language learning tasks. Journal of Language and 
Communication, 4(1), 27-41. 

Arikan, A., & Zorba, M. G. (2024). Raising pre-service English language teachers’ awareness 
of sustainable development goals through literary texts. International Journal of 
Sustainability in Higher Education, 25(8), 1681–1695. https://doi.org/10.1108/ijshe-
06-2023-0256  

Ary, D., Jacobs, L. C., Irvine, C. K. S., & Walker, D. A. (2019). Introduction to research in 
education (10th ed.). Cengage Learning. 

Azzizah, Y. (2015). Socio-economic factors on Indonesia education disparity. International 
Education Studies, 8(12), 218. https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n12p218  

Batini, F., Luperini, V., Cei, E., Izzo, D., & Toti, G. (2020). The association between reading and 
emotional development: A systematic review. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 
9(1), 12. https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v9i1.5053  

Bayer, M., Sommer, W., & Schacht, A. (2010). Reading emotional words within sentences: The 
impact of arousal and valence on event-related potentials. International Journal of 
Psychophysiology, 78(3), 299–307. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2010.09.004  

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in 
Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 

Buerkle, A., O’Dell, A., Matharu, H., Buerkle, L., & Ferreira, P. (2023). Recommendations to 
align higher education teaching with the UN sustainability goals – A scoping survey. 
International Journal of Educational Research Open, 5, 100280. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2023.100280  

Butterfuss, R., Kim, J., & Kendeou, P. (2020). Reading comprehension. Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Education. https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.865  

Callow, J. (2020). Visual and verbal intersections in picture books – multimodal assessment 
for middle years students. Language and Education, 34(2), 115–134. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2019.1689996  

Chen, T., Chung, H., & Lin, S. (2023). The effect of applying Language picture books in 
reciprocal teaching on students’ language learning motivations. SAGE Open, 13(4). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231218857  

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2018). Research methods in education (8th ed.). 
Routledge. 

Creswell, J. W., & Creswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 
methods approaches (5th ed.). SAGE Publications. 

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2018). Designing and conducting mixed methods research 
(3rd ed.). SAGE Publications. 

De Quirós, A. M. C., Lara‐Alecio, R., Tong, F., & Irby, B. J. (2011). The effect of a structured 
story reading intervention, story retelling and higher order thinking for English 
language and literacy acquisition. Journal of Research in Reading, 35(1), 87–113. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9817.2010.01472.x  

Dwirianto, S., & Wahyuni, N. S. (2022). Learning motivation of children: Viewed from the 
socio-economic aspect. PAUD Lectura Jurnal Pendidikan Anak Usia Dini, 5(03), 1–7. 
https://doi.org/10.31849/paud-lectura.v5i03.11110  

https://doi.org/10.1108/ijshe-06-2023-0256
https://doi.org/10.1108/ijshe-06-2023-0256
https://doi.org/10.5539/ies.v8n12p218
https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v9i1.5053
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2010.09.004
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2023.100280
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190264093.013.865
https://doi.org/10.1080/09500782.2019.1689996
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440231218857
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9817.2010.01472.x
https://doi.org/10.31849/paud-lectura.v5i03.11110


Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

325 

 

Estrada, M., Monferrer, D., Rodríguez, A., & Moliner, M. Á. (2021). Does emotional intelligence 
influence academic performance? The role of compassion and engagement in Education 
for Sustainable Development. Sustainability, 13(4), 1721. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13041721  

Etikan, I. (2016). Comparison of convenience sampling and purposive sampling. American 
Journal of Theoretical and Applied Statistics, 5(1), 1. 
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11  

Fraenkel, J. R., Wallen, N. E., & Hyun, H. H. (2012). How to design and evaluate research in 
education (8th ed.). McGraw-Hill Education. 

Franck, O., & Osbeck, C. (2017). Ethical literacies and education for sustainable development. 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Gilakjani, A. P., & Sabouri, N. B. (2016). How can students improve their reading 
comprehension skill? Journal of Studies in Education, 6(2), 229. 
https://doi.org/10.5296/jse.v6i2.9201  

Ginsberg, M. B., & Wlodkowski, R. J. (2015). Diversity and motivation: Culturally responsive 
teaching in college. John Wiley & Sons. 

