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Abstract

Today, many elementary educators praise teaching graphic novels to all kinds of 

learners, because they inspire students to build healthy reading habits. Yet, there is a lack 

of resources for elementary teachers to utilize this genre to teach the literacy skills 

students need. Those same literacy skills are applied when reading the visual elements of 

graphic novels. How can elementary teachers use graphic novels in their classroom 

curriculum to increase student achievement on comprehension skills and strategies? To 

answer this question I created a multi-grade level curriculum for four to ten students, four 

days a week, for eight weeks. The graphic novel I used is comprised of seven different 

graphic stories and authors, and shows different ways graphic novels use layout, visuals, 

and words. The structure of the curriculum is that each story focuses on one visual 

element of graphic novels and relates that to a specific literacy comprehension skills and 

strategy. The resulting curriculum showed the ability for students to significantly 

increase their motivation and achievement when applying comprehension skills and 

strategies in a new genre of literature. In conclusion, this paper and curriculum project 

provides elementary educators with the knowledge and tools needed to implement 

graphic novels into the classroom curriculum.
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Introduction

Are you familiar with Superman, X-men, Archie and the Gang, Sunday morning 

comics? Remember anticipating for the next edition of these comics to come out so you 

could continue reading? Does Baby Mouse, Bone, Squish, or Amulet sound familiar? 

They do to children who love reading graphic novels today. What is more, these children 

have that same anticipation of getting their hands on the next book in these series. Being 

literate today now requires readers to simultaneously look at and comprehend both 

printed text and graphic methods of presenting ideas and messages (Monnin, 2013), and 

graphic novels are a medium that does just that. It is important for educators to see if this 

new format of literature can be implemented into classroom literacy curriculums to 

improve language art skills.

Many have debated about what qualifies as a “graphic novel” (Labio, 2011). 

Indeed, the definition of “graphic novels” and “comics” varies from person to person, and 

the terms are often used interchangeably and are changing over time. It is ever changing 

because creators of graphic novels mold and change the format to fit their means of 

expressing a story through the blend of words and pictures. Two different scholars, 

Patricia Mainardi and Pascal Lefever both agree that multiple pictures in a sequential 

form is necessary, but disagree about the hierarchical roles the pictures in panels have 

over the use of text in this genre is debated (Labio, 2011). Even with in my own family 

the term “comics” means something different to everyone. My mom thinks those are just 

what are found in the newspaper, but my sister thinks books such as the “Dairy of a 

Wimpy Kid” are comics. For the purpose of this project I define “graphic novels” and 

“comics” from a combination of terms I most often hear librarians in my school district
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(Anchorage School District) use. For them, “graphic” means picture, “novel” means 

story; so a graphic novel uses picture panels and dialog boxes. The pictures are an 

integral part in understanding the story. There are no boundaries to the length and genre 

of a graphic novel. Another way to define all the many different ideas of “comics” that 

come to our minds has been described by McCloud (1993) as, “juxtaposed pictorial and 

other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an 

aesthetic response in the viewer (p. 9)”. For the purpose of this paper I will be using both 

of these definitions to define both “graphic novel” and “comic.”

Statement of Problem, Research Question

The intellectual puzzle I wish to explore is similar to Mason’s comparative 

puzzle, which attempts to explain differences and similarities between x and y (O’Leary,

2014). My intellectual curiosity is to see how graphic novels, “the x,” can be used to 

teach similar comprehension skills and strategies instead of using trade picture 

books/anthologies, “the y.”

How to explore this intellectual puzzle calls for careful consideration of how the 

different roles teachers, students, and the aspects of reading graphic novels work together 

to build literacy knowledge, which I address in my research question. How can a 2nd 

grade elementary teacher use a graphic novel to improve students’ literacy knowledge?

I define literacy knowledge as the ability to use printed and written works to function in 

society, and achieve the goal of developing one's comprehension of those printed and 

written works.

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 6



Rationale, Aims

This project will be presented as a topic argument as described by Bogdan and Biklen 

rather than a thesis or theme, in that I set specific objectives in my methods to describe a 

particular aspect of a unit (2007). Bogdan and Biklen describe a topic argument as a 

certain topic being pervasive in the paper, but more as a unit of a particular aspect of 

what is researched rather than an idea about it. In this way it is more descriptive than 

conceptual (2007). The topic I want to focus on is the following: Now that graphic 

novels are accepted by educators as a valid format of literacy to teach language arts 

curriculum (Downey, 2009; Schwarz, 2006), what are practical ways teachers and 

students can use them, or are using them, in an elementary school environment? The 

practicality of this project, the intentional focus on one graphic novel, and the 

predetermined learning outcomes make it very descriptive rather than conceptual.

The validity of using graphic novels in the curriculum is seen throughout the 

United States in both research and practice. For example, Indiana high schools 

participated in a research project that showed reading graphic novels can improve overall 

academic achievement and reading comprehension (Downey, 2009). Literacy coaches in 

Texas advocate for the teaching of graphic novel conventions and illustrated how they 

can be used to teach traditional reading comprehension strategies (Schwarz, 2006). 

Finally, the New York City Department of Education in 2008 trained hundreds of 

educators on possible ways to support the use of graphic novels; this suggest the 

NYCDOE is convinced that using them is valuable.

The educational rationale for my master’s project is supported by what type of 

research and materials are available to educators now, what is lacking, and when teachers
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can (and should) implement graphic novels into schools. There has been an explosion of 

literature around how, why, and what the benefits of graphic novels used in secondary 

education (Chun, 2009; Danzak, 2011, Schwarz, 2006 & 2011), b u t less so in 

elementary education (Lapp, Wolsey, Fisher, & Frey, 2012). (I provide the summary of 

this literature in the forthcoming literature review.) This gap is what motivates my 

research question and project. Elementary students naturally rely on pictures when 

learning to read (Brown, 2013), and even more so in our multimodal media age of 

literacy. Mutimodal literacy focuses on the design of discourse by investigating the 

contributions of specific semiotic resources, (e.g. language, gesture, images) co-deployed 

across various modalities (e.g. visual, aural, somatic), as well as their interaction and 

integration in constructing a coherent multimodal text (such as advertisements, posters, 

news report, websites, films) (Schwarz, 2006). Literature supports the idea that young 

learners in elementary, especially those that are struggling readers, can benefit from 

learning how to read graphic novels for more than just enjoyment (Gavigan, 2012) 

because the elements of graphic novels are read using the same comprehension skills that 

are used for other written text, which may be too advanced for some learners.

Elementary educators should try to use graphic novels as an intervention tool to teach 

general reading comprehension skills, vocabulary, and story elements. The visual aspects 

in comics support the connections children have todays with computers, television, etc. 

already (Bucher & Manning, 2004; Yang, 2008). Also, the specific set up of the graphic 

novel supports common themes and elements found in any written work (Chase, 2014) 

such as text structure, setting, transitions, plot, and author’s purpose. This is one reason 

that using comics to teach reading would benefit so many young learners. Yet very few
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studies have been done on this, and few materials are available to, this population of 

learners who could greatly benefit from learning literacy through the graphic novel 

medium. Therefore, my research question propelled me to create a curriculum, not 

collect students’ data for analysis.

Although there is an educational need for this type of project, my true interest in 

pursuing this as my master project is more personal, and has slowly developed over the 

past four years. Throughout my time in UAF’s Master of Education program I have been 

introduced and exposed to some of the different theories and research that is going on in 

the field of education such as second language acquisition methods, curriculum planning 

processes, and have been applying different literacy approaches to teach reading.

Originally, I was interested in exploring how social play vs. media play effects the 

language development in children (Wolfe, & Flewitt, 2010). In this day and age, children 

have less imaginative play with peers and spend more time alone in front of electronics 

for entertainment. I was interested to see if this had a damaging effect on oral language 

development and the ability to articulate one’s own thoughts aloud (Bittman, Rutherford, 

Brown, & Unsworth, 2011). As I researched this topic, I came to realize that I was too 

biased against the way technology is used by the majority of children today to believe I 

came to believe I could not conduct a balanced thesis project around this topic without 

leaning too heavily on my own negative beliefs on the topic.

Instead I decided to take a more positive, creative and constructive approach to 

multi-modality in literacy though the topic of graphic novels. In my own life, from the 

people I have met, to the forms of media I am starting to seek out, I became very 

interested in the complexities of this form of literacy, and the attraction it has for many
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different generations and types of learners across the globe. I feel this is a more 

generative topic, where I can explore how the use of this literacy complements the 

techno- and image-driven age children grow up in today.

The work I have done in past courses in this program has helped me develop the 

direction in which I took this project. I have done an individual case study on a student’s 

language development using the school’s language arts curriculum. This helped me view 

a reading curriculum with a more critical eye so that I could create my own reading 

lessons using second language learning strategies and graphic novels. My students’ 

motivation and progress in these lessons inspired me to conduct a survey about graphic 

novels usefulness in Anchorage elementary schools. I also held an unstructured graphic 

novel book club for a few of my 2nd grade students to observe their literacy 

comprehension process without formal lessons so that I may evaluate what elements of 

graphic novels and what comprehension skills students naturally struggle with. My aim 

for this project was to finally apply all that I have learned, observed, gathered, and tried 

out to my own master’s project: a project that allowed me the opportunity to 

constructively create a graphic novel curriculum with the goal that it may improve 

students’ reading comprehension, strategies, and literacy knowledge. My wish is to 

provide a guide for other educator to use, not to collect data on the outcome in the 

students’ learning. Instead, teachers themselves can determine the usefulness of my 

curriculum for the demographic of their students. Before I explain how all these pieces 

came together, one must understand the literature and theoretical framework that guides 

this project.
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Literature Review

This brief review of the literature will be organized in the following manner: First, 

I will review the reasons graphic novels are used as teaching materials in schools today. 

Second, I will explain the way literacy elements of graphic novels are expressed and read. 

Third, I will summarize examples of practical applications of graphic novels used in an 

elementary school setting. Finally, I will review the literature about teaching with graphic 

novels.

Reasons for Teaching with Comics

Contemporary school-aged children are growing up with television, video games, 

and smart devices. Therefore, they are drawn to print media that contains the same visual 

impact and pared-down writing style, which could contribute to their enthusiasm for, and 

comfort with, graphic novels (Bucher & Manning, 2004). This is shown by the fact that 

sales of graphic novels have increased from $75 million in 2001 to over $1 billion in 

2016. Even the estimable New York Times regularly reviews adult graphic novels, 

which is one way to index that the genre is taken seriously. Indeed, this form of print 

media may become the nation’s new literature of choice (Yang, 2008).

Graphic novels can now be found in most school libraries and should be 

incorporated into the school curriculum for a few reasons: First, graphic novels may 

require students to use more complex cognitive skills than reading text alone, because 

readers decode more than words, and must also identify events between the visual 

sequences (Bucher & Manning, 2004). For example, if you only read the words in the 

comic and not look at the pictures, the plot will not make sense because the visual 

pictures and words are interdependent to each other. Secondly, any level of reader can
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understand the complex comprehension of reading graphic novels because graphic novels 

have “visual permanence.” This means that when reading graphic novels it doesn’t 

matter how fast you chose to read it, the rate of information-transfer is in the reader’s 

control (Yang, 2008). One the other hand, the rate of information-transfer in text-based 

books do not provide as much comprehension control to students who struggle with 

fluency. Thirdly, graphic novels also provide students opportunities to be introduced to 

literature, subjects, or themes that they would have not otherwise encounter. For 

example, classic comic book superheroes can be compared to the heroic figures in 

classical mythology (Bucher & Manning, 2004). Many school districts are starting to 

implement and provide graphic novel-based lesson plans to K-12 teachers because of the 

benefits they can provide to students (Yang, 2008), but this has been a slow, uneven 

development throughout grade levels, and teachers’ own interest. Only 4% of teachers, 

grades fourth through twelfth, use graphic novels (Frey & Fisher, 2008). This is one 

reason why creating a teacher-friendly curriculum for graphic novels, to be used by any 

teacher regardless of their own understanding or interest of graphic novels, is needed.

