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Abstract
Reading comprehension and learner motivation remain persistent challenges for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners in Indonesia, particularly in higher education contexts. Limited exposure to engaging English materials often results in low motivation and reduced reading engagement. To address this issue, alternative and interest-based learning media are needed to support learners’ motivation and autonomy. This study aims to explore the role of online English comic reading in enhancing self-motivation among Indonesian EFL university students. Using a qualitative approach, the study employed narrative inquiry to investigate learners’ past experiences, current engagement, and future expectations regarding English comic reading. The participants consisted of four English Education students from a private university in Malang, Indonesia. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using thematic narrative analysis guided by Self-Determination Theory. The findings indicate that online English comics play a meaningful role in fostering intrinsic motivation by providing enjoyable, accessible, and self-directed learning experiences. Comics support sustained engagement by enhancing vocabulary understanding, contextual comprehension, and emotional involvement, while also promoting learner autonomy. Furthermore, learners perceive English comics as sustainable learning resources that they intend to continue using beyond formal academic settings. Overall, this study highlights the motivational potential of online English comic reading as an informal yet effective medium for supporting self-motivated and learner-centered English language learning in EFL contexts.
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INTRODUCTION
	Reading comprehension remains a major challenge for many Indonesian learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL). Previous studies have reported that limited vocabulary mastery, insufficient exposure to authentic English texts, and low learner motivation significantly hinder students’ reading development (Nanda & Azmy, 2020; Kusumahwati et al., 2022). These challenges are further reinforced by teacher-centered instructional practices and the dominance of conventional reading materials, which often position reading as an academic obligation rather than an engaging learning activity (Male et al., 2021; Guna, 2023). As highlighted by UNESCO (2022), such conditions contribute to persistent literacy difficulties in developing countries, including Indonesia.
To address these challenges, a growing body of research has explored alternative reading materials that can enhance learner engagement and comprehension. Among these, comics have gained attention due to their multimodal nature, combining visual and textual elements that facilitate contextual understanding and learner interest (Benjamin, 2021; Al Faruque, 2023). Several empirical studies have demonstrated that the use of comics in English learning improves reading comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and classroom participation (Dewi, 2022; Susanto & Kardena, 2021; Damanik & Harianja, 2022; Ahmad & Ma’rifatulloh, 2023). These findings suggest that comics are among the most effective alternative reading materials compared to conventional text-based instruction.
	With the rapid development of digital platforms, comics are no longer limited to printed media. Digital comics accessed through platforms such as Webtoon and Mangatoon provide learners with extensive exposure to authentic English input beyond formal classrooms. Previous studies have reported positive effects of digital comics on vocabulary comprehension, reading motivation, and learner participation (Muthmainnah et al., 2022; Tomasoa et al., 2023; Raharja, 2023). Similar results have also been found in higher education contexts, where digital comics contributed to improved reading performance and engagement (Ahsanah & Utomo, 2020), as well as in international settings that highlight vocabulary development and creative language use (Castillo-Cuesta & Quiñónez-Beltrán, 2025; Losi et al., 2023).
	Despite these promising findings, existing research predominantly focuses on quantitative learning outcomes such as test scores, vocabulary gains, or general learner perceptions. Consequently, limited attention has been given to learners’ lived experiences and the motivational processes underlying sustained engagement with comics, particularly at the university level. Moreover, few studies examine comic-based English learning through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which emphasizes autonomy, competence, and relatedness as key determinants of intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000, 2020). This indicates a methodological and theoretical gap in understanding how and why comics support long-term self-motivation rather than merely improving short-term performance.
	Responding to these limitations, the present study aims to explore the role of online English comic reading in enhancing self-motivation among Indonesian EFL university students. Using a narrative inquiry approach grounded in Self-Determination Theory, this study investigates learners’ past experiences, current engagement, and future expectations regarding English comic reading. The novelty of this research lies in its qualitative focus on self-motivation and learner autonomy, offering deeper insights into the motivational mechanisms that sustain long-term engagement in English learning through comics.

METHOD
This study employed a qualitative research design using narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry was chosen because it allows the researcher to explore participants’ lived experiences and personal stories related to English comic reading and self-motivation in language learning. This approach is suitable for examining how motivation develops over time and how learners construct meaning from their learning experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Research Location
The research was conducted at a private university located in Malang, Indonesia. This setting was selected because English is taught as a foreign language and students have access to both formal English instruction and informal digital learning resources. The location provided a relevant context for exploring English comic reading practices among EFL university students.

Data Source
The data sources of this study consisted of four eighth-semester students from the English Education Department of the selected university. The participants were selected using purposive sampling based on their active engagement with English comic reading.
The participants included:
Ariel (male)
Riko (male)
Gaida (female)
Maja (male)
Primary data were obtained from participants’ narrative accounts shared during interviews, while supporting data included field notes and interview guidelines.

Data Collection 
	Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted in two sessions. Each interview session lasted approximately 10–15 minutes and was conducted either face-to-face or via WhatsApp. All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent to ensure accurate data capture.
	The interview questions were designed to explore participants’ experiences across three temporal dimensions: past experiences, current engagement, and future expectations. The core interview questions included:
How did your past experiences influence your motivation to learn English through comics?
How does reading English comics influence your current English learning experience and self-motivation?
How do you view the role of English comics in supporting your English learning in the future?
Follow-up questions were used to encourage clarification and deeper reflection when necessary. 

