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GRAPHIC NOVELS IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Abstract

Recently, the area of social-emotional learning (SEL) has started to receive attention

from researchers and educators in mainstream education. However, there is a noticeable

absence of research done in the area of additional language instruction. This report explores

the possibility of the integration of SEL into language lessons through a small-scale case

study of reading in English as a foreign language (EFL) using graphic novels. Two Japanese

EFL learners took a series of lessons in dialogic reading of graphic novels in English over

four weeks. Data was collected relating to developments in the learners’ vocabulary and SEL,

specifically self-awareness. Simple assessments were made of vocabulary before and after the

treatment. The comparison of pre- and post- assessments showed that there was a notable

gain in command of emotional lexical items in English. In addition, a qualitative analysis of

the discourse between the instructor and participants, as well as teachers’ notes, revealed that

dialogic reading of graphic novels allowed learners to deepen their understanding of emotions

through their use of English.

Keywords: English as foreign language (EFL), Social-Emotional Learning (SEL),

bibliotherapy, emotional vocabulary, graphic novel, dialogic reading
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Introduction

In recent years, educational approaches, that is, forms of delivery of education, and

their content, have responded to the rise in stress, anxiety, and depression among youth and

adults worldwide during the COVID-19 pandemic (World Health Organization, 2022).

Mental health concerns for young people have become more common. This has led to an

increase in attention to Social-Emotional Learning (SEL). This educational approach consists

of lessons, activities, and opportunities that are intended to help students develop a better

understanding of their emotions, feel emotions fully, and skillfully navigate through

challenging emotional states (What is social emotional learning (SEL): Why it matters, 2022)

while at the same time, enhance and sustain prosocial emotions including caring and empathy

(Espelage et al., 2016). While some curriculum and materials in this area (as well as research

evidence supporting their use, e.g. Schwartz et al., 2022) have been developed for the

American context, there has been little SEL research or materials development in the Asian

context (Watanabe, et al., 2020). In addition, there is little to no research exploring SEL in the

contexts of additional, second, or foreign language teaching.

As a young Japanese person who teaches English as a foreign language in Japan, the

mental health of my students is of great concern to me. According to the Ministry of Health,

Labour, and Welfare, despite the decline in Japan’s suicide rate in recent years, the number of

juvenile suicides has increased every year since 2016, reaching 499 deaths in 2022 (Saori,

2022). This number is the highest since the record started in 1974 (Jozuka, 2021),

highlighting the need for assisting students’ mental health. The evidence shows that “bullying

at school and low self-esteem are risk factors for attempted suicide and depression among

adolescents” (OECD, 2012, p.49). However, while many Japanese teachers are aware of the

critical situation of students’ mental health, they do not know how to intervene with those

issues. This is why the topic of SEL is important, and we should investigate SEL as a way to
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assist language learners’ psychological well-being across all subjects. By introducing the

concept of SEL into the learning of English as a subject, Japanese students will be able to

learn skills on how to navigate emotionally challenging situations to buffer against mental

health risks within their coursework.

Moreover, I believe that language teachers may have additional potential to assist

students’ SEL, as generally understood, language and culture are very closely intertwined.

People are born into a society in which they are nurtured and exposed to a certain set of

cultural values, which then construct, build, and limit their view of many things including

emotions and beliefs. Hence, some cultural understanding and mindset will directly influence

the language being used by everyone within that culture. At the same time, language also

influences individuals’ personal culture in some ways; this can be considered students’ first

culture constraint. For example, Japanese tend not to differentiate between ‘shame’ and

‘embarrassment’. For them ‘shame’ is often expressed as ‘guilt’ (Lebra, 1983). Therefore, by

introducing a new tool via SEL for students to operate in a new language, we can say that

foreign language teachers provide a medium for students to overcome their first culture

constraints as shown above. That is, under favorable conditions, acquiring an additional

language may allow learners to gain a means to have some emotional distance from their

experiences and see things from a different point of view. This study explores how this might

be implemented in the EFL classroom through the use of dialogic reading of graphic novels.

Novels provide vicarious experience and allow for an extended, possibly reflective form of

simulated experience. Reading novels in a second language is increasingly common in

current language classes, while ‘bibliotherapy’ has been a therapeutic option pursued by

mental health specialists for more than 100 years. Because of the visual support that the

images provide to aid comprehensibility, graphic novels may be particularly appropriate to

help L2 learners foster SEL. In this small-scale exploratory study, I explored this possibility.
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Literature Review

Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)

In order to address social issues of mental health of youth, “Social-Emotional

Learning” (SEL) started to attract educators' attention. According to Zins and Elias (2007),

“social and emotional learning (SEL) is the capacity to recognize and manage emotions,

solve problems effectively, and establish positive relationships with others, competencies that

clearly are essential for all students.” The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional

Learning (CASEL) defined five core components of SEL (What is the Casel Framework?,

2023): self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and

responsible decision-making. In the current academic environment, academic success is seen

as a first priority, and social-emotional skills are overlooked. However, research shows that

teaching social-emotional skills is highly desirable in order to promote not only learners’

academic success but also increase prosocial behaviors and improve mental well-being

(Durlak et al., 2011). In any society where there is a dramatic increase in the number of

people who are suffering from mental health issues, such as Japan (Health and Global Policy

Institute, 2022), there is a need to support people’s SEL. In order to promote SEL, those skills

need to be explicitly taught and practiced to provide learners with interaction within an

academic environment (Arao, 2018).