How to Read the Elements of a Comic

To make graphic novels useful as a medium in reading curriculums we need to 

look at how they are laid out, what the visuals communicate, and the different language 

art skills that are present. The following information from past literature explains these 

things.

First, one must learn the structural layout of comics, which is different than a 

picture book. Comics are read by understanding the space between the panels called 

“gutters.” These spaces require the reader “read between the pictures” by making a
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comprehensive narrative from fragments using their own past experiences and 

understanding pictorial conventions. There are six common transitions that are 

communicated through the gutter space (Strum, 2013). Three of those are the most 

common types of transitions used in the gutters of comics (McCloud, 1993). The first, 

and most common transition type, is action-to-action. This features a single subject 

making distinct action progressions, and requires only a little closure from the reader.

The second most common transition is subject-to subject. The subjects and point of views 

change but still stay within the same scene or idea. The reader’s involvement in closure 

must increase to make these transitions meaningful to the story. The third most common 

gutter transition is scene-to-scene. Greater deductive reasoning and inferencing is needed 

because the transitions happen across a significant distance of time and/or space. All 

these transitions require the students to put decoding skills into reading and 

understanding without any words involved, but rather decode the gutters, so for ELL 

students who struggle with English they can learn this reading skill through visuals 

instead of words. By filling in gaps readers comprehend action, setting, changes in time, 

altered points of view, and characters’ mood and feelings (Strum, 2013), all which are 

skills required to comprehend any book. The visuals within the panels provide even 

more language art reading skills to apply. There are five choices the authors’ of graphic 

novels must make to provide the readers enough information to interpret the story 

(Seyfrid, 2008). Each of these choices parallel to a similar skill used when reading text, 

and can be used as an alternative method to teach these skills. There is the choice of 

moment, choice of frame, choice of image, choice of words, and choice of flow (Seyfrid, 

2008). I go into much more detail about these individual choices in my curriculum to
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provide the educator more thorough background information on these five graphic novel 

elements (see Appendix A-G). In general, graphic novels provide the reader with a 

multimodal literacy lesson, a literacy that is becoming so common and important to 

comprehend today.

Practical Elementary Applications of Comics

Two recent research studies have applied the ideas discussed above to teach 

reading and writing to primary grade students with the use of graphic novels (Brown, 

2013; Chase, Son & Steiner, 2014), and provided a framework for my own research by 

helping me determine the sequence and possibilities my curriculum could take. Sally 

Brown conducted a nine-week unit to examine the impact of graphic novels on the 

language and literacy skills of a small group of diverse students. I too, used a small group 

of students and planed for an eight-week unit to teach about the elements of graphic 

novels and how to use them to improve comprehension skills and strategies. Brown 

carried out her study in three phases: learning to read graphic novels, learning to write 

graphic novels, and creating multimodal compositions of written work as a means of 

assessing the students reading and writing skills.

In the first phase the students became familiar with the characters in two graphic 

novels, as well as mini lessons on frames and speech bubbles. In my curriculum the 

students became familiar with the common theme of a mystery box in each story, as well 

as have a week where the concentration was on frames (see Appendix A and B) or speech 

bubbles (see Appendix C). In the second phase Brown had students learned about 

drawing, story structure, elements of comics, revising and editing. In my curriculum 

students create work for each comic element choice, and create their own comic pages as
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well (see Appendix G). The final phase of Brown’s study had the students convert their 

paper-based comics into a digital version. Similarly my students were allowed to use the 

website www.makebelivecomix.com to create digital comics as a computer time choice. 

Throughout each phase the importance of students being active in the learning process, 

and conversations between students, were essential in developing their skills, as was true 

in my students work too. The results of this research showed that, “all of the graphic 

stories contained elements of characters, setting, and plot, which were not always 

included in their journal writing” (Brown, 2013, p. 216). Brown also concludes that five 

of the seven English learners were quiet and rarely participated actively in routine basal 

reader lessons, but became actively engaged during the nine-week unit, and central to the 

group’s discussion on graphic novels (Brown, 2013).

The second study, by Chase, Son, and Steiner (2014) shows how it is possible for 

educators to teach a specific reading and writing Common Core State Standard (CCSS) to 

first and second graders using graphic novels. Their study was on the process they took 

to teach sequencing, and to see if the students proved proficient in that standard. In my 

curriculum I matched each objective to a CCSS as well, and used the graphic novel as a 

tool to achieve that. The study was carried out in six segments: teaching graphic novel 

features, putting frames in correct order (see Appendix A), creating scripts for visuals 

(see Appendix D and E), filling in speech bubbles (see Appendix C and G), retelling 

stories using panel format (see Appendix B), and creating their own story (see Appendix 

G) (Chase, Son & Steiner, 2014). Many of these activities were synthesized and adapted 

in my curriculum to be carried out as well. The primary grade lesson on sequencing with 

graphic novels proved to be successful, based on the students work that was evaluated
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and the motivation of both students and teachers to continue to use graphic novels for 

learning and teaching literacy concepts (Chase, Son & Steiner, 2014). This article 

inspired me because it applied many graphic novel aspects from Strum and Seyfriend 

(2013, 2008), which was previously mentioned, on how to read this type of literature.

A professor of curriculum studies, Karen Gavigan writes, “Consequently the 

burning question for school librarians regarding graphic novels in schools is no longer, 

should I include graphic novels in my collection? But, how can I use graphic novels to 

increase student achievement?” (Gavigan, 2012). Her articles addresses many different 

ways graphic novels can be used in multiple grade levels, even though most are for 

grades five and above. Some of the ways Gavigan suggest the use of graphic novel is that 

graphic novels that are about a historical time, or scientific concept, makes those periods 

in history more alive and life like when viewed through greater visuals and those 

important historical people actually taking to the reader through speech bubbles. She also 

suggests that analyzing the visual elements of comic contribute to the meaning and tone 

of the text. Multiple types of learners, Gavigan claims, from ELL to struggling readers, 

have shown increased improvement because of graphic novels (2012).

This new question librarians ask, how can I use graphic novels to increase student 

achievement, is confirmed by looking at a survey given to elementary teachers asking 

their thoughts on graphic novels and their instructional value (Lapp, Wolsey, Fisher & 

Frey, 2012). The findings highlight the contrast between teachers’ perceived usefulness 

of graphic novels and their actual use, though. This is shown when 58% of teachers poled 

said they never use graphic novels with all students, yet 51% of those same teachers 

agree of their efficacy for those same students. The different opinions of usefulness are
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also revealed between high school and elementary teachers. A majority of the elementary 

teachers rated the usefulness of graphic novels for different sub-group of students with no 

opinion, where as the high school teachers agreed more with their usefulness (Lapp, 

Wolsey, Fisher & Frey, 2012). This study suggest that there is not only the question of 

“how” to use graphic novels in elementary schools that needs to be explored, but also the 

reason “why” graphic novels are valid tools to teach language and literacy to younger 

students.

Literature that Assists Teachers to use Comics

I found answers to these “why and how” questions in parent-friendly online 

guides and publications, as well as many books created for teachers to assist them in 

planning literature lessons around graphic novels. The “why” from most of the new 

literature I have read on this subject centers around the idea that graphic novels are a 

great medium to teach critical literacy, and the benefits of it being a multimodality format 

to empower 21 century learners (Brenner, 2015; Carter, 2007; Frey & Fisher, 2008; & 

Jafee, 2015). Critical literacy encourages readers to actively analyze texts and offers 

strategies for uncovering underlying messages of socially constructed concepts, such as 

power, inequality, and injustice. A multimodality format, as stated by Freire and Macedo 

(1987) says, “The contemporary view of literacy, then, is changing such that texts are no 

longer considered simply words on a page, but anything in the surrounding world of that 

literate person. The literate person is one who can “read” these various text, whether 

written or visual, one who can read the word and the world” (Cater, 2007, p.12). Readers 

need to excel at what Freire said in order to critically understand multiple formats from 

websites, to TV, to comics. The benefits students gain when reading graphic novels
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critically, as a learning tool, reach far and wide. Those benefits include; attention to 

details, memory, sequencing skills, language usage, and critical thinking, all which 

increase for students when reading graphic novels (Jaffee, 2015). These skills are all 

gained when reading graphic novels because humans process visuals 6,000 times faster 

than text. The right hemisphere of the brain does this. Pair verbal cues and words, which 

are activated by the left hemisphere, and that dual coding can increase reading 

comprehension (Frey & Fisher, 2008). Therefore, a graphic novel invites the speed and 

fluidity of meaning making that prose writing does not. Graphic novels are read with 

both sides of the brain so it can reach multiple learners with different skills and abilities, 

and provide a way for teacher to foster an equalized collaborations in their students’ 

learning (Carter, 2007). The collaboration happens when the same comic book can 

provide the visual clues needed for struggling readers, offer a different format of 

literature for the reluctant reader to become motivated, and provides an opportunity for 

advanced readers to actively engage in decoding the elements in sophisticated ways 

(Brenner, 2015). My curriculum was created for use across grade levels to support these 

ideas, and is illuminated in the reflections section.

I also have found many recommendations of “how” to make use of graphic novels 

in the classroom in new literature I found. The publications from Brenner (2015) and 

Jafee (2015) confirmed what I have done in the curriculum on how to navigate graphic 

novels as a read aloud, particularly slowing down to “read the pictures” (see Appendix A 

and D). Both guides also mention the importance of understanding and studying the 

format of graphic novels, (panels, gutters, balloons, etc.) and how looking at graphic 

novels through those lenses allow for a unique format to teach literary comprehension
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and creative writing. This is exactly what the goal of my curriculum tries to do, and is 

explained in full detail, under different week’s background information, depending on the 

specific format and literary comprehension (see Appendix A-G). What is more 

encouraging is that as of 2011 the American Library Association added annual updates 

on Core Collection of Graphic Novels for kindergarten through eighth grade (Brenner, 

2015). This means that my curriculum does not need to be bounded to just the Explorer 

book. Once teachers are familiar with teaching the format and elements of graphic 

novels, they may apply my lessons to their own book choices.

The teacher-directed books about using graphic novels led me to great ideas about 

how to take the knowledge from so many other educators and try to place it into one 

curriculum that would not be a daunting task for teachers who are just starting to 

implement graphic novels into their teaching. One of the most powerful insights I 

walked away from was James Bucky Carter (20017) who wrote, “With respect to 

reading, writing, and other accouterments of literacy, the more that an activity requires 

the students to engage in the kind of reading-writing-literacy behaviors that highly literate 

people use to address their needs, the more authentic the activity is judged to be” (p.

145). Therefore, it became important for me that for every weekly lesson students created 

an authentic piece of work as well, to solidify the learning objectives. In this way, 

students will become both consumers and producers of their own comics, which is an 

important tenet of New Literacy Studies (Street & Lefstein, 2007), which I explain more 

about in the theoretical framework section. Carter’s description and process of having 

students create their own comics, as well as the case study done by the Bliz Comic Book
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Club (Carter, 2007) in his book, guided the terms and similar process I use in my 

curriculum (see Appendix G).

