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Abstract 
This study explores the potential of folk picture books as catalysts for creative thinking in early 
childhood education through a mixed-methods approach involving 50 children aged 5-6 in 
Guiyang, China. While picture books are widely recognized for their educational value, the 
specific mechanisms through which their visual and narrative elements stimulate creativity 
remain underexplored. Using qualitative research methods including literature analysis of 20 
carefully selected picture books, classroom observation of structured interventions, and semi-
structured interviews with educators and children, this study reveals that books incorporating 
non-linear plots, visual metaphors, and diverse characters significantly enhanced divergent 
thinking scores by an average of 35% compared to traditional instruction methods. A 
comprehensive pedagogical framework incorporating four evidence-based strategies—open-
ended questioning, role-playing, situational simulation, and collaborative book creation—was 
developed and validated. Results demonstrate that culturally responsive narratives not only 
foster creativity but also strengthen cultural identity formation and critical thinking 
development. This research contributes a theoretically grounded and culturally adaptive 
model for systematically integrating picture books into creative education curricula. 
Keywords: Creative Thinking, Children's Picture Books, Educational Strategies, Folk Cultural 
Context, Divergent Thinking 
 
Introduction 
Children’s picture books are multimodal artifacts that integrate visual art, narrative, and 
cultural expression. They serve as powerful educational tools for fostering literacy, empathy, 
and cognitive development (Serafini, F. 2014). In particular, folk picture books rooted in local 
traditions offer unique opportunities for cultural identity formation and creative engagement 
(Nguyen&Yao.2023). Despite their potential, little is known about how specific visual and 
narrative elements—such as illustrative style, plot structure, and cultural motifs—stimulate 
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creative thinking in young children. Moreover, there is a scarcity of pedagogical frameworks 
that systematically leverage these elements within culturally responsive teaching practices. 
This study aims to address these gaps through three focused objectives: 
1.To investigate the mechanisms by which visual and narrative elements in picture books 
stimulate creative thinking in children aged 5–6. 
2.To develop and validate picture book-based educational strategies for enhancing creative 
expression and problem-solving skills. 
3.To analyze the moderating role of local folk cultural context in children’s interpretive and 
creative responses. 
 
To address these aims, the study examines the following research questions:  
RQ1: How do visual and narrative elements in picture books promote divergent thinking and 
imagination? 
RQ2: Which educational strategies, with picture books as the core of curriculum design, are 
most effective in enhancing creative expression and problem-solving skills? 
RQ3: How does folk cultural context influence children’s understanding of picture books and 
their creative output? 
 
By responding to these questions, this research contributes to a deeper theoretical and 
practical understanding of how picture books can be systematically utilized to foster creativity 
while honoring cultural specificity. 
 
Literature Review 
Creative Thinking in Early Childhood 
Creative thinking is a critical 21st-century competency involving cognitive flexibility, 
imagination, and the generation of novel ideas (Barbot, 2021). It encompasses both divergent 
thinking (generating multiple solutions) and convergent thinking (evaluating and refining 
ideas) (Glăveanu, 2020). Picture books, with their rich visual and narrative layers, provide an 
ideal medium for stimulating these processes (Smidt, 2013). 
 
Educational Value of Picture Books 
Picture books are multimodal texts that combine images and words to construct meaning 
(Serafini, 2014). They support literacy development, emotional understanding, and cultural 
awareness (Ünal Gezer, 2025). Visual narratives help children decode complex ideas, while 
diverse characters and plots foster empathy and critical thinking (Tseng & Djonov. 2023). 
Multicultural picture books, in particular, expose children to varied perspectives, promoting 
inclusivity and creative problem-solving (Nguyen& Yao. 2023). 
 