Self-Awareness

Among the five core skills of SEL, this study will specifically address the

development of self-awareness. Frederick (2022) emphasizes the importance of

self-awareness as the essential skill which is the foundation for the other components of SEL.

According to the CASEL, self-awareness is defined as “the ability to understand one’s own

emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behavior across contexts.” (What Is

the CASEL Framework?, 2022.). Previous research by Sutton (2015) shows that practicing
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self-awareness leads to better communication and promotes persistence despite the stress

associated with having a job. Eventually, it leads to self-development and proactivity.

Furthermore, building learners’ self-awareness will help learners to set, plan, and achieve

short and long-term goals which can lead to career success (Fredrick, 2022).

In order to have high self-awareness, one must be able to demonstrate the following

skills: 1) identifying one’s emotions, 2) identifying personal, cultural, and linguistic assets, 3)

experiencing self-efficacy, 4) recognizing one’s strengths and weaknesses, and 5) linking

feelings, values, and thoughts to one another (What is the Casel Framework?, 2023b).

Among the skills mentioned above, being able to identify one's own emotions is one of the

most important factors of SEL.

SEL and Second Language Acquisition (SLA)

Language classrooms are an ideal environment to promote explicit teaching of SEL.

Within a language classroom which emphasizes social interaction and communication,

learners have more opportunities for social interaction and chances to communicate with their

peers, thereby creating an ideal environment to foster the development of SEL skills (Arao,

2018). Even though the field of applied linguistics has started to acknowledge the importance

of SEL (Bai et al., 2021; Cuocci & Arndt, 2020; Çelik & Erbay Çetinkay, 2022), existing

evidence-based curricula such as Second Step® (Committee for Children, n.d.) and PATHS®

(PATHS Program Holding, LLC, n.d.) are not necessarily developed for EFL learners. Rather,

those curricula are developed for mainstream students whose ages range from preschool to

high school and their first language is English. Therefore, for EFL learners, such curricula

may not be very well suited for SEL aimed at improving students’ emotional learning in

tandem with their language learning journey. Additionally, CASEL (2023a) states “SEL is not

one size fits all’: SEL approaches are most effective when the intervention is designed with a

specific context or culture in mind.” Furthermore, Cuocci and Arndt (2020) also mentioned
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that “all students learn and develop cognition and emotion within socio-cultural

environments; therefore, all learners benefit from SEL education adapted for their level of

cognitive development, emotional needs, and their specific socio-cultural environment.”

Culturally and linguistically adapted SEL programs will not only improve students’

social-emotional skills (Castro-Olivo & Merrell, 2012), but also their academic skills. In

addition, language support will contribute to developing their language proficiency, ability to

understand lesson content, and decrease anxiety (Dresser, 2013).

Emotion and Language

Being able to express emotion is a human’s fundamental ability. Despite the word

being in common use, emotion is defined in different ways due to its complex nature. For the

purpose of this paper, the definition from the American Psychological Association (n.d.) is

adopted:

Emotions are conscious mental reactions (such as anger or fear) subjectively

experienced as strong feelings usually directed toward a specific object and typically

accompanied by physiological and behavioral changes in the body.

Regardless of the universal nature of emotion, language plays an essential role in emotion by

shaping how we perceive, organize, and express emotions. As Ekman says (1999, p. 317),

‘‘Without being able to name feelings, it is harder to distinguish them, think about them, plan

regarding them, etc.’’. Therefore, having sufficient vocabulary to express emotion is a

foundation for recognizing, accepting, and regulating emotions (Mavrou, 2021). In sum,

developing emotional vocabulary is a crucial part of Social Emotional Learning and

self-awareness. Based on the literature, I designed the study to be reported here so as to focus

on second language learners’ acquisition of emotional vocabulary, and to see if the lessons

had an influence on participants’ self-awareness.
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Theoretical Framework

The idea of incorporating SEL into the area of language teaching is influenced by two

theories, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Holistic Learning Theory. According to

sociocultural theory, “learners initially use language for communicative interaction purposes

with their interlocutors and, eventually, this interpersonal speech takes on an intrapersonal

function in which the speech is directed to the self” (Fahim & Haghani, 2012). Consistent

with this, Morcom (2014) indicates that SEL is or should be scaffolded in social interaction.