Many of my questions about types of comics, how to first start using them, facts 

about their advantages in teaching, and how they may affect test results were answered 

when reading from Teaching Visual Literacy. Some of the new knowledge I gained was 

that magna, the Japanese art form of graphic novels, still fits under the umbrella term of 

“comic” and is not a separate entity. (Frey & Fisher, 2008). I also learned that 

nationwide only 4% of teachers grades fourth through twelfth use graphic novels so there 

are not a lot of studies done to determine their correlation to improved test score, but can 

show that motivation, and determination in students increases. That growth of loving to 

read propels students to read more and the natural outcome is to improve academically as 

well (Frey & Fisher, 2008). The book was useful in my ability to provide the correct 

background information for the different lessons. I also generated ideas on how to apply a 

puzzle activity for the choice of frames (Frey & Fisher, 2008) (see Appendix A).

Another great resource for me was the book by Steven Cary (2004) called Going 

Graphic. I have used his book a few times in different ways over the past years, and 

what I enjoy about this book is it allows teachers to teach with graphic novels through 

stand-alone lessons, not centered on a syllabus or a predetermined book. This book also 

allows for suggestions across grade levels and states that “comics that appear far above a 

student’s ability may be far more readable than expected, if the student is interested, is 

given prior knowledge about the content and the visual aid comprehension” (p. 58). This 

is why I believe I could create a curriculum that had the possibility of spanning multiple 

grade levels.
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Finally, the most influential literature I came across was Scott McCloud’s book, 

Understanding Comics The Invisible Art (1993). Even though this book is dated, it has 

been referenced in almost every article I have read, and still reads just as relevant today. 

As an educator I have a personal understanding of teaching standards, objectives, and 

comprehension skills, and strategies. My challenge was to relate all that to the style and 

element choices of comics. This book provided so much insight that I was able to 

summarize what I learned in the background information of my curriculum, in small parts 

that only pertained to each lesson (see Appendix A-G).

Theoretical Framework

The topic of reading graphic novels to teach literacy, I argue, can be approached 

through these three theoretical frameworks: New Literacy Studies, Input Theories, 

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis.

New Literacy Studies

New Literacy Studies (NLS) is defined as literacy practices which include participants’ 

cultural models of literacy events, social interactions of literacy events, text production 

and interpretation, ideologies, discourses, and institutions (Street & Lefstein, 2007). This 

theory acknowledges that the cognation and acquisition of literacy is culturally 

communicated, meaning you learn from active participation with peers, family, and 

community using cultural tools, such as relevant text, written activities, and visual 

symbols that pertain to ones individual culture (Brown, 2013; Street & Lefstine, 2007).

In other words, NSL understands literacy as a deeply social, situated, dynamic, and 

ideological system of meaning making that acknowledges multiple modalities, genres,
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dialects and other symbols systems that work together to create meaning within a 

community of belonging. It is not an autonomous, abstract system unhitched from people 

and cultures that everyone would “decode” exactly the same way.

Graphic novels for children are one type of cultural tool that can be used in the 

institution of a school. This in turns leads to the theory that being “literate” and having 

comprehension skills means more than just reading words, but also includes images that 

change rapidly and using multimodality literacy skills to interpret other form of “written 

communications” (Brown, 2013; Street & Lefstein, 2007). Graphic novels provide more 

than just words, by using juxtaposed pictures to rapidly communicate a meaning. In the 

past twenty-two years there has been a shift from print-based literacy to forms of more 

symbolic expression (Frey & Fisher, 2008). This happens when teacher expect students 

to be literate in the videos, podcast, websites, etc. (cultural tools) in order to have a 

discourse with their students about whatever topic is being communicated. NLS was 

originally inspired by “literacy events,” when a piece of writing becomes integral to the 

participants interactions of the interpretations process; and “literacy practices,” when 

social practices or interactions of reading and writing link them to a broader culture of 

some kind (Street, 2003). For example, by nature, graphic novels require a reader to 

participate in the interpretation of the story, so is always read as a “literacy event.” Same 

so for comics like anime or manga, those popular comics that have a cultural root in 

Japanese art (Frey & Fisher, 2008), so a reader participates in that “literacy practice” 

when they read those types of comics. Graphic novels are the widely accepted form of 

NLS that provide literacy events, social interactions, text production and interpretation, 

ideologies, and discourses, especially when used to truly teach students literacy, not just
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to have students read them independently for entertainment, which is still the most 

common way graphic novels seem to be used in elementary school. Yet if a teacher uses 

the increasingly popular graphic novels as a way of “understanding children’s emerging 

experiences with literacy in their own cultural milieus to address educational questions 

about learning of literacy and of switching between literacy practices required in those 

different context (Street, 2003, p.83)” then NLS can be encouraged at school.

Critical Mutlimodal Literacies stem from NLS. Critical mutlimodal literacies can be 

labeled as a new form of literature in that it has three different perspectives unique to its 

own form, perceptual, structural, and ideological (Macky & Shane, 2013), all which share 

similar definitions of NLS. Kids are encountering these mutlimodal literacies through 

phones, TV, computers even before being exposed to print (Macky & Shane, 2013). 

Phones, TVs, and computers all have a different form and structure but still require 

people to use text and symbols to communicate with them. Each holds a different 

perception and ideology to different people about what multimodal device is best used to 

communicate through literacy. For example, a professional may rely more on computer 

email to send a message to their coworkers, but use their phone to text a message to a 

family member. Teaching children to be critical readers of these mutlimodal literacies 

requires us to teach them the format and elements of them to comprehend, not just the 

content. This, in part, is what my curriculum attempts to do because graphic novel pages 

are similar to the frames, or sections that are used when navigating a phone, TV or 

computer.

Input
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Different language input theories also provide a framework for my research. 

Specifically, Krashen’s Monitor Model and Total Physical Response (TPR) are used to 

provide input that helps build a construction of meaning.

Reading comics and graphic novels correctly is a new form of literature that, like 

a new language, may be picked up naturally over time or requires an expert to assist the 

students in gaining that knowledge sooner. Students will acquire that new knowledge 

when, comprehensible input is given to them and when their active filters are low enough 

to allow that input. This process is described in Krashen's Monitor Model, where 

learning functions as a monitor for the output, as opposed to acquisition, which is 

responsible for it (Sole, 1994). As well as his Input Hypothesis, that states, “we acquire 

more language only when we are exposed to comprehensible input that is a little beyond 

our current level of competence (Krashen, 1982)” and the Affective Filter Hypothesis 

where conditions must be optimal if students are going to learn. (Sole, 1994). My graphic 

novel curriculum provides both the expert assistance students need, as well as the positive 

motivation and novelty graphic novels provide to readers of all types that Cary suggest is 

needed in his book Going Graphic (2004). In the curriculum Total Physical Response 

(TPR) approach is used. James Asher, the creator of TPR, which is a language teaching 

method, believes that “the interaction between listening and body motion can enhance the 

comprehension and internalization of language input and facilitate long term retention” 

(Hwang, 2014, p. 434). The interactions between visual, auditory, and motor functions is 

important while learning new language skills because it allows new learners to fully 

express understanding when they may not have the confidence or ability to express 

understanding orally. In the TPR method students listen and perform what the teacher
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models and directs (Er, 2013) through activities and games, (see Appendix F) which 

brings Gardner’ s multiple intelligence to the forefront of language acquisition in a 

meaningful context (Er, 2013). For example, kinesthetic children move to act out new 

vocabulary words, visual children take visual clues from flashcards, and auditory learners 

hear new vocabulary words in many different contexts. TPR is used in the curriculum to 

teach vocabulary (see Appendix F) because of the strong connections adjectives have to 

visuals, and verbs have to motor functions. TPR also increases learners’ interaction with, 

and attention to, the language and literacy lessons because it is text dependent, enjoyable 

and interesting for students, and a bilateral activity (Er, 2013), which also hold true to 

reading comic books. Teaching students to read graphic novels in an academic setting 

with different construction of meaning approaches will not only activate student’ s 

individual meanings, but also show them how it can be validated in line with 

comprehension strategies used in all literature formats.

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis

Language acquisition and comprehension theories also provide a framework for 

my research. Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is a theory of Merrill Swain (1998) that 

states that language learners need to deliver a comprehensible message in order for the 

learning to be validated beyond a semantic process to a syntactic process. Meaning the 

language becomes internalized and meaningful to comprehend, not just used by rote 

memorization or routine. Swain identified three possible functions of output: the noticing 

function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the metalinguistic function (Swain, 1998). 

Noticing is when, while attempting to produce the target language in an activity, the 

learner may notice that they do not know how to say or write the exact meaning they
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wish to convey. Hypothesis-testing is when a learner plays with the wording of their 

output as a way of trying new ways to language their thoughts. Metalinguistic is when 

the learners use language to reflect on the target language activity to validate their final 

output (Swain, 2001). Graphic novels give opportunities for students to apply the three 

functions of output in the Comprehensible Output Hypothesis. The noticing function 

happens when students look at the five visual choices of frames, words, images, 

movement, and flow (Seyfrid, 2008) but cannot express with words what they see 

visually. The hypothesis-testing function is applied when students brainstorm and share 

possible outcomes and predictions for the gutter space between panels, as mentioned by 

Strum (2013), in order to help them better express orally what the readers see visually. 

The metalinguistic function is the final output given by the students when they 

collaboratively create their own interpretations of the story, as they did so often in the 

study by Brown (2013). The Output Hypothesis can also be achieved my highly 

motivated readers who self-scaffold their understanding by language their thoughts 

(Knouzi, Swain, Lapkin, & Brooks, 2010), or thinking aloud while vocalizing all three 

part of the Output Hypothesis. In the study done by Knouzi, Swain, Lapkin, & Brooks, 

(2010) students and teachers were encouraged to use terms like inferencing, elaborating, 

predicting, and rereading to describe positive ways students would self-scaffold for better 

understanding. This is also what my curriculum requires students to do because 

understanding, hence comprehension, stems from a combination of reading and 

languaging, reading alone is not enough (Knouzi, Swain, Lapkin, & Brooks, 2010). For 

instance, students may be able to read aloud all words correctly in a word only text but 

until comprehension questions are asked to that reader it is unknown if understanding is
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present as well. Yet with graphic novels, and their dependence on the visual elements, 

require students to language their understanding in real time (see Appendix D). This is 

why implementing graphic novels as a read aloud is a powerful tool to teach 

comprehension.

Swain has also described language acquisition happening through situated 

learning and the output hypothesis based on a poststructuralist view of language (Swain 

& Deters, 2007). Situated learning happens when a novice is socialized through the use of 

language and their use of that language in special situations (Swain & Deters, 2007). 

Teaching literacy with a graphic novel creates that situation in an elementary classroom 

because at that age most readers are still novice learners of both literacy and elements of 

graphic novels. A key part of poststructural theory is that meaning is created, not fixed, 

through discourse (Swain & Deters, 2007). Reading graphic novels aloud is all done 

through discourse and therefore the meaning of the story is created differently in a group 

than for an independent reader. Each reader in the group is given the agency to change 

the meaning, or flow, of the comic when their discourse provides that new meaning for 

the whole group.

Finally, Swain’s studies show that connecting language and content through 

collaborative tasks benefits learners (Swain, 1998; Swain, 2001; Swain & Deters, 2007), 

all these studies required an expert or novice interacting with the learner and content to 

advance the learners’ language and literacy ability. This is why almost all of the student 

work was done in pairs, so that I could foster greater languaging to apply Swain’s 

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis, and solidify comprehension when reading a graphic
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novel. Practical examples of Swain’s theories being applied to graphic novels during a 

read aloud can be found in the reflections section.