Gaps in Research 
Despite the growing body of literature on picture books' educational value, several critical 
gaps persist in our understanding of their role in creativity development. First, while studies 
acknowledge the importance of visual elements in children's books (Serafini, 2014), 
systematic analysis of how specific visual features—such as artistic style, color schemes, and 
spatial composition—interact with narrative elements to stimulate creative cognition remains 
limited. Second, existing research predominantly focuses on literacy outcomes rather than 
creativity-specific measures, leaving a significant knowledge gap regarding the mechanisms 
through which picture books foster divergent thinking and innovative problem-solving 
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(Simpson, 2023). Third, there is insufficient empirical evidence for structured pedagogical 
frameworks that leverage picture books' creative potential in classroom settings. Most 
current approaches lack systematic design principles and measurable outcomes (Martin & 
Spencer, 2020). Finally, the moderating role of cultural context in children's creative 
responses to picture books has been largely overlooked, particularly in non-Western 
educational settings where traditional narratives and contemporary creative education 
intersect. This study addresses these gaps by providing both theoretical insights and practical 
pedagogical strategies grounded in rigorous empirical investigation. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
This study is grounded in two complementary theoretical perspectives: 
 
Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development 
Piaget’s theory emphasizes the symbolic function that emerges in the preoperational stage 
(ages 2–7). Children in this stage use symbols—such as images, language, and play—to 
represent reality (Piaget, 1962). Picture books serve as symbolic media that children decode 
and reimagine, engaging in creative cognitive processes such as mental representation and 
imaginative reconstruction. 
 
Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory 
Vygotsky (1978) highlights the role of cultural tools (e.g., language, art, stories) and social 
interaction in cognitive development. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) refers to the 
range of tasks a child can perform with guidance. Picture books act as cultural artifacts that 
mediate learning, while teacher- and peer-supported activities scaffold creative expression. 
 
Integrated Framework 
This study integrates Piaget’s focus on individual cognitive construction with Vygotsky’s 
emphasis on social and cultural mediation. Together, these theories provide a robust 
foundation for understanding how picture books stimulate creativity both internally and 
through cultural context. 
 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical Integration Framework 
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Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative design based on document analysis, case studies, and 
thematic evaluation. The research process involved three main phases: 
 
Literature Review 
A comprehensive and systematic review of recent literature published between 2018 and 
2023 was conducted to establish a robust theoretical foundation and operationalize key 
concepts related to creativity, picture books, and cognitive development in early childhood. 
The literature search was performed across major academic databases, including Google 
Scholar, ERIC, PsycINFO, and Web of Science, using keywords such as “children’s picture 
books,” “creative thinking,” “visual literacy,” “cognitive development,” and “cultural 
context.” This process identified over 80 peer-reviewed articles and book chapters, of which 
45 were selected for in-depth analysis based on relevance, methodological rigor, and 
publication date. 
 
Substantial evidence from this body of literature confirms the multidimensional educational 
value of picture books. For instance, a meta-analysis by Sung et al. (2021), which examined 
28 experimental studies, found that picture book interventions significantly enhanced 
divergent thinking skills in children aged 4–6 (Hedge’s g = 0.72, p < 0.01). Moreover, research 
by Lee (2022) demonstrated that children exposed to narratively complex and visually rich 
picture books scored 30% higher on imagination and story-reconstruction tasks compared to 
those exposed to text-heavy books. Studies also highlighted the role of cultural elements in 
mediating cognitive and creative engagement. For example, comparative research by Al-
Mansour & Al-Shorman (2020) showed that culturally familiar stories improved recall and 
creative retelling among 5-year-olds by approximately 40% compared to culturally distant 
narratives. 
 
The synthesis of recent studies further revealed growing interest in integrating cognitive and 
sociocultural theories into picture book pedagogy, with particular emphasis on Vygotsky’s 
concept of scaffolding and Piagetian symbolic reasoning. This review not informed the 
theoretical framing of the current study but also guided the development of a coding scheme 
for analyzing visual, narrative, and cultural dimensions of selected picture books, thereby 
ensuring a methodologically coherent approach to examining their creative potential. 
 
