Comics
, Sequential Art and Graphic Novels as 21st Century Tools to address the Common Core Shifts
By

Mark Geary
Abstract: Teachers are facing additional challenges to meet the requirements of the Common Core State Standards. This article discusses and demonstrates ways sequential art can help teachers meet those challenges, or shifts. Included is an argument for including methods of visual persuasion in required student writing skills.

When looking at the Common Core Standards (CCSS) as part of our state educational resource team in South Dakota, we looked at a variety of ways teachers can meet the challenges of teaching those standards. Since the CCSS allows and encourages readers to engage in multiple texts in multiple formats, comics, graphic novels or, the more technical term, sequential art, is a natural scaffolding point to leverage the current skills students and teachers already have to meet the increasing challenges of a new and different curriculum.
Oregon  has addressed some of the shifts they believe teachers may find when trying to address the implementation of the Common Core. While teachers from other states may not find identical challenges, the framework may prove useful as a method by which we can understand how sequential art can help teachers meet Common Core State Standards challenges.



Shift 1: Increase Reading of Informational Text

In elementary, at least 50% of what students read is informational; in middle school, it is 55%; and by the end of high school, it is 70%.

One of the ways this can be addressed is by making informational texts more engaging, even creating your own (or having your students create) sequential art or comic narratives on the topic. An example of this was created by Dakota State University (DSU) pre-service teachers to supplement and support one of DSU’s alumni, Michael Anderson. Michael teaches sixth grade science in Colorado Springs, and was challenged by the lower-than-6th-grade level reading of his students, and the higher-than-6th-grade reading level of the textbook. To help him address this, DSU pre-service teachers created several supplemental guides to help students enhance their vocabulary while making the scientific concepts more accessible.
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While several different narratives were submitted to Mr. Anderson, he reports that the visual and engaging format of the comics medium, combined with the difficulties the students experienced as low level readers made the narratives delivered in the comics format the best option for engaging them in text.
Shift 2: Text Complexity

In order to prepare students for the complexity of college and career-ready texts, each grade level requires growth in text complexity. Students read the central, grade-appropriate text around which instruction is centered.

This is a somewhat ambiguous term, as text complexity can mean different things to different people.  Certainly if goes beyond doing a Flesch-Kincaid analysis of the reading level. M. R. Lavin (1998) suggested that reading graphic novels may require more complex cognitive skills than the reading of text alone. 
Sequential art can be an excellent tool for presenting complex information. It has the visual advantages of video, but because it is not time constrained, shooting 30 images per second at the viewer, there is time to reflect on the message contained at the student’s own pace. Gene Yang discovered this in his own way when he was forced to miss time from his math class, as he describes and illustrates below.
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This author believes that included in the discussion of text complexity is the need for students to understand writing as a spectrum of skills students need to achieve by adulthood that includes the entire spectrum of reading and writing, including text, images, storyboards, comics and video.

Will Eisner initiate the term “Graphic Novels”, and describes them as “Sequential Art…the arrangement of pictures or images and words to narrate a story or dramatize an idea.” (Comics & Sequential Art, 1985, p. ix)
 
There is a tremendous amount of literature surrounding the use of graphic novels, but one of the key originators of the genre, Will Eisner, says it best when he describes the reader of a graphic novel as the “co-conspirator in the story creation process”. 
Graphic novels and comic strip sequences use the prior knowledge and expectations of the reader to help guide the flow of the visual narrative. In some of the best graphic novels, this is done by giving the reader information using the combination of pictures and words that deliver more than either could separately. For example, in the Pulitzer prize winning graphic novel, Maus, we see a sequence of images carefully arranged to show the authors’ father pedaling a stationary bicycle.
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As you can see, the author-illustrator, Art Spiegelman, carefully puts himself in the background while putting his father’s forearm, with the death camp tattoo in the foreground. This completes the contrary juxtaposition of image and words, where the father is SAYING “No one wants to hear … such stories”, but the image is making the reader connect, and think, “I want to know how that happened, and how he survived!” Since one of the challenges in teaching reading comprehension is getting students to interact with the text, instead of reading passively, it becomes apparent that graphic novels can serve multiple purposes; that of guiding students into an understanding of the storyboarding process AND improving their reading comprehension.

For the last hundred years, professional communications relied heavily on the skill of typing. In the next hundred, it is quite possible that the video medium will be the primary form of communication. To be successful in that medium, students will need to storyboard their ideas, as well as be able to “read” (and write) visual images. Surely the interaction of text, images and video is worthy of a place at the table when text complexity is discussed. Multimodal literacy is increasingly the kind of literacy that students need, surrounded as they are by a multimedia age. Dale Jacobs (2009) argues that while we can admit comics are useful in remedial literacy instruction, to see them purely as a kind of simplified or debased literacy is both counter-productive and untrue.
Shift 3: Academic Vocabulary

Students constantly build the vocabulary they need to be able to access grade-level complex texts across the content areas.

While sometimes stereotyped as “simplistic”, Hayes & Ahrens (1988) show that the oral language of college graduates as the low--17.3 rare words per 1000, and the abstracts of scientific articles as the high—128 of rare words per 1000. Most provocatively. TV cartoons rate higher than prime time TV and comic books introduce more new words than do adult books. Bring in the comic books for vocabulary enhancement! 

