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Abstract  

 For most of the 20th century, comics and graphic novels have not been considered wor-

thy of inclusion in curricula by Educators. Comics have been blamed for juvenile delinquency 

and poor literacy skill acquisition (Wertham, 1954; McCloud, 1993, 2000). Yet recently educa-

tors have taken comics into the classroom instead of to the incinerator.  Comics are now consid-

ered by educators to be useful for a variety of reasons (Jacobs, 2007). This paper will explain 

why narrative art is important for visual arts education.  Then it will discuss how comics have 

been treated by educators in the 20th century. a brief discussion of how literacy educators now 

advocate inclusion of comics as a scaffold for traditional literacy education will follow. The pa-

per concludes with an exploration of  comics as an application of the theory of multiliteracies 

and gives practical implications for art educators.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 Fisher (1987) coined the phrase, homo narrans. Fisher believes to be human is to be a 

storyteller.  He theorizes that all communication is a form of narrative. Bruner (1991) theorized 

that we organize our experiences and memories mainly in the form of narrative, such as stories, 

myths and explanations. Clark (2010) goes further and says we learn narratively; first, by    

hearing stories, second, by telling stories. She writes, “Narrative and sense making and learning 

are all connected” (Clark, 2010, p. 6). If Fisher‟s belief that all people are storytelling creatures, 

we must nurture the storytelling in our students to help them discover their own humanity and 

the humanity of others.  
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CHAPTER 2 

THINKING INSIDE THE BOXES 

 Comic books offer a unique way to tell stories, because they are temporal in nature.  

Comics create a sense of time passing through the juxtaposition of images.  The reader can   

follow the story at their own pace– lingering on images or phrases as they choose.  In this way, 

comics have more in common with Giotto‟s sequence of frescos in the Arena Chapel that depict 

the life of Christ than with film that projects each image at a standard twenty-four frames per 

second. 

 Up until very recently, comics were not considered worthwhile for use in the classroom.  

In the early part of the new century, waves of articles were published linking comics to helping 

students read traditional prose. Jacobs (2007) states, “in emphasizing the motivational, visual 

permanency (in the way it slows down the flow of information), intermediacy, and the popular, 

such approaches inadvertently  and ironically align themselves with Wertham‟s ideas about the 

relationship between word and image, even while bringing comics into the mainstream of    

education” (p. 20). 

 To relegate comics to just a way to motivate reluctant readers because they are easier to 

read or appear more interesting, is to only use a fraction of their potential.  “Reading can in-

volve the reading of written text, interacting and responding as well as viewing and listening, 

while „writing‟ can involve talking, interacting designing and producing” (Walsh, 2008, p. 102). 

  

2



CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSION 

 Educators‟ belief about the impact comics have on learning has changed significantly 

throughout the last century.  Comics were once considered a menace to traditional literacy skills 

acquisition.  However, more recently, comics have been appreciated as a legitimate text to 

include when teaching traditional reading and writing.  As hybrid texts become a more 

prominent form of communication, comics will be a rewarding way to teach students to 

navigate these texts.  The making of comics will be an occasion to give voice to their own 

multimodal stories to share with the world.  A multimodal comic book text is contained in 

Appendix A and further outlines my argument for its importance and inclusion in visual arts 

education. 
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While most comics do not employ as many designs as this 

panel, or at least not constantly, I use it to illustrate 

how much information is packed into one small section of a 

page.  

in this panel from 
David Mazzucchelli’s 
Asterios Polyp (2009), 
several design 
elements are used 
to engage various 
modes of meaning.  
It uses visual 
design elements 
such as lines to 
describe the 
figures and color 
to convey the 
lighting on the bus.  

finally, It combines the 
visual, linguistic and audio 
designs by using different 
shaped speech balloons 
and fonts to give a visual 
representation of what two 
different voices sound like.

this panel 

also employs 

gestural 

design to show 

Asterios 

turning away 

from the bum in 

disgust.  

We could begin to engage the spatial mode in 
concert with the linguistic and the visual mode 
if we began to change the sizes of various 
words, changed the kerning between letters 
or leading between lines of text.  

we already have 
three modes at work 
to create meaning 
that surpasses the 
written text, and we 
have not even 
incorporated images 
with the text.
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The traditional skills mentioned previously can have their 

rules selectively ignored or expressionistically 

exaggerated to further explore human aspirations, fears, 

and fantasies. 