All of these theoretical ideas on language and literacy support my own 

epistemological beliefs about knowledge construction and meaning making, which I will 

explain next.

Statement of Bias

My worldview stems from constructivism or relativism, I am a postmodern 

researcher. I feel very strongly that knowledge and truth is ambiguous, fluid, and relative 

(O’Leary, 2014). Throughout my masters project I relied on methodologies and methods 

that support this notion.

Constructivism means that you gain understanding by interpreting subject 

perceptions, and that the construction of these realities must depend on some form of a 

consensual language (Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba, 2011). Throughout a teacher’s career 

they are continually building upon the realities that they create in their own classroom, 

such as the way I used graphic novels in this project. This is done through the use of 

creating that consensual language during a lesson, which in turn the children form their 

own understandings by interpreting these perceptions.

Relativism is defined as the view that there are no universals, and those things like 

truth, morals, and culture can only be understood in relation to their own socio-historic 

context (O’Leary, 2014). The visual, spatial, gestural, and other meanings found in 

graphic novels are read through the lens of the reader’s own socio-historic context. One 

reader will construct the meaning of the panel’s message differently than another reader
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(relativism). Communicating and accepting their understanding of the graphic novel’s 

story supports my constructivism worldview approach to learning literacy. Therefore, 

just choosing to explore the benefits graphic novel have in children’s literacy one must 

have a postmodern view on what it means to read a story “correctly” because reading 

graphic novels is not defined by the author, but by the reader. Graphic novels require the 

reader to have power over the construction of the story (McCloud, 1993).

Methods

This project drew upon the qualitative, constructivism methodologies of action 

research (O’Leary, 2014) and from a student participatory case study with a graphic 

novel reading group (Bogdan, and Biklen, 2007). This action research project continued 

the cyclical process of developing my own skills and practices as an educator that was 

mentioned in my rationale. The cyclical process included me as both the participant and 

researcher in the focus group in order to produce a quality curriculum that could be 

replicated by other teachers in the future. I achieved this cyclical process first by creating 

a curriculum to test out and reflect on. I then made changes to it based on my reflections 

of the curriculum being used to teach a group of students. Now I can share those changes 

that were made as my final curriculum project.

My qualitative methods were to conduct interviews similar to focus groups, and 

observations of that focus group. The focus group consisted of nine second-grade 

students in the comic book club during the school’s “intervention” block; this “club” was 

during the day in the school-wide small group time. The interviews and observations 

were given as formal lessons and structured assignments. They consisted of topics

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 29



(lesson objectives) each week that I (as a participant) taught my readers to learn about 

and discuss through a primary graphic novel. I did not have any formal questions; rather, 

the discussions of the students were guided by the lesson objectives and the students’ 

responses and interaction with the lesson. The data I collected from the focus groups’ 

conversations, activities I observed, and students’ work samples are presented in my 

reflections and drove the changes I made to my curriculum project. The curriculum I 

started with changed by the end of my research, because of the actions I took in order to 

make sure my thesis project question was addressed completely. Which asked, how can a 

2nd grade elementary teacher use a graphic novel to improve students’ literacy 

knowledge?

The population and setting for my project were 2nd grade students at the school I 

recently taught at, Alaska Native Cultural Charter School (ANCCS). ANCCS is a charter 

school that supports and provides learning strategies for families who wish to instill 

Alaska native values and culture in their children. Over 90% of the student population is 

Alaska Native, or partly Alaska Native. Over 90% of the families also qualify for free or 

reduced lunch, because they are labeled as “low socio-economically.” Hence, ANCCS is 

also a Title I school that receives extra federal funds and materials, as long as we follow 

specified regulations set by Tittle I. Although not many students are labeled ELL 

(English Language Learners), most of the students have low CALP (Cognitive Academic 

Language Proficiency) because their BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skill) is 

known as “Village English” (Baker, 2011). This 2nd grade focus group was the way I 

represented my belief that elementary education needs to make use of graphic novel 

curriculum. The CALP vs. BICS in my students represented the ELL and struggling
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readers for whom graphic novel research already supports as summarized in the literature 

review. ANCCS set aside thirty minutes, four days a week, for intervention groups.

Staff and students call this the “WIN” (What I Need) block. Students are split up into 

seven smaller groups within the grade level and work with seven different teachers on 

targeted skills that small subsets of students need to improve on. This past year, I and the 

other 2nd grade teacher focused on reading skills for our WIN groups. I used the 

“enrichment/high level readers” WIN group for my case study. This was a handpicked 

sample, based on my particular purpose and students that match my criteria, similar to a 

stratified sampling as described in O’Leary’s book (2014). Why I chose this group of 2nd 

graders for my case study are for the following three reasons.

First, during my mini-research project in ED 603 I discovered that the majority of 

students do not independently check our graphic novels from the school library until 3rd 

grade. Since this “enrichment” group is my higher-level readers, they most closely match 

a typical 3rd grade reader. It is my hope that my final project can be used by more than 

just one grade level, and this reason helps support that as well. Teaching literacy with 

graphic novels can help younger students understand their complexity sooner, and then 

hopefully, they can be used in more primary grades.

The second reason had to do with the group size and cognitive ability of the students. 

When I create my curriculum project, the reading of graphic novels aloud in a group 

setting required a lot of communication and dialogue of students’ own metacognition, 

much in the same way Swain study on L2 output hypothesis supports the use of dialogue 

as an enhancement of mental processes (Swain, 1998). Therefore, I looked for a smaller
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case study group, who had stronger CILP language skills, so that my curriculum guides 

teachers to the optimal objectives and outcomes for my final project.

The final reason is simply because this is an action research methodology, whereby 

the real life situations of working with constraints that are set by Title I, Anchorage 

School District, and ANCCS, limit who my participants can be.

The graphic novel I used in the book club is Explorers: The Mystery Boxes, edited by 

Kazu Kibuishi (2011). I chose this graphic novel because it is comprised of seven 

different graphic stories, all created by different authors. This makes it a great book to 

use as an introduction to teaching with graphic novels because it naturally provides 

different ways graphic novels can make use of layout, artwork, and words. Non-graphic 

novel readers often confuse comics, graphic novels, and manga as different books even 

though they all fit under the same umbrella of “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence” (McCloud, 1993). Explorers clarifies that myth to educators. This 

book’s structure also helped me structure my own curriculum, where each story focused 

on one element of graphic novels and relating that to a specific literacy comprehension 

skills and strategy. I created and taught individual literacy lessons that used graphic 

novels in the past, and watched other 2nd graders read and discuss with each other graphic 

novels without any teacher input. Therefore, I had a general idea of what direction I 

would take this curriculum project. Implementing my choices was the first step in my 

action research method. This first step I looked at each grade level Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) of College and Career Readiness (CCR) and matched the standard 

with a corresponding comprehension skill and strategy. Then I decided which of the five 

graphic novel elements as described by Seyfrid, (2008) and McCloud (1993) would best
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model the standard and comprehension skills/strategies. Once I had all those components 

placed in a working format, I looked at each individual comic in the graphic novel to pick 

which story best represented a specific graphic novel element. This way each story 

would have a specific focus for all the different learning objectives. Finally, I set up the 

lessons in order of what I believed were the most important element to understand in 

order to comprehend the plot in a graphic novel. The final lesson looks at the choice of 

flow, which acts as a review of pervious elements by looking at the interactions the 

elements have on each other. I did not read the book in order, but this did not bother the 

students. In fact, we would pass comics that they were interested in and then would be 

excited and hopeful for that comic to be used the following week.

Below are tables that show the weekly flow for this curriculum project, including 

standards, objectives, and basic day-by-day lessons:
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Graphic Novel Book Club Unit

ELA Anchor 
Standards: 
College and 
Career 
Readiness for 
Reading*

Reading 
Comprehension 
Skills: What 
you want to be 
able to do

Reading
Comprehension
Strategies:
How to achieve 
a skill

Graphic
Novel
Element

Explorer
Story

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.3, 5

Sequence
Events

Understand Text 
Structure

Choice of 
Frame

Whatzit, 
Lesson 1

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.1, 3, 5

Cause and 
Effect

Make Inferences Use of Gutters/ 
Choice of 
Frames (3 
Types of 
Transitions)

Under the 
Floorboards, 
Lesson 2

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.2, 3, 4, 5

Describe
Plot/Story
Structure

Understand Text 
Structure

Choice of 
Words (Speech 
Bubble Types)

The Soldier’s 
Daughter, 
Lesson 3
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CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.1, 5, 6

Determine 
Author’s 
Purpose/Identify 
the Point of 
View

Make Inferences Choice of 
Image

The Butter 
Thief, 
Lesson 4

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.1, 3

Make
Predictions

Ask Questions Choice of 
Movement

Spring 
Cleaning, 
Lesson 5

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.4, 5

Describe
Figurative
Language

Visualize Choice of 
Words (Vocab 
Based)

The Keeper’s 
Treasure, 
Lesson 6

CCSS.ELA- 
Lieracy.CCRA. 
R.2, 5

Summarize Make
Connections

Choice of 
Flow

The Escape 
Option, 
Lesson 7

Weekly Flow

Day Objective
1

(I do)
Teacher reads aloud the graphic novel story to students. Model the desired 
reading comprehension skill/strategies while pointing out the specific graphic 
novel element that allows for those comprehension skill/strategies to be used.

2
(We do)

Lesson/activity that teaches students how to look at the specific graphic 
novel element so they can understand the story more. The lesson builds the 
specific comprehension skill/strategies knowledge for the students.

3
(We do)

Continuation of the lesson/activity from day 2.

4
(You do)

Students collaboratively re-read aloud the graphic novel story to the group. 
Teach guides them to use the desired reading comprehension skill/strategies 
while pointing out the specific graphic novel element that allows for those 
comprehension skill/strategies to be used.

*These are the CCSS I’ll be using to show how this graphic novel unit can be used across 
the grade levels (1-6).
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*The K-12 standards define what students should understand and be able to do by the 
end of each grade. They correspond to the College and Career Readiness (CCR) anchor 
standards below by number. The CCR and grade-specific standards are necessary 
complements—the former providing broad standards, the latter providing additional 
specificity—that together define the skills and understandings that all students must 
demonstrate.

Links to Standards in this strand:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6

Limitations and Outcomes

The limitations of this project were the hand-picked sample size, and time constrains 

set by the school where I was employed. I hope that when I described the setting, 

population of participants, and the criteria for choosing them, this was clear.

My final project is construed in three different parts. The first is the introduction to 

the graphic novel book club unit and weekly flow of each lesson for my curriculum. I 

present this to teachers in order to quickly show the main standards, objectives, and daily 

lessons of the curriculum. This will be the first thing educators will see to determine if 

this mini-curriculum interests them in offering a different way to teach literacy. The bulk 

of the project is the actual curriculum I created, in the form of a detailed teacher’s 

manual. This is where I was able to expresses my project question in a cohesive manner 

that cumulates the action research method I used to design, test, and change my original 

understandings of my project question. How elementary teachers, and 2nd grade students 

contribute their influence and abilities in reading a graphic novel; when the goal is to use 

this form of literature as a curriculum to improve students’ reading comprehension, 

strategies, and literacy knowledge? The final piece of my project includes a few samples

http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6


of students work, as part of the curriculum for teachers, not as evaluated data. This 

provides teachers a visual understanding of what children could produce while teaching 

literacy through this form of literature.

Outside of the limitation and flaws I already mentioned, I did have a couple of 

anticipated problems for this research project. Both were typical problems at ANCCS that 

teachers learn to handle on a daily basis, defiant student behavior, and unreliable 

schedule changes.