Based on sociocultural theory in second language acquisition and the SEL field, providing

more communicative opportunities in the target language will increase students’ chances to

interact with peers and thus enable them to develop their own identity and mutual

understanding in the social context. According to Johnson (2023), “Holistic learning theory

recognizes the interconnectedness of all human dimensions, including intellectual, emotional,

physical, social, imaginative, and transpersonal dimensions. Real learning is said to have

occurred only when all dimensions are addressed. ” Therefore, to promote learners’ learning,

teachers need to support other aspects of human development, including emotional and social

and emotional aspects. In a language class where students have the opportunity to

communicate with others by using a target language while supporting learners’ holistic

learning, students might be expected to improve their holistic development.

Based on the theories mentioned above, communicative second language lessons with

SEL elements should enhance learners’ development, not only in terms of cognition but also

their social and emotional skills. In a class, lesson, or course focused on L2 reading, this

could be practically manifested through readers having a dialogue or discussion about the

narratives and emotional aspects of graphic novels and then relating it to their own

experiences. According to Riquelme and Munita (2018), exploration of emotional scripts or

stories through reading literature can mediate between three components: “(a) connecting the
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narrator to the story, (b) the narrator with the audience and, (c) the audience with the story.”

As the story works as a mediator, learners will be able to learn about emotion and social

interaction vicariously from the characters of fictional worlds in a non-forced and secure way

(Riquelme & Munita, 2018, p.5), thereby promoting their self-awareness and SEL.

In addition, I believe that by having students, or my participants, read and talk to me

in English regarding the experiences shown in the graphic novel, they will improve their

interpersonal communication regarding emotionally charged situations as mentioned above

by Fahim and Haghani (2012). Throughout a series of study sessions, I expect the learners to

start turning this interpersonal interaction into self-talk. In this paper, I use the definition of

self-talk proposed by Van Raalte, Vincent, and Brewer (2016). They defined self-talk as “the

syntactically recognisable articulation of an internal position that is expressed either

internally or out loud where the message-sender is also the intended receiver.” (p. 141).

According to Morin (2005, p. 118), “one becomes self-aware when one engages in self-talk

… about one’s current mental states and personal characteristics.”. By giving them a chance

to engage in self-talk, they will be able to practice labeling the emotions, and clarifying and

identifying different emotions within themselves in various scenarios. This will then help

them to express their emotion more accurately which leads them to develop their

self-awareness and social-emotional learning. Such accuracy in identifying emotions can be

seen by how they are able to use a more precise emotional vocabulary in their daily life.

How to incorporate SEL to EFL contexts?

Even though there is increasing research exploring study and program development

related to SEL, at the highest level, namely educational policy, the Japanese context remains

underexplored. Scholars such as Koizumi (2016) have highlighted the need for more

empirical research in order to inform the development of SEL programs. However, there are

currently many barriers that prevent such empirical work from being carried out in Japan.
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For example, challenges include the lack of established procedures to conduct empirical

studies at the mandatory education level, standardized lesson plans that do not give any space

to try new pedagogy, and there not being enough money to purchase materials or conduct

seminars to educate teachers. Although it may seem like these barriers will only hinder the

integration of SEL into the education system, a system that integrates SEL with general

learning has a potential to improve the overall education level even more. With some

adjustments to the current methodology, national policies can promote the inclusion of SEL

and further improve national self-awareness and well-being, especially among young adults.

Therefore, by incorporating dialogic-based second language learning through

emotionally stimulating materials into the national education standards, the barriers

mentioned above can be overcome, and policy established through which SEL education may

be promoted at the national level. At the moment, the majority of second language education

is carried out on a very technical and syntactic basis where students are only expected to

remember grammar and vocabulary. It is fair to say that under such a standardized

educational system, students have a very limited medium in which they can develop their

emotional awareness. I believe that the ultimate goal should be to introduce SEL into the

national education level through the government’s policy-making and providing resources so

people draw more attention to the social and emotional aspects of learning. Hence, it is

crucial for governments to get involved in the integration of SEL into the education system.

Furthermore, direct implementation at the school level will establish a more practical way of

learning SEL and encourage people to understand this concept further. For example, having a

workshop or teacher training can facilitate children’s SEL and possibly improve the national

emotional wellbeing problem mentioned earlier in this paper. In the more specific level of the

education system, the classroom level, teachers can create student-centered classrooms with

caring and supportive relationships between students and teachers thus contributing to
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creating a safe classroom environment for them to share their emotions.

Another way to implement SEL in the classroom is through bibliotherapy. In the next

section of the literature review, I will explore how bibliotherapy can be used to promote SEL

in language classes.

Bibliotherapy

Bibliotherapy is a process of dynamic interaction between an individual and literature

through facilitated dialogue (Hynes & Hynes-Berry, 1986). The term was first coined by

Samuel McChord Crothers in 1916 and it has been used by mental health professionals as a

therapeutic approach to support patients’ mental health since then (Gumber, 2021). More

recently, bibliotherapy has expanded to the field of education. The bibliotherapy practiced by

educators is known as Developmental Bibliotherapy (DB). According to McMillen (2006),

DB “can be used in the classroom where the goal may be to facilitate normal developmental

passages or to educate about attitudes, feelings and behaviors” (p.14). Studies by Mar et al.

