
Graphic
novels are
one of the
hottest
formats to hit
the library
world since
audio books
became
popular back
in the late
1980s. From

headlining the Young Adult Library
Service Association’s (YALSA) Teen
Read Week in 2002 to numerous
appearances on the covers of the
most widely circulated professional
journals in the past year, these
exciting, adventurous, and
aesthetically appealing book-length
comics are attracting a new
generation of young library users.
According to Ty R. Burns, Co-head
Librarian at Cypress Spring High
School in Cypress, Texas, and
Chairperson of the YALSA 2003
Quick Pick for Reluctant Readers
Committee, there has been a
significant rise in circulation since
the introduction of graphic novels to
his school’s library collection earlier
this year. He also believes that
graphic novels have played a major
role in attracting students to his
library who might not have otherwise
stopped by to check out a book for
independent reading.

With budgets growing smaller each
year and impending budget cuts
looming on the horizon, parents and
administrators who do not
understand the legitimate value of
graphic novels may consider these
materials superfluous. However,
preteens and teens today are growing
up amidst a technological revolution,
from digital television to digitally
enhanced computer games on the
Internet. Unlike any preceding
generation, this group of readers is
comfortable with non-text visual
media and is therefore more at ease
“reading” the combination of words
and pictures that is utilized in the

graphic-style format to tell a story.
Additionally, the publication of a
large number of critically acclaimed,
curriculum-related graphic novels
during the last decade that address
history, politics, literature, and social
issues help validate this format and
justify its inclusion in any school
library collection.

School library media specialists have
a greater challenge than public
librarians when it comes to
incorporating graphic novels into
their collections: in addition to
selecting developmentally appropriate
and appealing books, they also have
to choose books that can be
integrated into the existing school
curriculum. A large selection of
nonfiction and fiction titles created in
the comic-style format is currently
being published that complement
areas of study in middle
school and high school. The
following list of critically
acclaimed and award-
winning graphic novels—on
topics such as the Holocaust,
Judaism, Women’s History,
Inventors, and one
particularly timely theme,
war, could easily be
integrated into an existing
school library collection and
used in a thematic booktalk.

Here are a few great
examples of curriculum-
related graphic novels that
you can incorporate into
your school library
collection:

Cooke, John B. and John
Morrow (eds.). Streetwise:
Autobiographical Stories by
Comic Book Professionals.
TwoMorrows Publishing,
2000. (1893905047) Grade
10 and Up. This collection of
autobiographies features the
illustrated life stories 
of some of the biggest names
in the comic publishing
industry, including Sergio

Aragones, Paul Chadwick, Will
Eisner, Jack Kirby, Joe Kubert, Art
Spiegelman, and more.

Gonick, Larry. Cartoon History of
the Universe. Doubleday, 1997.
(0385265204) Grade 9 and Up. A
combination of entertaining and
educational information, this graphic
novel is funny in addition to being
enlightening, multicultural,
humanistic, and filled with both
factual and trivial information that
will be of interest to readers of all ages. 

Hosler, Jay. Clan Apis. Active
Synapse, 2000. (096772550X) Grade
5 and Up. An illustrated biography of
a honeybee named Nyuki, this
graphic novel is an original and
creative combination of scientific
detail and in-depth illustrations
describing the life cycle and natural
environment of the honeybee. 
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BOOKTALKING WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS

If you are visiting a classroom to present books
that share a common theme, be sure to include a
few graphic novels to showcase along with the
traditional text-only books that teachers and
students will most likely be expecting. This
inclusion of graphic novels in these booktalks will
serve two purposes: (1) to inform both the
teacher and the students that graphic novels are
a legitimate and viable format and (2) to let the
students know that the library has graphic novels
available for check out. Choose at least two
genres (i.e., superhero, manga, realistic fiction,
science-fiction, graphic journalism) of graphic
novels to help demonstrate diversity and range.
Remember that booktalking graphic novels is not
different from booktalking text-only titles, except
that you will want to try to show as much of the
artwork as possible while focusing on the story
itself. If possible, use either a digital projector and
scanned images or an overhead projector and
transparencies to project sample images on a
screen, as this will make it easier to talk about the
story and show artwork at the same time.
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Kubert, Joe. Fax From Sarajevo: 
A Story of Survival. Dark Horse Comics,
1998. (1569713464) Grade 10 and Up. With
explicit descriptions and intense images
created in stark black-and-white style,
Kubert gives a real face to the atrocities of
war with this chronicle of one family’s daily
struggle with the violence, destruction, and
“ethnic cleansing” that took place in
Sarajevo during the Serbian invasion of
Bosnia in the 1990s.

