
EDUCATE THE EDUCATORS ABOUT GRAPHIC
NOVELS: FIVE TIPS FOR SUCCESS

School libraries can hardly keep graphic novels
on their shelves. Enthusiasm for the genre
has led many librarians to question how such
novels might be infused into normal curricula.
However, many librarians who have proposed
such an integration have learned that their
colleagues do not share their enthusiasm.
From the teachers' perspective, it may sound
like a proposal to replace Twain and London
with Spiderman and Archie. They are skeptical,
at best, as to whether graphic novels are
sufficiently challenging, and worried about
how selecting such novels might be perceived
Kw •uo.re outside the classroom.

in faced with knee-jerk resistance, don't
just retreat back to the library. Consider
some of these helpful tips for convincing
educators of the value of graphic novels in
the classroom.

TIP 1: EOUCATE TEACHERS ABOUT GRAPHIC NOVELS.
Skepticism about the pedagogical value of graphic novels is almost as

ubiquitous as the novels themselves. Researchers have found that educators

often resist utilizing graphic novels in the classroom because they are

perceived as "subliterature" (Viadero l). Others worry that graphic novels

will diminish the importance of text, replace quality texts, or discourage the

reading of other genres (Butcher and Manning 68). And with the pressures

produced by the No Child Left Behind Act, some teachers feel they cannot

justify inclusion of graphic novels in the curriculum given that such novels

are not covered on standardized tests (Schwarz, "Expanding Literacies" 63).

Perhaps the most important impediment is confusion over the distinction

between comic books and graphic novels. Schwarz defines the graphic

novel as "a longer and more artful version of the comic book bound as a

'real book'" ("Expanding Literacies" 58). But, while graphic novels resemble

comic books in format, there is great divergence when it comes to

substance. Graphic novels have covered topics as serious as the Holocaust
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(Spiegelman's Maus; A Survivor's Tale), Hurricane

Katrina (Neufeld's A.D.: New Orleans after the

Deluge), and even September li (Jacobsen and

Colon's The9/u Report: A Graphic Adaptation).

Making educators aware of this distinction is a

crucial first step toward incorporating graphic

novels in school curricula.

The academic value of graphic novels is

difficult to dispute. Schwarz, for example,

argues that "reading graphic novels requires

students to use more complex cognitive

skills than reading the text alone" ("Graphic

Novels" 262-263). The genre is also increasingly

embraced within academia. For instance, in

January 2009 the first academic conference for

"Graphica in Education" was held at Fordham

University's Graduate School of Education.

Thus, although the novels are embraced by

large segments of students, librarians, and

academics, there is still a need to educate and

persuade school teachers and administrators.

TIP 2: DEMONSTRATETHE LITERARY MERIT
OF GRAPHIC NOVELL
Graphic novels are gaining recognition in the

literary world with books like Art Spiegelman's

Maus; A Survivor's Tale winning the Pulitzer

Prize in 1992. And while author Brian Selznick

doesn't consider The Invention of Hugo Cabret

to be a pure graphic novel, as it is told in

both pictures and words, this 2008 Caldecott

winner represents a definitive shift in what is

perceived as high-quality children's literature.

Some scholars and teachers are beginning to

realize "that in a media-dominated society,

one traditional literacy—reading and writing

of print—is no longer sufficient" (Schwarz,

"Expanding Literacies" 59). Today's students

must be able to read, comprehend, and analyze

a variety of modes and forms of texts, and that

includes graphic novels. By continuing to push

traditional methods of text onto our students,

we will only continue to "drive a wedge between

what is focused on in school and what children

are actually reading" (Fitzsimmons 19). As

educators, we must attempt to harness the value

of these resources and use them in such a way

that maximizes the benefits for students.
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TIP 3: SHOW TEACHERS THE NATURAL CONNECTIONS

BETWEEN GRAPHIC NOVELS AND THE CURRICULA.

In the past, many educators were under the

impression that graphic novels were only for

reluctant readers, boys, and ELL students. While

these students certainly benefit from exposure

to graphic novels, students of all levels (even

gifted) can be challenged by graphic novels.

Graphic novels can "relate big themes and topics

by tapping into the way students are already

learning naturally" (Cleaver 34).

Perhaps the most promising opportunity for

graphic novel usage is as a supplement to

existing curriculum elements (Carter 2009). A

number of nonfiction titles, historical fiction

works, biographies, and even autobiographies

have been pubiished recently in the graphic

novel world that would be positive additions

or supplements to the current curriculum. For

example. Icon Books' Introducing... series

offers an array of graphic guides for secondary

students on everything from capitalism and

Hinduism to quantum theory and Shakespeare.

Rosen Publishing has also released a nonfiction

series that contains graphic battles of the

Civil War, mythology, and discoveries, as well

as "junior" titles for younger students. Given

the chance, these titles could appear outside

the English and language arts classroom,

contributing to interdisciplinary thematic

units, or even serving as an introduction to a

new concept or content area. But this will only

happen if school librarians make teachers aware

of these interesting enrichment possibilities.

TIP k ILLUSTRATE THE POTENTIAL AVENUES OF STUOY HADE
POSSLBLEHULSING GRAPHIC NOVELS IN THE CLASSROOM.
In English and language arts classrooms,

many of the literary elements and plot

devices studied in traditional texts can also be

examined in graphic form. Characterization,

plot development, analysis, and concepts like

suspense, onomatopoeia, and many more can be

explored through graphic novels. Visual literacy

can also be promoted in the study of graphic

novels. Kids may be at ease combining text

information and the visuals, but with graphic

novels, the difficult skill of making inferences

can be practiced. Students have to make sense of

what is happening in the story based on what is

and is not present in the frames. This makes for

excellent practice for readers of any level

and age.