I worked with some 2nd graders who were not in my typical classroom, so did not 

have the same routine and rapport I had with students in my daily class to manage that 

defiant behavior. In general, though, this never became an issue: the issue was more 

managing off-task behavior. I spent the first two weeks having our new group practice 

our WIN routines and learn my expectations when working together in our small groups. 

Motivation, for the most part, was high so engagement was natural. A few times I would 

need distracted students sit next to me and share my book so that they would stay on task, 

or pair them with students who they would work with on writing assignments more 

sincerely.

Unreliable schedule changes happened because the WIN time relied on seven 

different teachers’ dependability. When one teacher was unavailable it fell on me, as the 

classroom teacher, to unexpectedly take on more groups or students than originally 

planned. This anticipated problem happened almost every week. I handled each 

situation, differently. Sometimes I could have two groups working on different things, 

and continue with my graphic novel lessons as planned, yet monitor both activities.

Other times the extra students needed to only go on computer programs so that I could
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fully focus on my WIN group. A few times I had to give up my graphic novel lesson for 

that day, so some weekly lessons took longer then my originally planned week. For these 

reasons the final project students create at the end of lesson seven never got completed 

before the end of the year. I have the teacher’s written plans for that in the teacher’s 

manual, but no student work to show for it. In general, though, the problems I ran into 

were unsurprising and easy to handle.

Reflections

I had many moments in the past nine weeks of teaching this unit that helped me 

realize, learn, and take away new understandings of what it means to teach with graphic 

novels. Most of the insights I had in each weekly lesson are expressed in the teacher 

manual by way of revising the original plan when something new was tried in order to 

address a problem in the lesson, or as different tips I suggest throughout the daily lessons. 

Here, I reflect on each week individually to summarize a few final thoughts for each 

section of the curriculum from my personal views as an educator and graduate student, as 

well as some expressed moments the students shared or I observed.

Lesson 1: Whatzits

The first week my students and I read “Whatzits” with the goal of sequencing 

the events in a story by understanding the text structure when looking at the choice of 

frames in a graphic novel. This week was a great start to the unit, because the students 

were very excited and surprised that they would get to spend their WIN time reading 

comic books with me! Every day that week, after our thirty minutes was up, one student 

or another would comment that they didn’t want to stop and how fast that time went. I

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 37



was excited to continue this unit with them and felt I was on the right track. This supports 

all the research comic can have on motivating all types of readers (Brenner, 2015; Bucher 

& Manning, 2004; Gavigan, 2012; Yang, 2008). The biggest struggle I saw in my 

students was their ability to confidently read aloud the pages in the graphic novel. Most 

were only reading the words and not explaining the pictures. Some would even just 

reading the words from left-to-right like a prose book, with no focus on the frame 

sequencing. This is exactly what the publication from Brenner (2015) and Jafee (2015) 

warn about. Therefore, I was very glad that my choice of frame lesson came first as 

students actually needed to be taught how to do this. Modeling the correct read aloud of 

the graphic novel at the beginning of each week also helped the students, as they got 

more confident and creative each day in their own readings. In fact, rereading this comic 

with new students showed me details that I had never realized or read before, even 

though I have read this graphic novel over four times. This is a case in point to Yang’s 

idea that the information-transfer is in the reader’s control (2008). Another indication 

that graphic novels are so enriched with literacy components, and can be used in multiple 

ways! My final reflection for week one is to explain my choice to use the particular 

student work sample that is found in the curriculum. This particular student chose a 

comic different than the teacher’s example and also added a middle section to the 

sequence. Both of these make the assignment more challenging and individualized. The 

extra frames that are added show how to incorporate details from past and forthcoming 

frames and the sequence show a master of the weekly objectives (McCloud, 1993). 

Lesson 2: Under the Floorboards
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The second week my students and I read “Under the Floorboards” with the goal of 

understanding the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the use of 

gutter transitions in a graphic novel (Strum, 3013). The excitement for our WIN lesson 

continued this week. It was the same week as the school’s book fair; a few students 

shared with me that they had just bought their first own graphic novel that week too. The 

central theme of Explorers: The Mystery Boxes is that each comic has an unknown box 

that drives the characters to figure out its mystery. Each story is fun, mysterious, 

imaginative, or a little frightening. The week’s comic is the most frightening one in the 

book, so I didn’t know how the second graders would react. In general, they were more 

excited to figure out the “mystery box” connection in this story compared to the first 

week. Comments about the story being “creepy” were validated and respected by all 

peers, but reading the graphic novel with the analytical purpose of studying the gutters 

helped the students not dwell on the “creepy” aspect. The way this incident played out 

shows how I was able to facilitate the construction of meaning approach (Baker, 2011). 

Analytically, these second graders had the most confusion finding and making subject-to 

subject transitions. They also commented that the subject-to-subject transition make 

readers need to guess more, but make the story more interesting, much like McCloud 

states (1993). The students loved creating their “Making Inferences with Gutters” 

booklets. I had to make an extra copy of one student’s booklet and give her extra blank 

booklets because she was so disappointed I was keeping hers for the student sample 

section of my project! My final reflection for week two is to explain my choices to use 

the particular student work samples that are found in the curriculum. I first chose one 

student’s sample of action-to action and subject-to-subject transitions. I liked they way
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she showed making a sandwich in the two different ways correctly. She even added to the 

pages by pretending the second page was the next day in her story. This makes her work 

both as a consumer of new knowledge and a producer of her own meaning, which is the 

goal of NLS (Brown, 2013; Street & Lefstein, 2007). The student who did a great 

example of scene-to-scene shows both time and place changes and naturally included 

narration boxes in his comic, which is one of the elements the next week lessons will 

include (Seyfrid, 2008).

Lesson 3: The Soldiers Daughter

The third week my students and I read “The Soldiers Daughter” with the goal of 

describing the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure, when looking 

at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel. This was one of my more 

complicated weeks, which was surprising to me because many of my ideas for this lesson 

came the successful study I mentioned by Chase, Son, and Steiner (2014). I could be that 

after the first day of introducing the new objectives and read aloud Anchorage schools 

had a snow day, so jumping back into the lesson after that was difficult on the students as 

well as me. This same week I never had just my WIN group in the room but other 

students whose WIN teachers were unavailable. I think this in part contributed to the 

students reading aloud with extra word bubble practice was more difficult and took 

longer than expected. Even though their read aloud of “The Soldiers Daughter” did not 

go as well, I still have great samples of student’s work. I think this is in part because 

pairing them up to dialogue their thoughts with peers helped them test their hypothesis on 

using word bubbles better, which applied the Comprehensible Output Hypothesis (Swain, 

1998). The students naturally shared individually written comic with others too. The
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paired and independent word bubble sample show a master of the weekly objectives 

(Monnin, 2013), and both use words in a way that create a comedic element to the visuals 

in the frames. This shows great interdependence between the words and pictures 

(McCloud, 1993).

Lesson 4: The Butter Thief

The fourth week we read “The Butter Thief” with the goal of determining the 

author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making inferences when looking at the 

choice of images in a graphic novel. One of the most inspiring things that happened this 

week was the use of my poster that states the weekly objectives helped my student make 

new connections to the elements and how they relate to comprehension (Brown, 2013; 

Carter, 2007). After introducing these objectives my students naturally brought up what 

they thought the author’s purpose was for “Under the Floorboards” and “Whatzits.”

They realized the dark gutters in the former helped us know the author wanted us to feel 

frightened by the clay doll, but the bright colors used in the latter made the space monster 

seem like a funny character (Sturm, 2013). Having this poster up throughout the whole 

unit made for a great re-teaching tool. I debated whether I should have taught the 

scripting of the wordless comic (day 3) as the second day lesson, and have the student do 

the note taking lesson (day 2) the following third day instead. The scripting lesson when 

so well, from the fishbowl modeling, the final sentences I received from pairs. Again this 

supports the Comprehensible Output Hypothesis (Swain, 1998), which guided me to 

make sure students’ work was done orally and written in pairs. My hesitation is that 

doing that lesson on day 2 would take away too much of the focused on the use of the 

Explorer book. My final reflection for week four is to explain my choice to use the
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particular student work sample that is found in the curriculum. I chose to show this 

“Images and Pictures Detective Work” worksheet, because this student naturally made 

use of the pervious lesson on frames. She labeled both page and frames her details came 

from. The “Scripting Images and Pictures” worksheet I share shows a master of the 

weekly objectives (Monnin, 2013).

Lesson 5: Spring Cleaning

Our fifth week we read “Spring Cleaning” with a goal to make predictions by 

asking questions when looking at the choice of movement in a graphic novel. My favorite 

thing about this lesson, on this week, is that it is the last of the graphic novel elements 

(aside from flow) that is taught. Therefore I noticed that within my teacher manual, and 

student work, many of the previous taught element choices were referenced or used. This 

confirms that all my weekly objectives, and the order I chose to teach them, actually were 

able to build upon each other. This is because all five graphic novel element choices are 

always being used by the creator and reader to build or comprehend the story (Brenner,

2015). I also noticed that all nine of my students became so much better at reading aloud 

the graphic novel in class, because the combination of reading and lauguaging was 

showing benefits (Knouzi, Swain, Lapkin, & Brooks, 2010). Enough oral practiced had 

happened, and taking the time to look at each element week by week, provided all readers 

with the tools they needed to confidently read the pictures and words in a way that told a 

story (Cary, 2004). My final reflection for this week is to explain my choice to use the 

particular student work samples that are found in the curriculum. I chose two students 

who both made a prediction that made sense to the story line based on the pervious and 

next frames, one that didn’t match the hidden panel, one that did. They both read aloud
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very well though, so this shows that the questions they are asking are helping them make 

valid predictions. I also included the same students’ written notes on the “Choice of 

Movement” worksheets to show possible ways the mastery of the weekly objectives can 

be met (Monnin, 2013). They used a combination of words, sketches, and blanks (no 

movement lines).

Lesson 6: The Keeper’s Treasure

The sixth week my students and I read “The Keeper’s Treasure” with a goal to 

describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of vocabulary 

words used in a graphic novel.” While teaching my small group this lesson I realized a 

few things about using comic books as literary teaching materials and the use of TPR in 

language development. I think using graphic novels in a small group setting would be 

better than whole class, which is what the publications from Brenner (2015) and Jafee 

(2015) suggest as well. There were many times someone else wanted to share a part of 

the story that wasn’t “read” by the reader, so it took us a long time to get through the 

details of the story (McCloud, 1993; Yaung, 2008). This was only with nine students, 

with a class of 20 or more would be even harder to smoothly read, without loosing focus 

of the pace, storyline, or objective. The TPR activities were very engaging, I was often 

able to expand on them, or repeat them, and all students were engaged and watching each 

other’s actions for correct clues and new ideas. I felt that doing TPR in a small group 

was not the best environment for the students to fully express their actions. Since other 

reading groups were working, and concentrating, on different activities, my groups’ 

actions had to be done is less dramatic ways than I would have asked for otherwise, 

especially on the last day of acting out parts of the book. I saw TPR work as a learning,
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and teaching, tool in a number of situations. All my students were very confused on 

“grant a wish” being different than “wishing.” Once we acted it out, looked at the all

powerful genie, and saw what the character got, the meaning of “granting a wish” was 

much more developed in later TPR activities. The enriched word like “endless labyrinth” 

or “”glacial wasteland” were expanded on in student’s own “reading” of the comic book. 

Again this supports Baker’s (2011) and Cary’s (2004) theories about the importance of 

communicative language teaching and the role of the educator.