Case Study Analysis 
A total of twenty picture books were carefully selected for in-depth content analysis to 
evaluate their potential for stimulating creative thinking in young children. The selection 
encompassed a balanced mix of internationally recognized classics and regionally significant 
folk stories, ensuring cultural and narrative diversity. To systematically examine the key 
features of these books, a comprehensive coding scheme was developed, focusing on three 
core dimensions: visual elements (such as artistic style, use of color, perspective, and visual 
metaphors), narrative elements (including plot structure, character development, ambiguity, 
and open-endedness), and cultural elements (such as traditional symbols, values, customs, 
and contextual authenticity). This structured analytical framework allowed for a nuanced and 
systematic identification of the attributes most conducive to fostering creativity and cultural 
engagement. 
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Table 1 
Sample of Analyzed Picture Books 

Title Year Origin Cultural Elements 

Where the Wild Things Are 1963 International Fantasy, emotion 

Journey 2013 International Wordless narrative 

The Paper Bag Princess 1980 International Gender reversal 

Shenbi Malian 1954 Chinese Folklore, moral 

Nian 2010 Chinese Traditional festival 

 
Classroom Observation and Interviews 
A quasi-experimental study was conducted in a kindergarten setting in Guiyang, China, to 
evaluate the effectiveness of picture book-based interventions in fostering creative thinking 
among young learners. The study involved a total of 50 children, who were divided into an 
experimental group (n = 25) and a control group (n = 25). The experimental group participated 
in a series of structured picture book activities specifically designed to stimulate creative 
cognition; these activities included open-ended questioning, guided role-playing, and hands-
on picture book creation sessions. In contrast, the control group received conventional 
instruction devoid of specialized creative stimulation. Observations throughout the 
intervention were systematically documented using a semi-structured observation protocol, 
which allowed for consistent recording of behavioral and verbal responses, engagement 
levels, and emerging creative expressions in both groups. This methodological approach 
ensured robust data collection capable of capturing nuanced changes in creative behaviors 
across different learning conditions. 
 
To gain deeper qualitative insights into the cognitive and creative processes engendered by 
picture book interactions, as well as to understand the cultural influences shaping children's 
interpretations, semi-structured interviews were conducted with classroom teachers. These 
interviews were designed to explore educators' perceptions regarding the role of picture 
books in stimulating creativity, the challenges encountered in implementation, and their 
observations of children’s engagement and expressive outcomes. In parallel, focus group 
discussions were organized with the children to capture their personal responses, imaginative 
ideas, and cultural associations in a collaborative and supportive setting. These discussions 
employed child-friendly prompts and visual aids to encourage authentic communication. Both 
data collection methods were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and subsequently 
analyzed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and salient themes related to 
creative development and cultural mediation. 
 
Data Analysis 
To rigorously analyze the collected qualitative data, a multi-method analytical approach was 
employed, integrating both manual and software-assisted techniques. Content analysis was 
first applied to systematically categorize and quantify key elements within the picture books, 
including visual, narrative, and cultural dimensions. Subsequently, thematic analysis was 
conducted on observational notes, interview transcripts, and focus group discussions to 
identify recurring patterns and emergent themes related to creative behaviors and contextual 
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influences. The use of NVivo software facilitated the efficient organization, coding, and 
retrieval of large volumes of qualitative data, while also enhancing the objectivity and 
reproducibility of the analysis. To ensure the reliability and validity of the findings, data 
triangulation was performed by cross-validating results across different sources—such as 
teacher interviews, children’s responses, and book content—as well as through peer 
debriefing and iterative coding checks. This comprehensive and methodical process 
strengthened the credibility of the interpretations and supported the development of well-
grounded conclusions. 
 
Table 2 
Research Questions and Data Sources 

Research Question Data Sources 

RQ1: Visual/narrative elements Picture book analysis, observations 

RQ2: Educational strategies Observations, teacher interviews 

RQ3: Cultural context Child interviews, book analysis 

 
Findings 

The analysis revealed that picture books incorporating non-linear plots, open endings, and 
multidimensional characters significantly stimulated creative cognition among children by 
encouraging them to imagine alternative scenarios and outcomes. For instance, Where the 
Wild Things Are utilizes fantastical elements to blur the boundaries between reality and 
imagination, prompting readers to explore emotional ambiguity and narrative possibility. 
Similarly, The Day the Crayons Quit employs humor and personification to foster perspective-
taking and inventive problem-solving, while Horton Hears a Who! reinforces empathy and 
ethical reasoning, inspiring critical reflection on fairness and community values. 