Beyond literary elements and analysis, graphic

novels offer unique opportunities for writing and

art activities. Looking at a page of frames from a

graphic novel that has minimal dialog or narration,

students could be given the task to add dialog to

the scene. Or, more advanced students could be

given the task of taking a page from a picture book

for mature audiences, like Shaun Tan's The Arrival,

and making it into narrative work. Students would

need to fill in the blanks for their potential readers

by describing the scene, explaining the action,

developing the conflict, and if necessary, creating

dialog between the characters.

Allowing students the opportunity to examine

the power of color and visuals combined with

text is a worthwhile task. While this can be

done in isolation by having students reflect on

the effect of the author's choice of colors (or

lack thereof), students can also compare works

that have been done in both color and black

and white (like Jeff Smith's Bone series). And,

of course, there is always the idea of having

students create their own graphic novels. When

continued on page 38

Graphic novels are gaining recognition in the liter-
ary world with books like Art Spiegelnian's Maus:
A Survivor's Tale winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1992.
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of online harassment. StopCyberbuUying.org's

"Stop, Block, Tell" technique emphasizes the

need to stop before responding impulsively in a

negative way suggests blocking the cyberbully

to prevent further communication, and telling

an adult about the incident. Students need

to understand the importance of reporting

incidences of cyberbuUying so that others do not

become victims. Parry Aftab, an Internet privacy

and security lawyer, has been instrumental

in providing students, parents, teachers, and

schools with self-help presentations on how to

respond when a cyberbuUying incident occurs.

WORKING WITH PARENTS

Teaching parents about Internet safety and

helping them establish rules for Internet use

is another way to play an active role in the

prevention of cyberbuUying. On their website.

Common Sense Media offers "Parent Tips,"

helping parents establish a code of conduct

for technology use. These tips include such

items as appropriate online behavior, limiting

online socialization, privacy issues such as

password and identification information,

and communication about cyberbuUying

incidents. Additionally, you can help parents

develop Internet and smartphone use

contracts with their children to ensure that

children understand what is considered

appropriate and non-appropriate online

behavior. Examples of such contracts have

been developed by Hinduja and Patchin (2009).

Tips for establishing online rules and Internet/

cell phone use contracts can be included in

a written brochure designed for parents or

presented to parents at school functions, such

as Family Fun Night or PTA meetings.

TAKING A LEADERSHIP ROLE
CyberbuUying is an increasing challenge

for 21st century educators. School library

media specialists can have an active role in

addressing cyberbuUying in schools through

establishing policies on cyberbuUying and

promoting awareness and prevention of this

form of bullying.

Dr. Terry Diamanduros is an associate professor in the Leadership,

Technology, and Humari Development Department in the College of

Education, Georgia Southern University in Statesboro, Georgia. Terry

may be reached at tdiamanduros@georgiasouthern.edu.

Dr. Elizabeth Downs is a professor in the Leadership, Technology,

and Human Development Department in the College of Education,

Georgia Southern University in Statesboro, Georgia She may be

reached at edowns@georgiasouthern.edu.
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EDUCATE THE EDUCATORS ABOUT GRAPHIC NOVELS (CONTINUED FROM PG. 35)

I taught seventh grade English, i included

a graphic novel unit that culminated with

students transforming a one-page memoir they

had written earlier in the year into a graphic

novel. Although the project was time-intensive

and required a great deal of scaffolding,

the students' final products were powerful,

meaningful, and a great source of pride for them.

TIP 5: OFFER TO COLLABORATE WITH YOUR COLLEAGUES
TO CREATE MEANINGFUL AND AUTHENTIC LEARNING
EXPERIENCES USING GRAPHIC NOVELS.
Make use of your expertise and experience with

this genre to help educators select appropriate

titles to complement their units of study.

Teachers will appreciate your review and

selection of the titles for overall appropriateness,

and wiUingness to help them create subjects

for lessons. Or, if you see a specific title that

you feel could greatly benefit the students,

do not hesitate to bring it to the attention

of the curriculum supervisor of the relevant

department. If your educators are concerned

about complaints from parents, help them craft

a rationale to support the use of the book. If

there is controversial material in the graphic

novel, address how it will be explained in class.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
The fact that students are already voraciously

reading graphic novels cannot be ignored.

As librarians we need to capitalize on this

opportunity and look for ways to implement

this genre across the curriculum—not as a

replacement but as a supplement or a study of

the genre in isolation. We must also emphasize

the legitimacy of graphic novels as literature.

Specifically we must address the confusion

regarding the distinction between comic books

and graphic novels. Through conversation and

the sharing of resources, help your colleagues

see how this genre can support and supplement

the curricula. Something as simple as dropping

a book in a teacher's mailbox can go a long way

when a message is attached directing them to the

curricular connection. Finally, don't leave your

colleagues hanging. Offer yourself as a resource

for selecting appropriate texts, and collaborate

on lesson plans that will encourage and develop

meaningful learning. If we can take advantage
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of the popularity of this genre, in the process we

may be able to build bridges between teachers and

students, promote literacy, and provide innovative

ways of learning across the curriculum.

Julie Rick is a recent graduate of the University of Michigan's

School of Information, and media speciaiist at the St Francis of

Assisi School in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
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