Lesson 7: The Escape Option

Our final story, and last few weeks, we read “The Escape Option” with the goal of 

summarizing by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or all graphic 

element choices, working together, in a graphic novel.” This lesson was taught during 

the last three weeks of school mixed in with ANCCS’s Culture Week, Field Day, and 

End-of-the-Year activities. Needless to say I did not see the WIN group consistently 

enough to get through all eight days of lessons. The student and I completed the first four 

days, including the cumulating activity of recreating a page, and started the 

prewriting/drafting activities of creating their own comic ending (Cary, 2004). The 

student sample I chose to include was from the pair of students who most creatively, and 

neatly applied all previously taught lessons on graphic novel elements. The dialogue 

between the students while prewriting their endings were great, and I wished I had their 

own comic to share. One thing that made the dialog more enriching and helpful to the 

students was that I had them sit at tables with students who voted for the same main idea 

to the ending. That way their discussions while brainstorming would benefit the choice 

of flow in their own comic (Swain, 2001). My final reflection on this week, and on the
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unit overall, is how excited I am to use this same curriculum next year in Thailand with 

my fifth grade class! I will get to re-teach all these lessons again, but with older 

elementary students, and see if this curriculum is truly transferrable across the different 

grade levels, cultures, and languages like I envision!

Conclusion

In conclusion of my master’s project I experienced how the different roles of a 

teacher, students, and the aspects of reading graphic novels work together to build 

literacy knowledge. The curriculum I created and used with my students successfully 

taught literacy comprehension in a new and motivating way that neither my students nor I 

had experienced before. This qualitative curriculum project is not meant to be for any 

empirical application of theory, because it is limited to the time, place, and participants. 

Nor did I analyze any data. However, my hope is that this practical application of using 

graphic novels to teach literacy, in elementary schools, has the possibility of being shared 

with teachers in my own school, school district, or other educators who seek out an 

alterative to teach literacy for their students. The title for this curriculum is Teaching 

Literacy Skills with Graphic Novels to Elementary Students.
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Appendix A 

Lesson 1: Whatzits

Objective:

Sequence events (comprehension skill): Students analyze how and why characters and 

events develop and interact over the course of a graphic novel, and place comic strips 

frames so that the sequence of events are in the correct order.

Understand text structure (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of 

frames/panels in a graphic novel and comic strips to see how each frame relates to each 

other as a whole.

Choice o f Frame (graphic novel element): Students interpret the correct order of frames 

on a comic page to read the story in the correct sequence. Students also discuss how the 

shape and size of the frame structure contributes to their understanding of the text.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact 

over the course of a text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.
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Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of frame” in a graphic novel.

A graphic novel creator acts like a director when deciding what each panel and 

page layout shows. Readers should think about the frame of each panel. What are you 

seeing? What can’t you see? What about the “camera” angle, or sound effects? What 

does the distance from the subject in the frame tell you? Why did the creator make those 

choices (Brenner, 2015)? Many of these questions can be answered by knowing some 

facts about the details of frame choices.

Each frame indicates a division, or break, of time and space to progress the story 

forward. This is why frames work as a real time representation of past (panel previously 

read), present (new panel to read), and future (upcoming panel). Therefore the pace at 

which panels change, and how much time seems to pass, is a careful decision made by 

the creator (McCloud, 1993). Some of the common frame types indicate these changes in 

time and space. The longer the frame means the longer that moment takes place in the 

story (McCloud, 1993). This is why the subject will usually be smaller or surrounded 

with more details in these frames. The opposite can be said for small frames, which help 

the readers focus on one important detail quickly. There are ways creators express the 

idea of timelessness too (McCloud, 1993). A frame with no words allows the reader to 

decide how long to pause on that frame before continuing the story, and represents a 

sense of constant inner thought of the characters. Frames with no borderlines are called 

“bleeders.” This shows readers that whatever is happening inside these frames “escapes”



into an unidentified time within the plot line. This provides power to the reader to 

determine the time frame within that panel (Frey & Fisher, 2008).

Examples, or suggestions, of how and when to show students the “choice of 

frame” within the weekly graphic novel story are explained in more detail under the 

Day 1 lesson notes (Kibuishi, 2011).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Cut up frames of “Cooperation Captions” comic strip (enough for pairs to share) 

placed in baggies

•  Template for the correct “Cooperation Captions” frames (one for each pair)

•  Cut up frames of “Foxtrot” comic strip and template for the correct frame layout 

placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “Denise the Menace the Party’s Over” comic strip and template 

for the correct frame layout placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “For Better or for Worse” comic strip and template for the 

correct frame layout placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “Marvin” comic strip and template for the correct frame layout 

placed in a baggie

•  Teacher example of “Mutts” Adding Frames to a Comic lesson
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•  6 panel template (one per student)

•  “Mutts” comic strips examples (one per student)

•  Class set of scissors, glue, and pencils

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Introduce the new graphic novel book to students. Explain that Explorer: The 

Mystery Boxes has seven different short graphic stories and to read each story the class 

will practice using a comprehension skill, strategy and learning about an element all 

graphic novels have (Monnin, 2013). Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. 

Have students say the weekly goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by 

understanding the text structure when looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.” 

Read aloud the “Whatzits” (p. 94-109) to students. When reading a graphic novel 

as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the sequence of the 

plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students point to the 

same frame as they follow along. This will help them realize the correct order (sequence) 

of the frame layout (structure) on the page.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following example to teach about some 

of the common frame types and how they are structured to help the readers understand 

the sequence in a graphic novel. As a teacher use digression on which examples you 

want to point out, or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension 

level, your connection to the story, etc.
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•  P. 96, full page frame: A common way graphic novels will introduce the setting 

(spaceship in outer space) and leave visual clues for the next frame (same 

spaceship is seen on the first frame in p. 97.

•  P. 97, frames go from big, to small, as the sequence unfolds: This slowly 

introduces the plot line and important characters in the story.

•  P. 97, frames 2 and 3: Notice the word bubbles start in frame 2, but are coming 

from the character in frame 3. This is an example of a frame vs. time 

interaction. Both frames 2 and 3 are happening at the same time in the story 

sequence.

•  P. 98, frame 5: This wide frame allows the reader’s eyes time to pause and 

notice how momentous the task really is.

•  P. 99, frame 1: Shows movement through time, the kid is in three different 

spots throughout that frame, not three different people.

•  P. 99, frames 2-4: In frame 2 readers see the kid and the box, in frame 3 readers 

only see the kid, in frame 4 readers only see the box. These focused frames 

foreshadow the important connection between the kid and the box for the 

story’s sequence.

•  P. 101, frames 1-2: The sound WARGL is split between the two frames, also 

showing a frame vs. time interaction. The frame shape in frame 1 is larger on 

top to show us the kid is looking up at the creature, the same way frame 2 is 

larger on the bottom to show us the creature is looking down at the kid.

•  P. 102, frame 5/6: The frame within a frame shows the readers in more detail 

the kids expression to what he/and the readers see happening in the larger
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frame.

•  P.103, circle shape frame template: These frames show cause and effect in the 

sequence of the story. Read the top frame first, to see what the kid needs to do. 

Read the circle frame second, what happened when he tried. Read the 

surrounding frames last, what the effect was from not catching on the planets.

•  P. 105, frame 7: The bleeder frame at the bottom of the page shows that the 

running around and cleaning up is constant and timeless.

•  P. 106, frame 6: This taller frame of the grandpa peering down at the kid 

(shown in 2 frames) expresses the age, size, and power difference between the 

characters.

•  P. 108, frames 2-4: These frames go from wide to small rectangles, as well as 

3, 2, 1 charters in each. This sequence help the readers pick out the “bully” of 

the little kid.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Pass out precut panels of the “Cooperation Caption” comics and frame outlines for 

pairs to put in sequence order. Do this as a whole group activity. Explain that the frame 

shape gives you clues to the correct order; you also need to look at the details inside the 

frames to make sure the sequence of the story makes sense (Frey & Fisher, 2008). Pass 

out new precut comic panels to put in sequence order. Do this in pairs, each pair works
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on a different comic strip. Help pairs in their sequence reasoning by pointing out details 

of the frame to help figure out the correct sequence. Students share their reading of the 

comics to the group when all pairs have put the their choice of frames in the correct 

structure.

>- Tip: Have students number the correct frame order of the back of the precut 

frames. These “Comic Puzzles” can be used as a center activity, or independent 

practice in the future.

>- Tip: The comics used in this lesson have a range of easiest to hardest to 

sequence; Foxtrot, For Better or for Worse, Denise the Menace, and finally, 

Marvin. Match comics to pairs that will match their ability in the task.

>- Differentiated Tip: Upper grade levels have the choice of not using the frame 

outline page. For a greater challenge, fit all the frames on a blank page layout 

instead.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Use the “Mutts” comics to add two other events in the sequence of the plot. See 

the “teacher example” for the final product of today’s lesson. Read the two Mutts comics 

with the students, have each student pick the one they thought was the funniest. This will 

be the comic they add their own frames to. Show student the teacher example for the 

lesson. Explain how you added a frame to the middle and end of the comic to tell more
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about the story. Give students the task to add two extra frames in their comic to tell more 

about the beginning, middle, or end. Cut out the four frames, glue onto the 6 frames 

template. Students must understand the text structure to leave two of the frames blank in 

the correct place they what to add details to the story (Cary, 2004). Students draw their 

own beginning, middle, or end frames, and write a sentence underneath to describe what 

is happening.

Have students share with the group the places they added to the sequence of 

events in their comic (Cary, 2004). Make sure students’ frames match within the correct 

sequence, and read from panel to the next panel in a way that makes sense. Help correct 

those that do not, and complement on story details of those that do.

>- Differentiated Tip: Adding a frame at the very beginning and end is the easiest 

way students who are struggling with sequencing or structure will correctly learn 

this concept. More challenging is to add frames in the middle of the comic for 

more advanced students.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Students re-read “Whatzits” aloud to the group. Have one student read 2 pages 

aloud at a time, while other students track the frames with their fingers. Use guiding 

questions to get students to share new details about frames they notice. You may also use 

the examples from Day 1 again to guide students to notice those common frame types,
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and how they are structured to help the readers understand the sequence in the graphic 

novel (Kibuishi, 2011).
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Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students share their reading of the comic to the group when the pair 

has put the choice of frames in the correct structure.

Day 3: (Formative) Students share with the group the places they added to the sequence 

of events in their own comic. Students’ frames must match within the correct sequence, 

and read from one panel to the next panel in a way that makes sense.

Day 4: (Summative) Students re-read two pages at a time from “Whatzits” aloud to the 

group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details 

about the choice of frames that they notice.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 1 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.



Appendix B 

Lesson 2: Under the Floorboards
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Objective:

Cause and Effect (comprehension skill): Students analyze why (cause) and how (effect) 

characters, events, or ideas develop and interact over the course of a graphic novel when 

expressing those changes they notice between the frames’ “gutters.”

Making Inferences (comprehension strategies): Students will closely read a graphic novel 

to determine what the “gutter” transitions are, and to make logical inferences about the 

story from it.

Use o f Gutters (graphic novel element): Students cite specific “gutter” transitions when 

writing and speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. Analyze the structure 

of action-to action, subject-to-subject, and scene-to-scene transitions and how they relate 

to each other as a whole.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3



Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact 

over the course of a text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of frame” in a graphic novel.