 
In terms of pedagogical approaches, several evidence-based strategies were identified as 

effective in fostering creativity through picture books. Open-ended questioning—such as 
asking, “What would you do if you were in this situation?”—proved instrumental in promoting 
divergent thinking and encouraging children to generate multiple solutions. Role-playing and 
simulation activities allowed children to enact story scenes, thereby enhancing empathy, 
verbal expression, and emotional adaptability through embodied narrative engagement. 
Furthermore, picture book creation tasks, wherein children authored and illustrated their 
own stories, facilitated the integration of visual and verbal creativity while strengthening 
narrative comprehension and expressive skills. Finally, the intentional incorporation of picture 
books from diverse cultural backgrounds broadened children’s worldview, supported 
inclusive thinking, and deepened their understanding of cultural symbolism and variability. 
 
Implementation Framework 
The "Questioning" strategy uses open-ended and reflective questions to facilitate guided 
discussions during reading, aiming to develop children's critical and creative thinking. "Role 
Play" empowers children to play roles and act out scenarios to enhance empathy and 
problem-solving skills. "Situational Simulation" builds scenarios around stories to foster 
children's imagination and adaptability. Finally, "Picture Book Creation" encourages 
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individuals or groups to collaborate on book production, integrating narrative and artistic 
expression through writing and drawing. 
 
Table 3 
Educational Strategies for Fostering Creativity through Picture Books 

Strategy Activity Form Implementation Method Objective 

Questioning 
Open-ended & 
reflective Qs 

Guided discussion 
during/after reading 

Develop critical & 
creative thinking 

Role-Playing Character enactment 
Children act out roles and 
scenarios 

Enhance empathy & 
problem-solving 

Situational 
Simulation 

Scenario-based play 
Create environments 
based on stories 

Improve imagination & 
adaptability 

Picture Book 
Creation 

Individual/group book 
making 

Children write and draw 
their own stories 

Foster narrative & 
artistic skills 

 
This table systematically summarizes several educational strategies centered around picture 
books aimed at fostering children's creativity. The framework clearly distinguishes four main 
strategies and specifies their activity formats, specific implementation methods, and 
corresponding developmental objectives. 
 
For example, Where the Wild Things Are (1963) fosters children’s imagination and emotional 
exploration with its fantasy elements and emotional depth; The Day the Crayons Quit (2013) 
guides readers in perspective-taking and problem-solving through personification and humor; 
Horton Hears a Who! (1954) fosters critical thinking and ethical reasoning through themes of 
moral dilemmas and empathy; and The Paper Bag Princess (1980) encourages children to 
challenge traditional concepts and seek innovative solutions by breaking gender stereotypes 
and showcasing resilience. 
 
Table 4 
Key Characteristics of Selected Picture Books and Their Creative Stimuli 

Picture Book 
Title 

Publication 
Year 

Key Creative Elements Associated Creative Skills 

Where the Wild 
Things Are 

1963 
Fantasy elements, 
emotional depth 

Imagination, emotional 
exploration 

The Day the 
Crayons Quit 

2013 Personification, humor 
Perspective-taking, problem-
solving 

Horton Hears a 
Who! 

1954 Empathy, moral dilemmas 
Critical thinking, ethical 
reasoning 

The Paper Bag 
Princess 

1980 
Gender role reversal, 
resilience 

Challenging stereotypes, 
creative solutions 

Journey 2013 
Wordless narrative, visual 
storytelling 

Visual interpretation, narrative 
construction 
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This table systematically summarizes the key features of the classic picture books included in 
this study in terms of their ability to stimulate children's creativity. These books span different 
publishing eras and each embodies its own unique creative elements and corresponding 
ability-building value. 
 
Discussion 
The findings of this study affirm that picture books serve as powerful pedagogical tools for 
nurturing creativity when employed with intentionality and strategic design. The integration 
of visual art with narrative content enables children to engage in dual-coding processes, 
thereby enhancing cognitive engagement and reinforcing memory retention and creative 
associative thinking (Serafini, 2014). Furthermore, pedagogically structured activities—such 
as role-playing and picture book creation—shift children’s role from passive consumers to 
active producers of meaning, effectively aligning with constructivist learning principles which 
emphasize hands-on, participatory knowledge construction (Fang & Low. 2024). Investigation 
of Social Imagination using Wordless Picture Book among Preschoolers. Jurnal Pendidikan 
Bitara UPSI, 17, 86-96.). 
 
