Chp 7 Using Graphic Novels and Visual Tools in the Core Content Areas

The Common Core requests/requires that students work to get information from multiple sources. It also requires a level of comprehension that teachers are not used to teaching and students are not used to doing. Graphic novels and sequential art then becomes a ideal auxiliary supplement a additional source of information that aides student comprehension.

There are two primary formats for sequential art in the core content areas. Story, or narrative format involves creating a story around the content to be covered. Instructional sequential art presents the information in a straight forward manner, but relies heavily on the sequencing of images to convey the story. This format involves use of both the right and left brain functions, combining the right brain visual function with the left brain linear and verbal functions. While not working specifically with sequential art, Novak found in his work with concept maps that only when the two sides of the brain are engaged is retention maximized.

An example of how sequential art can be used in nonstory format in science can be seen in Golick;s DNA as he describes Gregor Mendel’s findings  here:
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The Imaginative Education Research Group (IERG) has been working for years on ways of making nonfiction content engaging. Spearheaded by the renowned author, Dr. Kieran Egan, the IERG works with schools across the world to see how dry content can be made engaging. To achieve this, they have developed planning frameworks, which can also be very useful in helping to plan a engaging graphic narrative of the content in question. The two frameworks my students and I have found most useful for this is the mythic and romantic framework.
Mythic Framework

The Mythic framework, or understanding revolves around finding out what is a sharp contrast, or binary opposite in the topic.  Common binary opposites include the contrasts between:

respect / disrespect 

oppression / liberty 

dominance / subordination 

balanced / unsteady 

survival / death 

starvation / gluttony 

life / death 

drought / flooding 

identity / nameless 

belong / not belong 

healthy / unhealthy 

confront / compromise 

health / sickness 

risk taking / safety 

wealth / destitution 

success / defeat 

take / release 

give / take 

victory / defeat 

force / work with it 

beautiful/ ugly 

pride / shame 

clean / filthy 

gigantic / miniscule 

Tannis Calder has developed a circular framework for understanding what aspects of binary opposites might be developed into story format for teaching.
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As you can see, front and center with Tannis’ version is the idea of forming images, exactly the concept needed to create sequential art.

Romantic Framework

The Romantic Framework is the second major approach of the IERG. With the Romantic Framework, one tries to build engagement with a topic by looking at it’s inherent romantic qualities. Looking for romanitic quallities is key to this approach. Some keywords of romantic qualities include:

	Accountability 

Accuracy 

Acumen 

Adaptability 

Altruism 

Attention to Detail 

Beauty 

Believing in Yourself 

Bravery 

Calm 

Caring 

Charity 

Cleanliness 

Collaboration 

Compassion 

Concentration 

Courage 

Creativity 

Curiosity 

Dedication 

Determination 


	Discernment 

Efficiency 

Encouragement 

Enthusiasm 

Fairness 

Flexibility 

Foresight 

Forethought 

Friendship 

Giving 

Generosity 

Hard Work 

Honesty 

Humour 

Imagination 

Impartiality 

Independence 

Ingenuity 

Innovation 

Insight 

Integrity 


	Intelligence 

Justness 

Kindness 

Life Giving 

Life Long Learning 

Love 

Loyalty 

Meticulousness 

Modesty 

Organization 

Patience 

Peaceful 

Perseverance 

Persistence 

Philanthropy 

Potency 

Power 

Reliability 

Resilience 

Resourcefulness 

Respect 


	Selflessness 

Self-sacrifice 

Responsibility 

Reverence 

Saving 

Scholarship 

Self Esteem 

Sense of Community 

Sensitivity 

Steadfastness 

Stewardship 

Strength 

Sustainability 

Teamwork 

Tenacity 

Thoroughness 

Thrift 

Understanding 

Unselfishness 

Valour 

Wisdom


There is also a circular guide for the romantic frame work, as seen here:
Romantic Imaginative Education Brainstorming Chart 
(The Cognitive Tools of Literacy)
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In this framework, we look at the academic content area as a reporter would, saying “What is the story behind this topic?” In either framework, we are still looking for good wriitng that engages the student quickly with a good narrative hook, then gives students content information will propelling them through the flow of the narrative. With students doing the creating, though, the bar does not need to meet the standards of a best seller – if it is more engaging than the average textbook for keeping their interest in the topic, it is a success.
Teaching Math graphically