Comic creators use choice of frames in two ways. The frame choice itself, this is 

what was taught in Lesson 1. As well as the use of gutters, this is the space between the 

separate frames, and is what this lesson will concentrate on (Strum, 2013). The action in 

comics happen in the gutters, so gutters become the invisible art of graphic novel 

storytelling that the creator chooses to make. The readers must collaborate with the 

creator to “read” the visible and invisible, much like a dance between the two. In order to 

read the visible frames then the invisible gutters successfully, readers use closure 

(McCloud, 1993) .

Closure is when the readers observes only part of an image inside the frame, but 

believes that it is a representation of the whole (McCloud, 1993). For example if you 

look at the frame below: Readers make closure by understanding that the man’ s arm is 

not in two parts but his elbow just can’t be seen in the frame; just like the rest of his 

body, he still has legs and feet that are below him. We believe the whole person is there
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but are only seeing the parts the comic creator chooses to show us.

60

When multiple frames are places in sequence the readers become a willing and conscious 

collaborator to communicate the storyline, and closure is the agent of change, time, and 

motion (McCloud, 1993). The transitions of change, time and motion in comics happen 

within the gutters, requires readers to see cause and effects of each panel, and make 

inferences about the action in the gutter space.

Most panel-to-panel transitions in comics can be placed in several categories; all 

require a different level of closure from the readers (Strum, 2013). This lesson will focus 

on the three most common types of transitions found in the gutters of comics (McCloud, 

1993). The first, and most common transition type, is action-to-action. This features a 

single subject- making distinct action progressions, and requires only a little closure from 

the reader (see Action-to-Action Samples in master copies for visual examples). The 

second most common transition is subject-to subject. The subjects and point of views 

change but still stay within the same scene or idea (see Subject-to-Subject Samples in 

master copies for visual examples). The reader’s involvement in closure must increase to 

make these transitions meaningful to the story. The third most common gutter transition 

is scene-to-scene (see Scene-to-Scene Samples in master copies for visual examples).



Greater deductive reasoning and inferencing is needed because the transitions happen 

across a significant distance of time and/or space.

Comic creator Scott McCloud explains gutters wonderfully, “Within frames of a 

comic information is only conveyed visually, but BETWEEN the frames none of our 

senses are required at all, which is why ALL  of our senses can be engaged!” (Scott 

McCloud, P.89)

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (enough for each student, use the template 

to create, cover page and 3 blank frame pages)

•  Action-to-Action Samples (use on day 2)

•  Action-to-Action Teacher Example (use on day 2)

•  Subject-to-Subject Samples (use on day 3)

•  Subject-to-Subject Teacher Example (use on day 3)

•  Scene-to-Scene Samples (use on day 4)

•  Scene-to-Scene Teacher Example (use on day 4)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)
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Daily Lessons:

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSUlNYVpUUGFJSzQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcd29QUXFlLUFBbDA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZXFDM04wZm1yN00/view?usp=sharing
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https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcc0dqOHpSZTc5dkk/view?usp=sharing


Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

>- Tip: Teach that the word inferences means “guesses” and that reader’s 

guesses are confirmed by the cause and effect between the two panels.

Read aloud “Under the Floorboards” (p.4-21) to students. When reading a 

graphic novel as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the 

sequence of the plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students 

point to the same frame as they follow along.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following examples to teach about the 

use of gutters. As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, or 

others you notice yourself, based on your students comprehension level, your connection 

to the story, etc.

•  P. 6-7: Before reading show students the black gutters between the frames 

and explain that when reading the pictures you will also be sharing 

guesses, or inferences, on what happened between the panels to tell the 

story in more detail today. Have students trace the gutters with their 

fingers to check for understanding of what gutters are.

•  P. 6, frames 1-3: First we are outside looking at a house, then end up 

inside the house seeing a sleeping girl (this is an example of scene-to- 

scene change).

•  P. 6-7, frames 3-6: The girl is asleep, then wakes up because she hears a
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tapping sound under the bed. She looks under the bed and sees a 

floorboard that is sticking up. The girl gets out of bed and lifts up the 

floorboard to see what is hiding underneath it (this is an example of 

action-to-action transition).

•  P. 7, last 3 frames: we see the girl reaching for the box and paper in the 

hole. The girl is reading what is on the paper. And we get to read the letter 

she read on the paper (this is an example of subject-to-subject closure).

Do not introduce the transition types to students today. Just read the graphic 

novel aloud so those students become familiar with the story, and model inferencing what 

actions (the cause and effect) are happening in the gutters too.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce action-to-action gutter transitions. Use the Action-to-Action Samples in 

the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster, handout, or on a 

doc-cam. Explain how each panel change features a single subject making distinct action 

progressions, and requires only a little inferencing from the reader.

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of action-to-action transitions 

in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under the 

Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the beginning,
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or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 2011).

•  P. 11, 12, and 14, gutter between frames 1&2: The girl’s facial reactions to 

what is being said or done in the previous or proceeding frame.

•  P. 18, gutter between frames 3-5: Shows the action of the clay doll 

become more lifelike by forming a mouth and speaking for the first time.

•  P. 20, all gutters between the frames: First row shows the storm clearing, 

second row shows door knocks getting louder, last row shows the girl’s 

reaction to changes in the door knocks.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.

>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require 

all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of action-to-action gutter transitions (Cray, 

2004). Provide are 10 actions to illustrate from beginning, middle, and end; modify as 

needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Kick a goal 6. Pick up a phone ringing

2. Make a sandwich 7. Lick an ice cream cone

3. Cross the street 8. Dress for winter recess

4. Slide down a slide 9. Build a Lego tower
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5. Dig a hole 10. Airplane landing

See the Action-to-Action Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the action-to-action transition. If it does not, point out that the 

subject never changes; just what they are doing changes in each panel (McCloud, 1993). 

Help them fix mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain actions. This 

offers a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to 

discuss and look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own action to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an action they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same action from different 

viewpoints if multiple students chose the same action.

>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.

If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their 

3-panel action-to-action sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in comics.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce subject-to-subject gutter transitions. Use the Subject-to-Subject 

Samples in the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster,
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handout, or on a doc-cam. Explain how in each panel the subjects and point of views 

change, but still stay within the same scene or idea (Strum, 2013). The reader’s 

involvement in inferencing must increase to make these transitions meaningful to the 

story.

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of subject-to-subject 

transitions in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under 

the Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the 

beginning, or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 

2011).

•  P. 10, all frames: Frames play between girl and wax doll showing the doll 

coming to life and the girl watch that happen.

•  P. 12, all frames: Frames play between the girl’s and wax doll’s reaction 

to the chore of sweeping.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.

>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require 

all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of subject-to-subject gutter transitions
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(Cray, 2004). Provide are the same 10 actions from day 2 to illustrate from beginning, 

middle, and end; modify as needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Kick a goal 6. Pick up a phone ringing

2. Make a sandwich 7. Lick an ice cream cone

3. Cross the street 8. Dress for winter recess

4. Slide down a slide 9. Build a Lego tower

5. Dig a hole 10. Airplane landing

See the Subject-to-Subject Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the subject-to-subject transition. If it does not, point out that the 

subjects and views change but the action does not (McCloud, 1993). Help them fix 

mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain actions. This 

offers a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to 

discuss and look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own action to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an action they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same action from different 

viewpoints if multiple students chose the same action.

>- Tip: Have students use the same action they illustrated on day 1. They 

will illustrate it in a completely different way today, and really get to see 

how action-to-action, and subject-to subject look different.

>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.
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If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their 

3-panel subject-to-subject sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in 

comics.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce scene-to-scene gutter transitions. Use the Scene-to-Scene Samples in 

the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster, or on a doc-cam. 

Explain how in each panel greater deductive reasoning and inferencing is needed because 

the transitions happen across a significant distance of time and/or space (Strum, 2013).

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of scene-to-scene transitions 

in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under the 

Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the beginning, 

or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 2011).

•  P. 15, gutter between frames 3&4: Readers are in the mother’s room 

during the day then transition to the girl’s room at night.

•  P. 17, all frames: Each frame shows a different part of the house (space) 

throughout one day (time). Readers see a scene in the hallway, kitchen, 

bedroom, living room, and mother’s room.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.
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>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require 

all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of scene-to-scene gutter transitions (Cary, 

2004). Provide are 6 new event to illustrate from beginning, middle, and end; modify as 

needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Plane trip to a village 4. Views from your drive to school

2. Growing up as a baby, kid, adult 5. Changes from summer, winter, fall

3. What 3 different people do after school 6. People looking for a lost dog

See the Scene-to-Scene Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the scene-to-scene transition. If it does not, point out that each 

panel needs to show a different time or space (McCloud, 1993). Help them fix mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain events. This offers 

a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to discuss and 

look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own events to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an event they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same event from different
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viewpoints if multiple students chose the same event.

>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.

If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their 

3-panel scene-to-scene sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in comics.

Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students find and inference an action-to-action gutter example from 

the weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of an action-to-action 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Day 3: (Formative) Students find and inference a subject-to-subject gutter example from 

the weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of a subject-to-subject 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Day 4: (Formative) Students find and inference a scene-to-scene gutter example from the 

weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of a scene-to-scene 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 2 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.
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Appendix C 

Lesson 3: The Soldier’s Daughter
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Objective:

Describe plot and story structure (comprehension skill): Students determine the main 

idea of a graphic novel and analyze the development by summarizing key supporting 

details and ideas. Students analyze how the words and pictures develop and interact over 

the course of a graphic novel.

Understand text structure (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of 

types of word bubbles in a graphic novel and comic strip to see how the word bubbles 

relate to, and explain, the whole story.

Choice of words (graphic novel element): Students interpret speech bubbles, thought 

bubbles, and narrative boxes in a graphic novel, and analyze how those specific word 

choices shape the meaning or tone of the story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2

Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; 

summarize the key supporting details and ideas.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact



over the course of a text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

determining technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze 

how specific word choices shape meaning or tone.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of words” in a graphic novel.

The earliest forms of a written language, from the Incas to the Egyptians, started 

as stylized pictures. Then written language progressed to only representing sounds and 

lost most of the visual representation, so much so that today most people view literature 

and art as separate forms of communication. Yet picture and words still change and 

develop into new forms (McCloud, 1993). Pictures and artwork, for example, in the late 

1600’s works like Rembrandt were very realistic and specific. Then the art movement 

changed by the 1900’s to Expressionism and Cubism where the art was no longer realistic 

but back to symbolic. Words have gone through a similar trajectory in the opposite 

direction (McCloud, 1993). Works by Dante or Shakespeare are classic examples of 

meaning being expressed by elaborate words. Today we see words be used in special

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 72



fonts, poem forms, and ads in a way to resemble a picture. Both pictures and words have 

started to borrow resemblance and meaning from each other again, and this makes the 

medium of comics so powerful because it naturally combines the two (McCloud, 1993). 

The diagram below is a visual of this happening.

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 73

Combining pictures with words in comics can be done in a number of ways. Here 

are some common ways that explain why and how certain word bubble choices are used. 