(2006) show that reading fiction in educational settings promotes the development of

learners’ empathetic and perspective-taking abilities. Bibliotherapy is also an effective

technique to promote SEL. Through literature, readers are able to distance themselves from

the problems or emotions that they are dealing with and which makes it easier to express their

thinking and emotions (Berns, 2004). By having this distance, readers will be able to look at

both their own emotions and how to deal with them in a more logical way. I believe that such

experience can help students as readers to identify what kind of emotions they were feeling at

the time more accurately while also recalling some sensations that they had when they felt

those emotions.

Literature and SLA

Previous research shows that there are several advantages to incorporating literature

into the L2 classroom to foster learner’s language development. For example, literature
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provides the contextualization and authentic usage of language (Daskalovska & Dimova,

2012)and immerses readers in the real usage of the target language. Rich input from literature

leads to opportunities to develop reading, speaking, listening, and writing skills, as well as

grammatical and lexical knowledge (Khatib et al., 2011). Second, it helps to develop an

understanding of the target language culture. Reading literature provides learners with

opportunities to immerse themselves in cultures that they are not familiar with. Third, it

enhances readers' critical thinking and creativity. Langer (1997) mentioned that engaging in

literature invites readers to reflect on their lives and learnings by raising questions,

recognizing problems, seeking causes and solutions, and making connections. As can be seen,

incorporating literature in language learning has multiple benefits such as absorbing different

concepts and developing the ability to see things from multiple perspectives. With these

skills, in addition to the more basic benefits such as improved grammar and vocabulary,

students will definitely have an advantage in learning a second language.

Within the research literature on the use of novels in second language teaching,

graphic novels have been used in language learning contexts as a fairly new method of

teaching. According to Carter (2007), a graphic novel is “book-length sequential art narrative

featuring an anthology-style collection of comic art, a collection of reprinted comic book

issues comprising a single storyline (or arc), or an original, stand-alone graphic narrative”. It

is distinguished from other forms of multimedia writing, such as magazines, based on its

length and completeness (Basal et al., 2016). Utilizing a graphic novel pedagogically has

several advantages. First, it promotes multimodality—“the combination of two or more

modes of communication” (Dallacqua, 2012, p.365). In the definition of graphic novels,

pictures are a crucial element. Providing multimodal resources supports readers’

comprehension and also improves readers’ skills in terms of interpreting messages from

images (Dallacqua, 2012). Second, choosing graphic novels for instructional material will
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motivate the learners to read more. According to Öz and Efecioglu (2015), Turkish high

school EFL students were more motivated and willing to participate in reading lessons with

graphic novels. Third, it will allow students to improve their vocabulary. The images helped

learners to guess the meaning of the unfamiliar words and students felt comfortable learning

vocabulary through graphic novels (Öz & Efecioglu, 2015).

Considering the benefits associated with bibliotherapy and literature, this study will

explore the possibility of integrating bibliotherapy into the EFL context by using graphic

novels to assist vocabulary learning and SEL, specifically within the domain of

self-awareness. Learners will learn emotional vocabulary and SEL skills through dialogic

reading of graphic novels.

Research Questions

This study is guided by the following research questions:

a. How does reading graphic novels influence second language learners’ acquisition of

emotional vocabulary?

b. What are the achievements and challenges that emerge for learners during the

lessons?

Methodology

Methodological Rationale

In order to understand the development of vocabulary and self-awareness through a

new approach to language teaching in-depth, I decided to use a case study methodology.

There are a few reasons why I decided to use this type of methodology to collect data. First,

as I mentioned above, this is a fairly new area of research, and there are not many empirical

studies that have been conducted. Therefore, I utilize the case study method to explore the

new area of the research and eventually, initiate more studies in this area. Second, it will

allow me to understand the learner's individual experiences in depth. Davidson (1998)
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mentioned that one of the striking features of human emotion is variability across individuals

in the quality and intensity towards similar incentives. Then, conducting a small-scale case

study will allow me to investigate each participants’ experiences and shift in the way that

subjects express emotions. In addition to that, I hope conducting a case study will allow

participants to build a relationship with me as an instructor throughout the period of time and

open up to share their emotional experiences. Based on the above reasons, I chose a

small-scale case study to collect data.

Participants

To conduct the study, I recruited two young adults through my personal network. Both

participants are native speakers of Japanese with B1 + level (CEFR) in English. Both of them

are female and grew up in Japan. They have more than fifteen years of experience in learning

English through the Japanese education system. For the purpose of protecting their private

information, each participant is assigned a referent as follows: Participant 1 (P1) and

Participant 2 (P2).