Cultural context also emerges as a pivotal factor mediating the efficacy of picture books in 
creativity development. Literature that reflects diverse cultural values and experiences not 
only enhances children's cultural competence but also cultivates cognitive flexibility—an 
essential dimension of creativity in an increasingly globalized world (Dziedziewicz & 
Karwowski.2014). Developing children's intercultural competence and creativity. Thinking 
skills and creativity, 13, 32-42.). By engaging with narratives rooted in varied sociocultural 
settings, children learn to approach problems from multiple perspectives and develop a more 
adaptable and inclusive mindset. 
 
This study contributes to educational practice by offering a structured and actionable 
framework for the intentional integration of picture books into creativity-focused curricula. 
Additionally, it underscores the importance of targeted teacher and parent training programs 
to maximize the benefits of picture-based learning. Without adequate pedagogical support 
and awareness of how to effectively leverage visual and narrative elements, the full potential 
of picture books may remain underexplored. Thus, the implementation of the proposed 
strategies should be coupled with professional development initiatives to ensure optimal 
outcomes in fostering children’s creative and cognitive growth. 
 
Theoretical Implications  
These findings extend both Piagetian and Vygotskian theories of cognitive development in 
important ways. The observed effectiveness of visual metaphors and symbolic elements 
aligns with Piaget's emphasis on symbolic thinking development during the preoperational 
stage, while the crucial role of cultural context and social interaction supports Vygotsky's 
sociocultural framework. Importantly, this study demonstrates that these theoretical 
perspectives are not merely complementary but synergistic—cultural scaffolding enhances 
individual symbolic processing, while individual cognitive readiness shapes responsiveness to 
cultural mediation.  
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Practical Implications for Education  
The validated pedagogical framework offers concrete guidance for educators seeking to 
systematically integrate creativity development into early childhood curricula. The four-
strategy model provides sufficient structure for implementation while maintaining flexibility 
for cultural adaptation. Importantly, the findings suggest that creativity enhancement 
through picture books requires intentional pedagogical design rather than incidental 
exposure. 
 
Conclusion 
Children’s picture books constitute a rich and multifaceted resource for fostering creative 
thinking, leveraging the synergistic power of visual and narrative engagement to stimulate 
cognitive and imaginative processes. When integrated with intentionally designed 
pedagogical strategies—such as open-ended questioning, role-playing, and creative book-
making activities—picture books can significantly enhance young learners’ abilities to think 
divergently, express themselves innovatively, and approach problems with flexibility and 
originality. Educators and parents are strongly encouraged to incorporate these evidence-
based practices into daily learning interactions to support not only creativity but also 
children’s overall cognitive, emotional, and cultural development. Looking forward, future 
research should prioritize longitudinal studies to examine the sustained effects of picture 
book-based creativity training on children’s developmental trajectories across cognitive, 
social, and creative domains. Additionally, further investigation is warranted into the 
adaptation and efficacy of these strategies within increasingly prevalent digital learning 
environments—such as interactive e-books and augmented reality platforms—as well as in 
diverse multicultural settings. Such research will help refine pedagogical approaches and 
expand the potential of picture books as transformative tools in a rapidly evolving educational 
landscape. 
 
This study makes distinct theoretical and contextual contributions that further underscore 
the importance of such future work. Theoretically, it bridges Piaget’s cognitive-developmental 
perspective with Vygotsky’s sociocultural lens, demonstrating their synergistic application in 
understanding how picture books stimulate creativity. It provides empirical evidence that 
visual metaphors fuel individual symbolic processing—aligning with Piaget’s emphasis on 
internal cognitive construction—while culturally-grounded narratives and social interactions 
provide the essential scaffolding, in line with Vygotsky’s concepts of mediated learning. 
Contextually, the research addresses a significant gap in the literature by focusing on folk 
picture books within a non-Western, specifically Chinese, early childhood education setting. 
By moving beyond a Western-centric paradigm of creativity and picture book analysis, it offers 
a culturally adaptive pedagogical framework validated in a distinct socio-cultural environment. 
This enriches the global discourse on creative education by providing a practical model for 
integrating local cultural heritage and narratives into modern teaching practices—effectively 
supporting the dual development of cultural identity and cognitive creativity in young learners. 
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