Grabe, W., & Stoller, F. L. (2011). Teaching and researching reading (2nd ed.). Routledge. 
Gravetter, F. J., & Wallnau, L. B. (2017). Statistics for the behavioral sciences (10th ed.). 

Cengage Learning 
Greene, M. (2007). Imagination and education. Teachers College Press. 
Hamedi, S. M., Pishghadam, R., & Fadardi, J. S. (2019). The contribution of reading emotions 

to reading comprehension: The mediating effect of reading engagement using a 
structural equation modeling approach. Educational Research for Policy and Practice, 
19(2), 211–238. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10671-019-09256-3  

Hammond, M. M., & Kim, S. J. (Eds.). (2014). Rethinking empathy through literature (Vol. 31). 
New York: Routledge. 

Hempel‐Jorgensen, A., Cremin, T., Harris, D., & Chamberlain, L. (2018). Pedagogy for reading 
for pleasure in low socio‐economic primary schools: Beyond ‘pedagogy of poverty’? 
Literacy, 52(2), 86–94. https://doi.org/10.1111/lit.12157  

Herizal, H., Marzulina, L., Erlina, D., Holandyah, M., Putri, H. Z., & Amelia, B. A. (2023). 
Teaching English in rural areas: A closer look into teachers’ challenges. Edukasi Jurnal 
Pendidikan Dan Pengajaran, 10(2), 135–147. 
https://doi.org/10.19109/ejpp.v10i2.19199  

Hossain, K. I. (2024). Literature-Based language learning: Challenges, and opportunities for 
English learners. Ampersand, 100201. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amper.2024.100201 

Howard, C. M., & Ticknor, A. S. (2019). Affirming Cultures, communities and Experiences: 
Teaching for Social Justice in Teacher Education Literacy courses. The Clearing House a 
Journal of Educational Strategies Issues and Ideas, 92(1–2), 28–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00098655.2018.1551185  

Hui, A. N. N., Chow, B. W., Chan, E. S. M., & Leung, M. (2020). Reading picture books with 
elements of positive psychology for enhancing the learning of English as a second 
language in young children. Frontiers in Psychology, 10. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02899  

Jodoin, J., Singer, J. (2020). Mainstreaming education for sustainable development in English 
as a foreign language: An analysis of the image-text interplay found in EFL textbooks in 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su13041721
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11
https://doi.org/10.5296/jse.v6i2.9201
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10671-019-09256-3
https://doi.org/10.1111/lit.12157
https://doi.org/10.19109/ejpp.v10i2.19199
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amper.2024.100201
https://doi.org/10.1080/00098655.2018.1551185
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02899


Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

326 

 

Japanese higher education. In: Leal Filho, W., et al. Universities as living labs for 
sustainable development. World sustainability series. Springer, Cham. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15604-6_34  

Junker, C. R., & Jacquemin, S. J. (2017). How does literature affect empathy in students? 
College Teaching, 65(2), 79–87. https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2016.1255583  

Kendeou, P., McMaster, K. L., & Christ, T. J. (2016). Reading comprehension. Policy Insights 
From the Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 3(1), 62–69. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215624707  

Kozak, S., & Recchia, H. (2018). Reading and the Development of Social Understanding: 
Implications for the Literacy Classroom. The Reading Teacher, 72(5), 569–577. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1760  

Kusumaningputri, R., & Widodo, H. P. (2017). Promoting Indonesian university students’ 
critical intercultural awareness in tertiary EAL classrooms: The use of digital 
photograph-mediated intercultural tasks. System, 72, 49–61. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2017.10.003  

Lau, W. S., & Shea, M. (2022). Empowering English learners in the classroom through 
culturally responsive social-emotional teaching practices. Journal of Multilingual and 
Multicultural Development, 45(7), 2880–2897. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2078337  

Louie, B., & Sierschynski, J. (2015). Enhancing English learners’ language development using 
wordless picture books. The Reading Teacher, 69(1), 103–111. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1376  

Manurung, R. T., Saputra, N., Oktaviani, R., Nurmalina, N., Herman, H., & Batubara, J. (2024). 
Improving Students' Awareness about Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through 
Literary Text: A Case on Language Teaching. Library of Progress-Library Science, 
Information Technology & Computer, 44(2). 