Expressively drawn or 

exaggerated figures can 

symbolically communicate 

meaning beyond typical body 

language. 11

As can expressive qualities of 

caricatured facial expressions. 
distorted perspective can 

be utilized to enhance the 

sense of drama 
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and implied space can be 

used to heighten 

excitement.

There can be an economic and 

minimalist approach to spaciousness 

for symbolic purposes.

a montage of images can be used to externally exhibit 

internal emotions.

magic realism is often employed in comics in a way that would 

not be as believable in film or prose. 12 
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Endnotes

1. The Majority of the literature refers to Comics and  
 Graphic Novels, therefore I have chosen to remain 
 consistent with the literature referenced in this  
 article. I find these terms to be problematic   
 because they do not Accurately describe the 
 artwork.  Mccloud (1993) Proposes the term, 
 “sequential art”, which is descriptive of narrative art,  
 but is  broader than “comics”.  I prefer “Cartoons”,  
 because the term is not as easily confused with a  
 person who tells jokes.
 
 For a more in depth discussion of some of the flaws  
 in McCloud’s definition, see Horrocks (2001) and Cohn  
 (2010).  Both articles can be found online:
 http://www.hicksville.co.nz/Inventing%20Comics.htm
 http://www.emaki.net/readings.html

2. From “The Arrival,” By Shaun Tan, copyright 2007,   

 Arthur A. Levine Books. Permission pending.
3. Students who are entertained by familiar characters  
 such as Garfield are more likely to keep returning  
 to books (McVicker, 2007; Norton, 2003).
4. Adapted from a chart originally found on p. 26 of New  
 London Group. (2000). Multiliteracies: Literacy 
 Learning and the Design of Social Futures. London :  
 Routledge.
5. image credit: “Transverse Line” by w. kandinsky, 1923.
6. image Credit: “Broadway Boogie Woogie” by p. Mondrian, 1942.
7. from “Repetition. Sound. Appropriation.” by derik badman.  
 copyright 2007, derik badman. used with permission.
8. from “gray horses” by hope larson, copyright 2006, oni  
 press. permission pending.
9. from “understanding Comics” by Scott Mccloud. Copyright  
 1993, HarperPerennial. permission pending.
10. images credits from top to bottom left to right:
 “Blankets,” by craig thompson, copyright    

  2003-2004 top shelf productions. Permission  

  pending.

 “The Adventures of Tintin: Volume 4,” by herge, 

  copyright 1991 Little, Brown and Company.  

  Permission pending.

 “Angel Mimic,” by Moto Hagio, copyright 2010 fanta 

  graphic books. permission pending.

 “American Born Chinese” by Gene Yang, copyright 2006  

  square fish. permission pending.

 “Dance with the ventures,” by Johnathan bennett,  

  copyright 2005, johnathan bennett.
11. images credits from top to bottom left to right:
 “Blankets,” by craig thompson, copyright    
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  2003-2004 top shelf productions. Permission  

  pending.

 “The Adventures of Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest kid  

  on earth,” by Chris Ware, copyright 2000 

  fantagraphic books. permission pending.

 “The Adventures of Tintin: Volume 4,” by herge, 

  copyright 1991 Little, Brown and Company.  

  Permission pending.

 “Yotsuba&! Volume 8,” by kiyohiko azuma, copyright  

  2010 yen press.
 “Blankets,” by craig thompson, copyright    

  2003-2004 top shelf productions. Permission  

  pending.

 “Elektra!” by frank Miller and Klaus Janson, 

  copyright 1981, 2009 marvel entertainment, inc.  

 permission pending
12. images credits from top to bottom left to right:
 “Blankets,” by craig thompson, copyright    

  2003-2004 top shelf productions. Permission  

  pending.

 “akira,” by katsuhiro otomo, copyright 1984 kondansha  

  comics. permission pending.

 “Epileptic,” by David b., copyright 2005 Pantheon Books.

 “Maus: A Survivor’s Tale. Part I: ‘My Father Bleeds  

  History’,” by art speigelman, copyright 1986  

  pantheon books. permission pending. 

 “Werewolves of montpellier,” by jason, copyright  

  2010 fantagraphic books. permission pending.

 “red string,” by gina biggs, copyright 2003-2011 gina  

  biggs. permission pending.
13. images credits for inside of magnigying glass:

 From “The Arrival,” By Shaun Tan, copyright 2007,   

  Arthur A. Levine Books. Permission pending.
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