Hosler, Jay. The Sandwalk Adventures: An
Adventure in Evolution Told in Five
Chapters. Active Synapse, 2003.
(0976725518) Grade 5 and Up. As hard as it
might be to believe, this graphic novel is a
comic adaptation of Darwin’s theory of
natural selection. Easy to read, easy to
comprehend, and entertaining in addition to
being informative, this sophomore
publication by science cartoonist Jay Hosler
is easily as enjoyable and educational as his
first work, Clan Apis.

Miller, Frank and Lynn Varley. 300. Dark
Horse Comics, 1999. (1569714029) Grade 9
and Up. This award-winning graphic novel
about a famous battle between the Spartans
and the Persians is an amalgamation of
historical fact and fantasy. An epic tale, this
is the story of the Battle of Thermopylae in
which 300 Spartans sacrificed themselves
in order to hold off the massive Persian
Army. 

Ottaviani, Jim. Dignifying Science. G. T.
Labs, 2000. (0966010612) Grade 8 and Up.
This award-winning graphic anthology is a
collection of true stories about some of the
most famous women of scientific discovery
in history, including Marie Curie, Rosalind
Franklin, Birute Galdikas, Barbara
McClintock, Lise Meitner, Emmy Noether,
and Hedy Lamarr. (Yes, Hedy Lamarr the
actress. Read the book to find out more
about her innovative idea that revolutionized
communication.) 

Ottaviani, Jim, et. al. Fallout. G. T. Labs,
2001. (0966010639) Grade 9 and Up. This
graphical depiction of the story of the atom
bomb provides an in-depth portrayal of
both the creators and the events that led up
to the creation of a weapon capable of mass
destruction. 

Ottaviani, Jim. Two-Fisted Science: Stories
About Scientists. G. T. Labs, 2001.
(0966010620) Grade 8 and Up. An anthology
of short stories featuring real scientists,
including Nobel laureate physicist Richard
Feynman, Galileo, Hans Bethe, Bertrand
Russell, Albert Einstein, and Isaac Newton,
this book is a unique and intelligent
introduction to some of the most notable and
colorful characters in the scientific world.

Sacco, Joe. Palestine. Fantagraphics Books,
2002. (156097432X) Grade 10 and Up. In the
early 1990s, graphic journalist Joe Sacco
spent two months observing the Palestinians
who were living under Israeli occupation.
Upon returning to the United States, Sacco
documented his experiences in an award-
wining series of comics, now collected in this
one-volume trade paperback.

Sacco, Joe. Safe Area Gora_de.
Fantagraphics Books, 2002. (1560974702)
Grade 10 and Up. After an extended stay in
a U.N.-designated safe area,
cartoonist/reporter Joe Sacco returned to
the United States to record his time there.
This work of comic nonfiction is not only
an amazing story, but also a snapshot of
history.

Shanower, Eric. Age of Bronze, Volume 1: A
Thousand Ships. Image Comics, 2001.
(1582402000) Grade 7 and Up. A work of
beauty and substance, this graphic novel by
Eisner Award–winning artist Eric Shanower
is the first of a seven-volume series about
the Trojan War.

Spiegelman, Art. Maus: A Survivor’s Tale:
And Here My Troubles Began. Pantheon
Books, 1992. (0679729771) Grade 7 and Up.
A brilliant allegory created in a comic-style
format, Maus is the story of the Holocaust.
The World War II era becomes a "maus-trap,"
with the European Jews portrayed as
defenseless mice, who are taken away by the
Poles (pigs) and German Nazis (rats).
Created by award-winning author/cartoonist
Art Spiegelman, this is the only graphic
novel to have ever won the Pulitzer Prize.  

Sturn, James. The Golem’s Mighty Swing.
Drawn & Quarterly, 2001. (1896597459)
Grade 7 and Up. An amalgamation of baseball
legend and Jewish lore, this graphic novel set
in the 1920s centers around the Stars of
David, a traveling Jewish Baseball Team, and
a publicity stunt that goes terribly wrong
when the team decides to publicize their only
African American team member as a
“golem,” or artificially created human that
has supernatural life, according to Jewish
legend.

Tolkien, J.R.R., illustrated by David Wenzel.
The Hobbit: An Illustrated Edition of the
Fantasy Classic [abridged]. Ballantine Books,
2001. (0345445600) Grade 7 and Up. A
beautiful adaptation filled with captivating
illustrations, this graphic novel does Tolkien’s
original novel justice by bringing both the
mystery and magic of Middle-Earth to life. �

Michele Gorman is a Wired for Youth Librarian at the
Austin Public Library in Austin, Texas.
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