McLaughlin, M., & DeVoogd, G. (2018). Reading comprehension, critical understanding: 
Research-based practice. In D. Lapp & D. Fisher (Eds.), Handbook of research on teaching 
the English language arts (4th ed., pp. 85–110). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Medranda-Morales, N., Mieles, V. D. P., & Guevara, M. V. (2023). Reading comprehension: An 
essential process for the development of critical thinking. Education Sciences, 13(11), 
1068. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13111068  

Moghadam, N. R., Narafshan, M. H., & Anjomshoa, L. (2022). Education for sustainable 
development: Effects of sustainability education on English language learners’ empathy 
and reading comprehension. The Journal of Environmental Education, 53(5), 280–289. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00958964.2022.2107605  

Mudra, H. (2018). Pre-Service EFL teachers’ experiences in teaching practicum in rural 
schools in Indonesia. The Qualitative Report. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-
3715/2018.3115  

Nykoll, P. (2018). The influence of learners’ socioeconomic status on learning English as a 
foreign language. The Journal of AsiaTEFL, 15(2), 550–558. 
https://doi.org/10.18823/asiatefl.2018.15.2.23.550  

O’Flaherty, J., & Liddy, M. (2017). The impact of development education and education for 
sustainable development interventions: a synthesis of the research. Environmental 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15604-6_34
https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.2016.1255583
https://doi.org/10.1177/2372732215624707
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1760
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2017.10.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2022.2078337
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1376
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci13111068
https://doi.org/10.1080/00958964.2022.2107605
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3115
https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2018.3115
https://doi.org/10.18823/asiatefl.2018.15.2.23.550


Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

327 

 

Education Research, 24(7), 1031–1049. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1392484  

Oakhill, J., Cain, K., & Elbro, C. (2014). Understanding and teaching reading comprehension: A 
handbook (1st ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315756042  

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (4th ed.). SAGE Publications. 
Poedjiastutie, D., Mayaputri, V., & Arifani, Y. (2021). Socio-cultural challenges of English 

teaching in remote areas of Indonesia. TEFLIN Journal, 32(1), 97. 
https://doi.org/10.15639/teflinjournal.v32i1/97-116 

Putri, C., Silvhiany, S., & Inderawati, R. (2024). Empowering young learners: Integrating 
climate change education with bilingual picture books in ELT. ENGLISH REVIEW: Journal 
of English Education, 12(2), 601-616. https://doi.org/10.25134/erjee.v12i2.9889  

Rad, H. S. (2025). Reinforcing L2 reading comprehension through artificial intelligence 
intervention: refining engagement to foster self-regulated learning. Smart Learning 
Environments, 12(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40561-025-00377-2  

Rapa, L. J., Diemer, M. A., & Roseth, C. J. (2020). Can a values-affirmation intervention bolster 
academic achievement and raise critical consciousness? Results from a small-scale field 
experiment. Social Psychology of Education, 23(2), 537–557. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-020-09546-2  

Redding, S., & Walberg, H. J. (2012). Promoting Learning in Rural Schools. Academic 
Development Institute. 