Instruments

Three instruments were employed in this research. The first one is a background

questionnaire which was created to collect demographic information such as age and gender

(Appendix 1). In addition, the questionnaire explored learners’ history of language learning,

including the length of studying English and their current language levels. The second

instrument is ten emotionally involved situations from Piasecka (2013) (Appendix 2). In the

original study, Piasecka handed a paper with 20 scenarios in English to the ESL graduate

students. They were asked to write what they would feel if they were in each situation. And

out of 20 situations, Piasecka selected ten for analysis. The data was analyzed both

qualitatively and quantitatively by identifying and counting the number of emotion words

used by participants. For the purpose of the current study, participants were presented with
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the ten emotionally involved scenarios that Piasecka used for analysis and instructed to

describe orally what they would feel if they were in such a situation (instead of writing about

them). This was because I wanted to measure their vocabulary knowledge in the same mode

as they practiced in the experimental lessons. Following piloting, minor adjustments to the

scenarios were made to make the situation more relevant for the participants. These changes

included switching the currency to the ones that are familiar to the participants. The third

instrument is the corpus of emotional vocabulary developed by Johnson-Laird and Oatley

(1989). This corpus contains 530 emotional words and it was established to indicate that all

emotional lexical items can be categorized into five basic modes which includes: happiness,

sadness, anger, fear, and disgust. Above three instruments were employed to determine the

effectiveness of the experimental lessons to participants’ self-awareness and social-emotional

development.

Procedure

Once consent was obtained from the participants, they were asked to complete a

questionnaire about their background. After the completion of the questionnaire, I asked

participants to complete a pre-test. The purpose of this pre-assessment was for me to gauge

the actual level of English ability and emotional vocabulary level of each participant ahead of

the study. As a pre-assessment, ten emotionally charged scenarios adapted from Piasecka

(2013) were presented to participants. Learners were then asked to describe what they would

feel. These descriptive responses were provided in English. Upon completing the

pre-assessment, participants took individual reading lessons in the form of a discussion

between a participant and instructor for 30 minutes, three times a week for four weeks. After

each lesson, participants were asked to complete the reflection form which includes questions

such as what they have achieved in the lessons and whether they faced any challenges during

the lessons, and if they did, what was challenging for them. Furthermore, I took notes about
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the things that I noticed throughout the lectures including any changes in the way that they

expressed their emotions .

Procedure of Instruction

In order to maximize the effectiveness of the lessons, I, as an instructor, used the

following three steps:

1) Selecting Instrumental Materials

Based on the previous research about bibliotherapy and the effect of literature on

second language development, the lessons include the use of two graphic novels to

guide instruction. I selected Nat Enough (Scrivan, 2020) and Guts (Telgemeier, 2019)

as primary instructional material. According to Rozalski et al. (2010) and Doyle et al.,

(2006), the selection of the materials is an initial key step to maximize the effect of

SEL instruction. Those novels were selected based on the following criteria: 1)

age-appropriate content, 2) appropriate language level, 3) the story contains various

types of emotions, and 4) a clear and relatable storyline. Those criteria are referred to

in Rozalski's guidance on how to review a book with some revision taking into

consideration the participants’ language level.

2) Pre-reading

Ahead of the lessons, participants were asked to read two chapters, approximately

forty pages, from the assigned book on their own. When they read the assigned

chapters, they were given a worksheet to help them understand the plot structures, the

setting of the story, the characters, and the emotional aspects of the stories.

Participants were instructed to take notes to prepare for a conversation about the

stories in the lectures. This process allows the readers to skim and familiarize

themselves with the story before having a closer look at the story and having

discussions about what they have read.
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3) Dialogic reading

Dialogic reading is “a pedagogical approach that allows teachers and students to

interact collaboratively and build on each other’s ideas to improve learning outcomes”

(Hennessy et al., 2011 as cited in Chow et al., 2023). Previous studies have

demonstrated that dialogic reading is an effective teaching method to increase

learners’ comprehension of a story (Grolig et al., 2020) and vocabulary (Chow et al.,

2023). During the lessons, I asked the following questions to facilitate participants’

learning:

a) Story

i) What characters appear in the story and what are their characteristics

and personalities?

ii) What are the settings (time and place) of the chapter that you read?

iii) What is the plot of the assigned chapters?

b) Emotions

i) What emotions are relevant to the story and what are the causes of

those emotions?

ii) How did emotions shift compared to the last chapters that you read?

iii) How do you know that characters are experiencing those emotions?

iv) Have you experienced something similar to what the protagonist was

facing in the story? If you did, how did it make you feel?

Sometimes talking about emotions can be personal and the person might feel

threatened. However, as Riquelme and Munita (2018) mentioned, discussing emotions

through story allows them to explore various emotions in a safe environment which

encourages more free choice of words.
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4) Post-reading discussion

Forgan (2002) suggests that students engage in post-reading discussions to ensure

they comprehend the story before moving forward. The following questions were

designed to encourage learners to reflect on what they read in the story.

a) Please retell the plot of the story and evaluate the feelings.

b) What is the problem behind the story?

c) What is the main message that the author was trying to tell us?