The words used in the different contexts were analyzed according to a standard frequency count of English. This frequency count ranks the 86,741 different word forms in English according to their frequency of occurrence in a large corpus of written English. So, for example, the word “the” is ranked number 1, the 10th most frequent word is “it,” the word “know” is ranked 100, the word “pass” is ranked 1,000, the word “vibrate” is 5,000th in frequency, the word “shrimp” is 9,000th in frequency, and the word “amplifier” is 16,000th in frequency. A rare word is defined as one with a rank lower than 10,000; roughly a word that is outside the vocabulary of a fourth to sixth grader.

Rare Words per 1000 
college graduates 17.3 
scientific articles 128.0 
adult books 52.7 
comic books 53.5 
children's books 30.9 
cartoon shows 30.8 
prime-time TV shows 22.7 
In a 1993 study, researchers Hampson & Nelson concluded that the average comic book introduced kids to twice as many words as the average children’s book, and five times as many words as they were likely to be exposed to in the average child-adult conversation. Clearly, comic books and sequential art can be a useful tool in building academic vocabulary. This tendency can be further leveraged by the use of subject specific sequential art, for example, Gonic’s Statistics or Economics. Teachers can also build, or have their students build their own sequential art content area narratives by conversion of youtube instructional video to graphic novel format through reverse storyboarding (discussed in a separate chapter), a process where images are selected from the video, then put into a novel creation tool, such as comic life, and edited to fit the instructional needs or requirements.

Shift 4: Literacy Instruction in Content Areas

Content-area teachers emphasize reading and writing in their planning and instruction for teaching the content. Students learn through reading domain-specific texts in content area classes.

Teachers frequently look at a broad array of technology tools to help students prepare for the 21st Century, and rightfully so. Computers, iPads, mobile devices and a vast assortment of Internet resources all can be used effectively to improve student learning outcomes. The “3R’s”, Reading, “Riting” and “Rithmetic” have been supplemented by an increased focus on the four Cs, Collaboration, Communication , Communication, and Critical Thinking. Critical thinking continues to hold a high priority within the common core standards, but it is sometimes difficult for teachers to grasp the importance of sequential art in the writing process. While attending an Adobe Education Leader workshop in San Jose, I spoke with Kathy Smith, Chair of the University of Southern California Film and Animation graduate program. Her students and program works with film and animation projects at the highest levels, her students have gone on to be leaders in the film and animation industries. Dr. Smith explained what “the best of the best” were doing to keep on top of the rapidly evolving world of animation and film. The results were surprising.

First discussed were course textbooks. This author uses Understanding Comics by Scott McCloud as one of the textbooks for Children’s Literature, as it serves the dual purpose of helping students understand how visual images relate to a story, as well as serving as a primer for developing storyboards for video projects. While visiting the Dakota State University campus bookstore, I was surprised to find that the McCloud book was also used as one of the course texts for Visual Rhetoric, one of the required writing courses at the technology focused Dakota State University. Still more surprising, though, was that fact that Understanding Comics is also used for the capstone course of USC’s Film and Animation graduate program.
 In essence, a comic book was being used as a core text for three college level courses covering children’s literature, persuasive writing and video production at the highest levels. If it works sequential art narratives can help college students and professors learn, why not K12 students?
Dr. Smith explained something I had suspected, but had not had a chance to confirm. Knowing how to “read” the visual images and perspectives in comics is a key component to being able to develop storyboards used in film and animation creation. She also went on to explain that poetry was a critical part of the course, as it helped students develop and understanding of timing and rhythm so crucial to successful film and animation projects.

Graphic novels can help students develop their visual literacy skills, as they will see both a wide variety of visual styles as well as writing styles. In addition, where movies and videos are time constrained (one of the reasons poetry is important), graphic novels are not. Movies have difficulty displaying thinking, often needing to artificially add another person for dialog to occur, graphic novels do not. In a graphic novel, all that is typically needed is the cloud-shaped speech bubble.

Comic books have been tested for instructional effectiveness. As early as World War II, research showed the instructional comics created by Will Eisner outperformed the instructional manual for effectiveness. In the Comic Book History of Comics, Van Lente and Dunlavey describe:
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The research on the effectiveness of the comic format has continued. Stephen Krashen (2004) notes in his book, The Power of Reading, that comic books often serve as an intermediary, helping readers become more linguistically proficient before moving on to heavier reading. While graphic novels are frequently recognized  for their ability to help students develop an increased interest in reading, increase literacy - in the broad sense of the word, develop vocabulary, and develop an interest in a broad range of topics (DeVos, 1999), they have the additional benefit of being able to help students read and write storyboards. By stimulating the creative imagination, students develop an increased understanding of how meaning is found in visual phenomena. Both comic specific and more general reading comprehension strategies have been used to improve reading skills using graphic novels (Brenna 2013, p 88-94)
We can gauge the importance of the video medium, to a degree, by following it’s widespread increase and use through society. YouTube alone generates more content every 60 days than NBC, CBS and ABC combined did in their first 60 years
. To be successful in the video medium, students need to know how to storyboard to communicate their ideas. We do not need all of our students to be Steven Spielberg, but we do need to teach them how to communicate effectively in the 21st century. Sequential art does more than just help struggling readers, it is the stepping stone needed to scaffold writing skills for our students to become effective producers of content, letting their voices be heard in the next generation of communication tools.
Conclusion
There has been much discussion about the benefits of using sequential art in the classroom, but it frequently stops short of exploring the greater potentials. It is widely recognized that sequential art, whether called comics or graphic novels, can help struggling readers be more successful. What is frequently overlooked is the place comics have in developing students writing capabilities in a world where communicating visually is a increasingly more important skill. As our schools make the transition to common core standards, it is important to recognize that there are multiple ways that comics can help teachers make the necessary shifts needed to be successful.
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