Reyes-Torres, A., & Raga, M. P. (2020). A multimodal approach to foster the multiliteracies 
pedagogy in the teaching of EFL through picturebooks: The snow lion. Atlantis Journal of 
the Spanish Association for Anglo-American Studies, 42(1), 94–119. 
https://doi.org/10.28914/atlantis-2020-42.1.06  

Riadi, A. (2019). An empirical studies on Indonesian English-curriculum changes: 
Opportunities and constraints in an underdeveloped region. Indonesian TESOL Journal, 
1(2). https://doi.org/10.24256/itj.v1i2.835  

Sanjurjo, J. F., Blanco, J. M. A., & Fernández-Costales, A. (2017). Assessing the influence of 
socio-economic status on students’ performance in Content and Language Integrated 
Learning. System, 73, 16–26. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2017.09.001  

Sari, D. R. (2021). Rural EFL Teachers’ emotions and agency in online language teaching: I 
will survive. Vision Journal for Language and Foreign Language Learning, 10(1), 1–16. 
https://doi.org/10.21580/vjv10i17727  

Schafft, K. A. (2016). Rural Education as Rural Development: Understanding the rural 
School–Community Well-Being linkage in a 21st-Century Policy context. Peabody Journal 
of Education, 91(2), 137–154. https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956x.2016.1151734  

Serafini, F. (2014). Reading the visual: An introduction to teaching multimodal literacy. 
Teachers College Press. 

Shen, S., & Huang, T. (2021). The complex effects of picturebooks on English as a foreign 
language reading. International Journal of Applied Linguistics & English Literature, 10(5), 
68. https://doi.org/10.7575/aiac.ijalel.v.10n.5p.68  

Singh, M., James, P., Paul, H., & Bolar, K. (2022). Impact of cognitive-behavioral motivation on 
student engagement. Heliyon, 8(7), e09843. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e09843  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2017.1392484
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315756042
https://doi.org/10.15639/teflinjournal.v32i1/97-116
https://doi.org/10.25134/erjee.v12i2.9889
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40561-025-00377-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-020-09546-2
https://doi.org/10.28914/atlantis-2020-42.1.06
https://doi.org/10.24256/itj.v1i2.835
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2017.09.001
https://doi.org/10.21580/vjv10i17727
https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956x.2016.1151734
https://doi.org/10.7575/aiac.ijalel.v.10n.5p.68
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2022.e09843


Voices of English Language Education Society Vol. 9, No. 2; August 2025 
  

 

328 

 

Sun, C. (2015). The three little wolves go to college. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 
59(2), 183–195. https://doi.org/10.1002/jaal.434  

Sun, C. (2022). Enhancing picture book reading for young EFL learners. Education Reform 
and Development, 4(2), 1–7. https://doi.org/10.26689/erd.v4i2.4527  

Svetina, D., Gorin, J. S., & Tatsuoka, K. K. (2011). Defining and comparing the reading 
comprehension construct: A cognitive-psychometric modeling approach. International 
Journal of Testing, 11(1), 1–23. https://doi.org/10.1080/15305058.2010.518261  

Taimur, S., Sattar, H. (2020). Education for Sustainable Development and Critical Thinking 
Competency. In: Leal Filho, W., Azul, A.M., Brandli, L., Özuyar, P.G., Wall, T. (eds) Quality 
Education. Encyclopedia of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Springer, Cham. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-95870-5_64  

Tomé‐Fernández, M., Senís‐Fernández, J., & Ruiz‐Martín, D. (2019). Values and intercultural 
experiences through picture books. The Reading Teacher, 73(2), 205–213. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1813  

Wardini, O., Megawati, F., & Astutik, Y. (2021). Picture Book: Its Effect on EFL Reading 
Comprehension. Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities 
Research/Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research. 
https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.210304.036  

Wu, Z., & Amzah, F. (2023). A comparative study on the effects of e-picture books and printed 
books on story comprehension and reading motivation among Chinese preschoolers. 
Forum for Linguistic Studies, 5(3). https://doi.org/10.59400/fls.v5i3.1954  

Yeo, G. C., & Ong, D. C. (2024). Associations between cognitive appraisals and emotions: A 
meta-analytic review.Psychological Bulletin, 150(12), 1440–1471. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000452  

Yin, R. K. (2016). Qualitative research from start to finish (2nd ed.). Guilford Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/jaal.434
https://doi.org/10.26689/erd.v4i2.4527
https://doi.org/10.1080/15305058.2010.518261
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-95870-5_64
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1813
https://doi.org/10.2991/assehr.k.210304.036
https://doi.org/10.59400/fls.v5i3.1954
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000452