Analysis

In order to investigate the effectiveness of the lessons, both qualitative and

quantitative analyses were employed. First, the response to the pre-and post-assessment based

on Piaseka’s ten-item instrument was analyzed quantitatively based on the corpus of

emotional vocabulary by Johnson-Laird and Oatley (1989). The number of emotional lexical

items in response to pre- and post-assessment were counted and compared to see to what

extent participants changed the way that they expressed their emotions. In addition,

qualitative analysis of the learners' answers to the reflection sheet, dialogues between

instructor (I) and participants (P1 and P2), and teachers’ notes were explored using thematic

analysis.

Results

Quantitative Analysis

Table 1 shows the result of the pre- and post-assessment, including the total number

of emotional vocabulary used in pre- and post-assessment. As mentioned in the literature

review, having the vocabulary to express emotions is crucial in order to recognize and

manage the information. Therefore, the number of emotional vocabulary items in speakers’

utterances is an appropriate measurement for self-awareness. Having a larger vocabulary will

allow speakers to identify the exact emotions that they are experiencing. For instance, there
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are multiple words that express anger which include: furious, mad, angry, and upset.

Depending on the choice of the word, there are subtle differences in meaning and

connotations. Since it is important to know those words and understand the similarities and

differences in each word to help recognize and manage complex emotions, the range of

emotional vocabulary that someone has signifies their level of emotional awareness to a

certain extent. Therefore, having a larger emotional vocabulary leads the person to be able to

have self-awareness which contributes to development of social-emotional learning.

The comparison between pre- and post-assessment shows that the number of

emotional lexicon items increased dramatically in post-assessment. Not only did the

participants identify more emotions in each scenario, but they employed a larger variety of

emotional vocabulary in post-assessment as Table 2 displays.

Table 1

Total number of emotional vocabulary used in pre- and post-assessment

Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment

P1 23 39

P2 20 33

Mean 21.5 36

Table 2

Total variety of emotional vocabulary in pre- and post-assessment

Pre-Assessment Post-Assessment

P1 16 20

P2 13 20

Mean 14.5 20
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Qualitative Analysis

This section is divided into two parts. The first part addresses themes regarding

students’ achievement or growth and the second part considers challenges faced by students

during the lectures. In both sections, themes are followed by illustrative excerpts drawn from

the utterances during the lessons.

Achievement and Growth

Theme 1: Utilizing different types of clues to find emotions

During the lessons, I chose some emotionally-charged scenes for learners to have a

closer look at the emotions that the protagonists are experiencing. When we looked at the

scene, I asked the participants what emotions they felt the characters were experiencing and

also how they knew that the protagonist was experiencing the emotions. The following are

samples of conversation between the instructor (I) and participant 1 (P1) while looking at the

picture from page eight during the first lesson.

Figure 1

A page from Nat Enough (Scrivan, 2020, p.8)
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Excerpt 1

I What kind of emotions can you observe from this situation?

P1 Lonely.

I Anything else?

P1 And disgust from Lilly.

I So Lilly is feeling lonely but Nathalie is feeling disgust, ok. Anything else?

P1 Confused. Nathalie is confused. That’s all.

I So based on what information, do you think Nathalie feels lonely and confused

and Lily feels disgust? What kind of clues did you use?

P1 Facial expression

I What kind of facial expression can you see?

P1 [P1 raised their eyebrows]

I Eyebrows?

P1 Yes. And the color of [the] background.

I That’s right Nathalie has a yellow background and Lilly has a black background.

P1 And speech bubbles.

This excerpt shows that P1 could find a variety of clues to identify emotions with a

little help from the instructor. As the participants kept practicing, they started to employ more

multimodal resources, mostly body language, to back up their findings. The following is part

of a conversation I had with P1, referring to figure 2.
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Figure 2

A page from Guts (Telgemeier, 2019, p.40)

Excerpt 2

I How is she feeling when she has to present in front of a large audience?

P1 Just nervous and afraid of making some mistakes.

I How do you know she is feeling that way?

P1 She is sweating and shaking.

Similar examples can be found in discourse with P2.

Figure 3

A page from Guts (Telgemeier, 2019, p.21)
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Excerpt 3

I What is happening at this scene?

P2 So it is trauma. She is scared of vomiting.

I Why do you think she is scared of vomiting?

P2 Because she is sweating and also closing her eyes so facial expressions and

maybe shaking because she is crossing her arms.

In excerpt 2 and 3, P1 identifies emotions based on the body language. From those

dialogues, it is clear that graphic novels provide information in a variety of modes on top of

the traditional text medium such as colors, facial expressions, and body language which help

learners to identify emotions from them. Graphic novels provide learners with more obvious

and potentially more relatable emotional cues to help them detect emotions. This will make it

easier for learners to recognize emotional cues from the graphic novel and directly connect

these emotional experiences and situations to their own experiences.