Data Analysis
The collected data were analyzed using thematic narrative analysis. Interview recordings were transcribed verbatim and read repeatedly to gain a comprehensive understanding of the data. Coding was conducted inductively to identify emerging themes and deductively based on Self-Determination Theory, focusing on autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The themes were then interpreted to explain how English comic reading supports learners’ self-motivation in English language learning (Riessman, 2008)

FINDINGS 

This section presents the main findings of the study based on narrative inquiry data obtained from four Indonesian EFL university students. The findings are summarized into three key themes: (1) initial motivation through comics, (2) sustained engagement and autonomous learning, and (3) future orientation toward comic-based English learning.

Comics as a Trigger of Initial Motivation
	The findings show that participants’ initial motivation to learn English through comics emerged from personal interest and curiosity rather than academic demands. English comics functioned as an accessible and non-threatening medium that allowed learners to engage with English through visual and narrative support. This early exposure reduced anxiety and encouraged learners to explore English independently, indicating that comics can trigger intrinsic motivation at the initial stage of language learning.

Sustained Engagement and Autonomous Learning through Comics
	The findings further indicate that continued engagement with English comics supports autonomous learning and sustained motivation. Participants experienced improvements in vocabulary understanding, contextual comprehension, and intuitive awareness of language use through repeated exposure to authentic dialogue. In addition, emotional enjoyment and freedom of choice contributed to consistent reading habits. These conditions enabled learners to maintain engagement without relying on external pressure or formal instruction.

Comics as Sustainable and Long-Term Learning Resources
	 The findings also reveal that participants viewed English comics as long-term learning resources. Learners expressed intentions to continue using comics beyond their academic studies and perceived comics as tools that bridge formal learning and personal interests. This future-oriented perspective suggests that English comics support not only immediate engagement but also long-term motivational continuity in English learning.

DISCUSSION
This section discusses the significance of the findings in relation to the research objectives outlined in the Introduction. Rather than restating the results, this discussion interprets how English comic reading contributes to EFL learners’ self-motivation and sustained engagement, while positioning the findings within existing research.

The Role of Comics in Shaping Initial Motivation
The findings indicate that English comic reading plays a significant role in initiating learners’ motivation to engage with English learning. This result directly addresses the first research objective concerning learners’ past experiences with comics.
From a scientific perspective, this finding supports the view that motivation can develop when learners encounter language through enjoyable and meaningful media. Comics reduce affective barriers by presenting language in a visually supported and narrative-driven form, allowing learners to focus on meaning rather than accuracy. This interpretation aligns with Self-Determination Theory, which emphasizes that intrinsic motivation emerges when learning activities feel autonomous and enjoyable (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
However, this study differs from many previous comic-based studies that frame comics primarily as teacher-controlled instructional tools (Dewi, 2022; Susanto & Kardena, 2021). Instead, the present findings demonstrate that learner-initiated engagement with comics can independently trigger intrinsic motivation, highlighting the importance of informal learning contexts.

Comics as a Medium for Sustained Engagement and Autonomy
The second major finding shows that comics support sustained engagement and autonomous learning. This finding relates directly to the second research objective, which focuses on learners’ current experiences in using comics for English learning.
Scientifically, sustained engagement can be explained by the fulfillment of learners’ psychological needs for autonomy and competence. The freedom to choose reading materials and the availability of contextual visual support allow learners to regulate their own learning pace, reinforcing self-directed learning behaviors. This interpretation is consistent with studies reporting that digital comics enhance motivation and reading engagement (Muthmainnah et al., 2022; Raharja, 2023).
Nevertheless, unlike previous studies that emphasize vocabulary gains or test performance, the present study highlights the motivational mechanisms underlying continued engagement. The emphasis on emotional enjoyment and learner autonomy extends existing research by explaining why comics remain effective beyond short-term instructional outcomes.

Long-Term Motivational Value of Comics in English Learning
The third finding highlights learners’ future-oriented perspectives toward English comic reading. This addresses the third research objective concerning learners’ expectations of comics in supporting future English learning.
This finding suggests that comics contribute to long-term motivation by integrating English learning into learners’ personal interests and identities. Such findings support earlier studies indicating positive learner perceptions of digital comics (Erya & Pustika, 2021; Yuliani & Sari, 2022), but go further by revealing learners’ intentions to continue using comics beyond formal education.
In contrast to studies that focus on short-term classroom implementation (Ahsanah & Utomo, 2020; Tomasoa et al., 2023), this study emphasizes the sustainability of motivation, positioning comics as lifelong learning resources rather than temporary instructional media.

Implications for English Language Education
Overall, the discussion demonstrates that English comic reading supports intrinsic motivation, learner autonomy, and long-term engagement. These findings suggest that comics can be effectively integrated into English education as supplementary materials that bridge formal instruction and informal learning. This perspective contributes to motivation-focused EFL research by emphasizing experiential and affective dimensions of learning rather than solely cognitive outcomes.

CONCLUSION 
This study concludes that online English comic reading plays a meaningful role in enhancing self-motivation among Indonesian EFL university students. Comics support intrinsic motivation by promoting learner autonomy, emotional engagement, and sustained involvement in English learning beyond formal instructional settings. The findings suggest that comics function not only as supplementary reading materials but also as sustainable learning resources that connect English learning with learners’ personal interests. In practice, English comics can be integrated into language instruction as flexible supplementary materials to encourage independent learning and reduce learning anxiety. Future research is recommended to involve larger participant groups or mixed-method designs to further examine the relationship between comic-based learning, motivation, and language proficiency. Overall, this study highlights the motivational potential of online English comics in supporting learner-centered and engaging EFL instruction.
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