Ways of helping visual learners create math 

Graphic math books may sound like a difficult concept for students to create, but they can generate ideas from and remix videos as a starting point. Whether they are remixing Khan Academy or Donald Duck excerpts from Youtube, the process of selecting WHICH IMAGES and WHICH words to use makes this qualify as a Webb’s level four questioning extended project, and make it a ideal Common Core Math AND English Language project.

An example of a reverse storyboard can be seen here:
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Donald Duck is introduced to a game of billards, a interesting format for thinking of a engaging way of understanding angles.
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Teaching Science graphically

Graphic science books have been around for quite some time. A favorite children’s book is the Magic Schoolbus series, and while not usually considered to be a graphic novel, it does incorporate and exemplify how sequential art can be used to enhance understanding of a content area. Student examples of sequential art can range from documenting the series of steps involved in a science project visually to a full blown narrative. Teachers could use this professional example from the graphic textbook to stimulate some ideas:
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Teaching Social Studies graphically


Ways of helping visual learners create Social Studies

One of the quick and easy tools for creating graphic narratives is the webbased comic creation tool, Pixton.com. Unfortunately, the range of pixton images and backgrounds can be limited when students are trying to explain a complex concept. In this project, though, students used pixton as a starting point, pulled that image into a powerpoint, then used powerpoint to copy over a more advanced and detailed image. See the example below how they used pixton and additional images to create a story format around the westward expansion.
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Notice that both the museum front and the map are imported images that flow into the story. (Note: When planning, students should be sure to leave those pixton frames that will be covered blank).
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In this example, the students have edited the background from their pixton image out, and layered the students in over the top of a postage stamp image. While this technique is easily within the grasp of most high school students, I would not recommend it for middle grades and below, unless you KNOW some student has photoshop editing ability.

Teaching English graphically

Graphic English books/Literature resources are the most common graphic novels, and lend them to any use you could use a regular book for to teach English. However, they have the additional advantage of being able to demonstrate the concept visually, in sequential format. In this example from Fagin the Jew, we get a understanding of the words Jew, Star of Israel and gentile from the visual examples provided.
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Colloquial language- students can study the use of colloquial English in order to expand their vocabulary skills and their understanding of slang and idiomatic expressions. This is especially beneficial for ESOL students.

Literary Genres-Students will examine a variety of graphic novels in order to study the different genres they represent…drama, humor, science fiction, fantasy, action, horror, satire, historical fiction, etc. For example, The Invention of Hugo Cabaret uses a historical fiction format to tell the story of a orphaned boy living inside the inner workings of a train station, fixing clocks as his father had taught him.
[image: image13.png]



The novel is a great combination of both text and images, and would certainly not be successful as a audio book without extensive re-editing to remove the reliance on images.

There are thousands of graphic novel examples that could be used to teach any form of English, but it is worth noting here that some students feel constrained by their percieved lack of art skills. They needn’t be. Dan Roam, in his book, Back of the Napkin,  describes how images can be conveyed visually using just stick figures using his four steps of visual thinking.
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Dan Roam isolates what are essential five binary opposites, simpple vs elaborate, quality vs quantiy, vision vs execution, indivdiual vs comparison and change vs as-is  to form the basis of his visuals.
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 While primarily intended for business users, the concept frees students to use stick figures to expond upon a event or create a story. In the example below, the audio file from the hindenburg was used to create the “Stick Figure Theater”, a popular Youtube site.
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The announcer opens the scene
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Establishing a midrange shot
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Trouble at the Hindenburg docking site – notice how the emotions are displayed visually, reflecting the announcers intonation on the audio file.
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Panic is obvious, even with stick figures.

Using any of the tools shown above, Pixton.com, reverse storyboarding of movies online or creation of original graphics using only stick figures, students can create engaging content and study guides out of any set of information in their academic classes, no matter how complex.