Theme 2: Recognizing the shift in their emotions

As the participants read through chapters, one of the questions discussed during the

lessons was how protagonists’ emotions shifted as the story moved forward. Below is the

excerpt from lesson 2 with P1.

Excerpt 4

I So, you mentioned that feeling of hopelessness. Do you think the intensity of

hopelessness changed from the previous chapter?

P1 Yeah, it went up.

I Ok. So the intensity of hopelessness went up.

P1 Last chapter, she was a little bit, rather, she is confused rather than sad. But this

chapter she is sad than confused.
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As we can see from Excerpt 4, once I pointed out the shift in emotions, P1 could see

the changes from the previous chapter as well. While repeatedly asking her to identify the

shift in protagonists’ emotions and its intensity from similar scenarios in different sessions,

the participant could identify the shift in how protagonists’ emotions shifted by the end of the

series of lessons as indicated by excerpts 5 and 6.

Excerpt 5

I How did her emotion shift towards the problem?

P1 Before, um, until the last chapter, she was sad or lonely rather than anger, but in

this chapter, she got a little bit angry or annoyed.

Excerpt 6

I How did Nathalie’s emotion shift in this chapter?

P2 In this chapter, Nathalie still feels scared, ashamed, and anxious from the school

play. After Lilly told Nathalie “You look like a dork to me”, she felt sad but just

for a few seconds but after she noticed that there are friends around her, she felt

relieved.

Towards the end of the lessons, participants could notice more and more emotions and

also how it has shifted. They used longer sentences to explain this, without having to have

instructors’ intervention. This result shows that participants were able to understand the fluid

nature of emotion. As a consequence, they will be able to demonstrate the skill of identifying

a variety of emotions in everyday interaction without scaffolding.

In the next section, I will talk about the challenges that participants faced throughout

lessons.

Challenges

Theme 1: Form meaning mismatch

Both of the participants showed some difficulties in finding English words to express
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what the protagonist was experiencing in the story. According to the reflection form, both

participants mentioned that “Even though I know how to say it in my mother tongue, I could

not come up with the English words.” When the participants did not know how to say it in

English, they told me what they wanted to say in Japanese. But most of the time, when I gave

them a word which fitted their idea, they told me that they knew the word, but they could not

connect the word with the idea. This shows that both participants knew the lexical item and

its meaning but could not connect it to the idea they wanted to express. If the person is unable

to label their emotions, they will not be able to regulate their emotions well (Vine & Aldao,

2014). Therefore, being unable to put the emotions in the word will not only lead to low

self-awareness but also self-regulation which results in low SEL.

Theme 2: Differentiating similar emotional lexical items

Another challenge that was mentioned by both participants was that “It was difficult

to differentiate between the emotional lexical items with similar meanings but with a bit of

different nuances.” One of the words that were difficult for them to understand was the

difference between “embarrassed” and “ashamed.” Since both of the words are translated

hazukashii in Japanese, it was hard for them to understand the differences and utilize them in

appropriate scenarios. The fact that they were unable to find the right words indicates that

they were not familiar with different categorizing systems of emotions in other cultures.

Although they were challenged to find appropriate words to express what they had in mind,

this allows them to have a deeper understanding of each emotion which results in higher

self-awareness.

Theme 3: Confusion in difference between thoughts and emotions

One of the participants had trouble understanding the differences between the concept

of thoughts and emotions. It is shown in the following excerpt.
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Excerpt 7

I How do you feel if your friends started to bully you?

P2 Well, maybe I want to quit the school.

I Like escaping from the situation?

P2 Yeah, I don’t want to see her face anymore.

I Any other emotions?

P2 Anger?

When the instructor asked P2 about the emotion, she told me how she might think or

take action instead of how the protagonist was feeling, or how she was feeling. There might

be a few reasons which led to this result. First, it is because P2 was deeply involved in the

story and attached to the protagonist, and that led P2 to say what she would do instead of how

she or the main character would feel. Through the current research, it is shown that

participants tend to misunderstand what emotions are and mix them up with thoughts. It is

because both emotion and thoughts are interconnected. However, again, being able to name

the specific emotion and understand how thoughts trigger emotion is essential for

social-emotional development.

Discussion

RQ1: How does reading graphic novels influence learners’ acquisition of vocabulary

used to express emotions?

The results of the current study, specifically the comparison between pre- and

post-assessment, reveal an increase in the number and variety of emotional lexical items. The

fact that participants were able to detect multiple emotions in one scene indicates that the

participants were able to understand the complex nature of emotions with minimum

scaffolding. In addition to the quantitative data, the qualitative analysis of participants’
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responses to the reflection questionnaire points out that even though they knew those lexical

items, they could not use them when they were asked to express their emotions or the

characters that appeared in the books. Those results indicate that reading graphic novels and

having dialogues about the emotions relevant in the story not only facilitate learning new

vocabulary but also connect them to how they actually feel. Therefore, having a larger

emotional vocabulary and deepening the understanding of its meanings by using foreign

language will allow learners to identify emotions accurately, which is the foundation skill for

self-awareness and SEL. This helps learners to overcome the first cultural linguistic barrier

by introducing new emotional concepts in foreign languages.

RQ2: What are the achievements and challenges that learners face during the lessons?

The result identified some achievements and challenges through lessons. Having

conversations about the emotions that were apparent in the story allowed learners to be able

to: 1) utilize different modalities to identify the emotions and 2) recognize there is an

intensity in emotions. Those are all the important skills to raise self-awareness which also is

the foundation for other SEL skills. Despite those positive effects, there were some

challenges faced by participants which included: 1) being unable to find the appropriate

lexical item to express what the speaker wants to say, 2) differentiating the emotional words

with similar meanings but different nuances, and 3) confusion to separate emotions and

thoughts. In fact, emotions and thoughts are highly related to each other (Lawson, n.d.), but it

is a crucial step to differentiate those ideas and accurately label emotions in order to manage

them (Hall, 2013). Based on the results, utilizing graphic novels allows participants to

explore each emotion and how to identify them while having a discourse in their foreign

language. As a consequence, the lessons gave them a chance to explore emotions through a

foreign language as a medium which also frees them from their first culture limitation. Doing

this in another language encourages participants to challenge their original ideas of emotions

26



GRAPHIC NOVELS IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE FOR SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL LEARNING

and further develop their social-emotional awareness.

Limitations

Although this study provided interesting information regarding SEL for L2 learners,

there are a number of limitations. This case study research used a very small sample. The

participants of the current study are limited to a specific population, which is Japanese young

adult females with B1+ level English. Further investigation with different target language

levels and mother tongues is required to explore more broadly the effect of this kind of L2

instruction. This study was also conducted during a short span of time, so I could not

investigate the long-term effects of the development of learners’ emotional vocabulary.

Conducting longer periods of lessons may allow us to see further development in

social-emotional skills. In addition, there were no interactions between case study learners

and other peers. Since the current study was conducted in the form of one-on-one sessions

with an instructor and a participant, participants did not have an opportunity to interact with

peers as they do in most language classroom settings. Having interaction with peers with

similar backgrounds may promote more in-depth conversation about their emotions or

provide them with various perspectives and take on even from the same stories. Considering

the limitations of the current study mentioned above, future research needs to be conducted

by expanding the target population with a variety of age ranges and language levels for a

longer period of time.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the use of graphic novels to assist second language learners in

developing their emotional awareness is shown to be effective in this study. Both subjects

showed a certain level of improvement in their ability to pick and choose appropriate lexical

items when describing emotionally charged situations. Being able to identify emotions by

utilizing appropriate lexical items is the foundation for the development of self-awareness
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and social-emotional skills. The result of this study revealed that having dialogic and

exploring the emotional aspects of the story in a foreign language allowed them to lift their

first cultural limitation, deepen their understanding of emotions, and practice how to label

and identify emotions. Therefore, dialogic reading of graphic novels fostered learners’

self-awareness and social-emotional skills. Although the initial level of English ability of

both participants seems to affect the growth rate of individual learners, more research needs

to be done to confirm this hypothesis. However, it is understandable that a certain level of

understanding of emotionally charged vocabulary will help English learners to notice more

complex emotional vocabulary. The reason is that these higher-level vocabulary tend to be a

more specific and derivative version of its more general vocabulary. For example, the word

happy has many additional senses, such as excited, elated, delighted, joy, ecstatic, and more

to explain or picture a more specific version of that emotion.

Based on this small-scale explanatory study with Japanese EFL learners, results

demonstrate that graphic novels are effective mediums for promoting individuals’

self-awareness development. This ultimately shows that through the use of appropriate

resources, such as graphic novels, we can incorporate SEL into foreign language education.

Such incorporation is proven to be very effective as participants are shown to improve their

range of vocabulary, especially those directly related to emotions, which reflects their

emotional awareness development.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Background Survey

1. How old are you?

2. What is your gender?

3. What is your native language?

4. Language learning experience:

a. How long have you been learning English?

b. Have you taken a language proficiency exam in the last two years?

Appendix 2: Emotional Scenarios

1. You have just won one billion YEN on the lottery.

2. You are just about to leave for the round the world trip that you have been dreaming

about your whole life.

3. Your best friend borrowed your car and crashed it. It’s completely damaged. Your

friend does not even have a scratch.

4. You have lost all your money.

5. Your computer has been hacked and you lost very important data. It cannot be

retrieved.

6. You have lost your job.

7. You are getting married.

8. Your first child was born.

9. Your child has scratched her/his knee.

10. Your friend has just bought a Ferrari. You have craved such a car but you have never

had enough money to buy it.
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