First there are “word specific” combinations, when pictures illustrate but don’t add to 

completing the story (McCloud, 1993). The use of the narration box helps complete the 

text. Then there are “picture specific” combinations because the words to little more than 

add a soundtrack to a visually told sequence (McCloud, 1993). Another type is the 

“additive” combination, when the words amplify or elaborate on an image or vice versa 

(McCloud, 1993). Both “picture specific” and “additive” combinations make good use of 

talking and thought bubbles. The most common type of word/picture combination is 

“interdependence.” They go hand in hand to convey an idea that could not be expresses 

by the words or pictures alone (McCloud, 1993). All three types of word bubble choice 

are used interchangeably for this combination. A good rule of thumb to keep in mind is:



the more that is said with words the more the pictures can be freed to the creative 

imagination and vice versa (McCloud, 1993).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Speech Bubble Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Thought Bubble Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Narration Box Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Soldier's Daughter P.81 Lesson Example

•  Soldier's Daughter P.81 Template

•  Soldier's Daughter P.83 Template (copy enough for pairs to work with)

•  Soldier's Daughter P.91 Template (copy enough for pairs to work with)

•  Choice of Words Extra Practice 1 (copy enough for individuals to work with)

•  Choice of Words Extra Practice 2 (copy enough for individuals to work with)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure
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when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”

Introduce the three most common types of word bubble structure choices and 

what they typically mean in a graphic novel. See the three Cue Cards in master copies 

(Brown, 2013).

1. Talking bubble: the spoken words of a character that the pointer attached to the 

bubble is directed at.

2. Thought bubble: the inside thoughts of a character, other characters do not hear 

this only the reader does.

3. Narration box: narrator telling more details about the plot

Read aloud the “The Soldier’s Daughter” (p. 76-93) to students. When reading a 

graphic novel as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the 

sequence of the plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students 

point to the same frame as they follow along.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following example to teach about some 

of the common word bubble choices the creator used and how they are structured (text 

structure) to help the readers understand the plot (story structure) in a graphic novel 

(Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, 

or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, your 

connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 78, all frames: The whole page uses the narration box to develop the plot and 

conflict of the story.

•  P. 80, frame 3: Read the spoken word bubbles straight down. This shows a 

conversation between the brother and sister, and the brothers response to the sister
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pointing a sword at him in the picture.

•  P. 82, frames 2&3: Stop to point out that the creator is using the narration box in 

different ways. Frame 2 the words narrate the setting and plot, but in frame 3 it 

acts like a thought bubble of the girl.

•  P. 86-90. The creator used black thought bubbles for the father’s words, but the 

daughter can hear his thoughts, and responds to them in white spoken word 

bubbles.

Day 2 and 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure 

when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”

Reread “The Soldier’s Daughter” with the group of students. Today students will 

practice filling in words for wordless frames with by using different word bubble 

structures, with the goal that the words have interdependence with the picture. Stop 

reading at a wordless frame; hold up one of the Cue Cards. Model “filling in” the words 

for that part of the plot based on the structure type of word bubble (Brown, 2013). Do 

this a few times. Here are a few examples and suggestions.

•  P. 79, frame 1: Narration box, “Finally the rain stopped.”

•  P. 79, frame 7: Thought bubble, “This is the most serious thing I have ever said in 

my life.”

•  P. 80, frame 6: Talking bubble, “Captain Vaal’s army is getting closer everyday, 

soon our home won't be safe.”
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After the teacher models the activity have individual students take turns reading a 

page at a time, stopping at wordless frames. The teacher holds up one of the cue cards 

for that student to “fill in” (Brown, 2013). The student’s words should match the images 

and actions in the frame and continue the story correctly. The goal is that words have 

interdependence with the picture. Assist and correct if they are incorrect. Here are a few 

suggestions to prompt students with.

•  P. 81, frame 4: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 82, frame 1: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 82, frame 5: Hold up the Narration Box Cue Card

•  P. 83, frame 6: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 83, frame 9: Hold up the Talking Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 84, frame 6: Hold up the Narration Box Cue Card

•  P. 85, frame 5: Hold up the Talking Bubble Cue Card

>- Differentiation Tip: Provide a greater change to students and let them pick 

what cue card they want to use to fill in wordless frames.

>- Tip: This activity was challenging for 2nd grade students and took two 30 

min. lessons and two rereading for the students to really feel confident in 

“filling in” their own words.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure 

when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”
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Today students will use “The Soldier's Daughter” P.81, 83, and 91 Templates (see 

master copies) to fill in the blank word bubbles and create a new story for the page (Cary, 

2004). Model how to do this with the whole group using P. 81 template (see Soldier's 

Daughter P.81 Lesson Example in master copies for final product). Work collaboratively 

with the students to add words in the bubbles that make a new story and relates to the 

images as well.

Pair students to work together on filling in the word bubbles for either P.83 or 91 

templates to create a new story. The students’ story should not repeat the words that 

were used in the original story. Students should be creating a story by using the structure 

of word bubbles to develop a plot for the images given (Brown, 2013). Check pair’s 

work and, assist when needed. Once pairs correctly fill in their comic page they can 

individually work on a Choice of Words Extra Practice (see master copies). If time 

allows, let students choose a comic they wrote to read aloud to the group.

>- Tip: Place students’ work on a doc-cam when students are sharing their 

comics so everyone can see it.

Assessments:

Day 2 and 3: (formative) Student’s words match the images and actions in the frame and 

continue the story correctly with the text structure they were given.

Day 4: (summative) Students should be creating a story by using the structure of word 

bubbles to develop a plot for the images given.
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Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 3 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.
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Appendix D 

Lesson 4: The Butter Thief
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Objective:

Determine author’s purpose/Identify the point o f view (comprehension skill): Students 

will assess how the point of view of the image within a frame shapes the content and 

understanding of a graphic novel or comic strip. Students will express what the comic 

creator wants the reader to understand from those points of views.

Make inferences (comprehension strategies): Students will closely read a graphic novel 

or comic strip to cite specific image details as evidence to make logical inferences from 

it, and make conclusions drawn from those images.

Choice o f Image (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of images and 

their details in a graphic novel and comic strip to see how the images relate to, and help 

explain, the whole story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.



•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6

Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of image” in a graphic novel.

The earliest forms of a written language, from the Incas to the Egyptians, started 

as stylized pictures. Then written language progressed to only representing sounds and 

lost most of the visual representation, so much so that today most people view literature 

and art as separate forms of communication. Yet picture and words still change and 

develop into new forms (McCloud, 1993). For example, pictures and artwork in the late 

1600’s, works like Rembrandt, were very realistic and specific. Then the art movement 

changed by the 1900’s to Expressionism and Cubism where the art was no longer realistic 

but back to symbolic. Words have gone through a similar trajectory in the opposite 

direction (McCloud, 1993). Works by Dante or Shakespeare are classic examples of 

meaning being expressed by elaborate words. Today we see words used in special fonts, 

poem forms, and ads in a way to resemble a picture. Both pictures and words have 

started to borrow resemblance and meaning from each other again, and this makes the
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medium of comics so powerful because it naturally combines the two (McCloud, 1993). 

The diagram below is a visual of this happening.
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A good rule of thumb to keep in mind is that the more that is said with words the 

more the pictures can be freed to the creative imagination and vice versa (McCloud, 

1993). Comics that are “wordless” and made mostly of pictures provided the reader the 

opportunity to practice their creative use of words. When reading independently, this is 

done inside the mind. When reading aloud to a partner, or group, it provides a lot of 

opportunities for oral or written language building. This building happens in three steps 

of thinking, as described by Swain’s Comprehensible Output Hypothesis (2001), all that 

are used in the Day 3 Lesson.

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is Swain’s theory that language learners need 

to deliver a comprehensible message in order for the learning to be validated beyond a 

semantic process to a syntactic process (Swain, 2001). Swain identified three possible 

functions of output: the noticing function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the 

metalinguistic function (Swain, 2001). The lesson on Day 3 gives opportunities for 

students to apply each of these functions. The noticing function happens when students 

look at the five visual choices, as mentioned by Seyfrid in the literature review section



(2008), and cannot express with words what they see visually. The hypothesis-testing 

function is applied when students brainstorm and share possible outcomes and 

predictions for the gutter space between panels, as mentioned by Strum (2013), in order 

to help them better express orally what the readers see visually. The metalinguistic 

function is the final output given by the students when they collaboratively create their 

own interpretations of the story, as they did so often in the study by Brown (2013).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Images and Pictures Detective Worksheet (enough copies for each student)

•  Scripting Images and Pictures Worksheet (enough copies for each student)

•  Owly: Hanging up to Dry (teacher’s example of Day 3 lesson)

•  Owly: Hanging up to Dry (blank comic to use on Day 3 lesson)

•  Owly: Gone Swimmin’ Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Owly: Hatchin’ Friends Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Owly: Let’s Go Fly a Kite Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)
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Daily Lessons:

Day 1:
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Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.” Explain that details 

in the pictures and images show different points of view, or what the authors want you to 

notice, but as a reader you make all of those inferences in your own mind to comprehend 

the story (Seyfried, 2008).

Teacher reads aloud “The Butter Thief.” This comic relies heavily on images, 

and uses little words to tell the plot. While reading really model how to not just name the 

objects you see in the images, but to use those as clues to “tell” your own story from 

them. Here are a few examples to teach about the author’s purpose and point of view and 

how the images help the readers make those inferences (Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher 

use digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice yourself, 

based on your students’ comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 60, frames 1 & 2: frame 1 shows the grandma’s point of view of looking and 

reaching for the butter, frame 2 shows us what grandma looks like from the point 

of the butter spirit in the box. This human vs. spirit point of view is done 

throughout the comic. Very important to notice that image choice because it is 

done right from the beginning.

•  P. 61, frames 3,4 & 5,6: This shows a change from day to night, yet the girl is 

still thinking about watching her grandma bury the box.

•  P. 61, frames 5-8: The point of view is as if the buried box is watching the house, 

girl come outside, and start digging. The point of view changes when the girl 

looks down at the reviled box in the last frame.
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•  P. 63, frame 1 & 2: Again the human vs. spirit point of view is shown. Frame 1 

what the girl sees looking down into the box, frame 2 what the spirit sees while 

cursing the girl.

•  P. 64-65, all frames: The images help readers determine the real spirit, and the 

newly cursed girl spirit. Real spirit has red eyebrows, no pupils in yellow eyes, 

and a beard. The girl spirit has green eyebrows, can see her pupils, and a 

ponytail.

•  P. 66, frame 3: The first time we see the protective spirit he is shown standing in 

front of the house. The author’s purpose for this choice is to show us what he 

protects.

•  P. 67, frame 7: The point of view of the kitchen has changed, the tiles are much 

larger than they were on p. 60, frame 3.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”

Today students will read “The Butter Thief” to become a detective and look for 

clues in the images and pictures to understand the whole story. They will ask themselves 

the questions on the Images and Picture Detective Worksheet (see master copies) as they 

“read the images” in the comic (Brenner, 2015). As a whole group, look at pages 60-61 

together. Ask the 6 questions that are on the worksheet, students and teacher share 

answers with the group. Then, assign each student 2, side-by-side, pages to become

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 85



“expert detectives” on the choice of images. Pass out the Images and Picture Detective 

Worksheet (see master copies) to each student. Allow the rest of the lesson time for 

students to write out the clues they notice from the images on their pages. This 

worksheet will be used as a reference for students to use when they read aloud “The 

Butter Thief” to the group on Day 4.

>- Teaching Tip: Younger students may have a slower start on this individual 

assignment. Go through each question aloud with them, as they fill in their 

own answers, or check in with each student, one-on-one, to assist on his or her 

own pages as needed.

>- Teaching Tip: The last question on the Images and Picture Detective 

Worksheet (see master copies); may be difficult for younger students to do 

alone. Provide more one-on-one teaching for this, only us this question for 

upper grade levels, or set aside an extra day where the whole group can find 

correct examples on each page.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”

Today students will script wordless comics (Cary, 2004). Scripting the images 

requires students to make inferences that will tell, in their own words, the author’s story. 

Use the “Owly: Hanging up to Dry” (blank comic, see master copies) to model for the 

students the three different readings pairs will do. Have one student model with you, as a
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fishbowl activity. First read, both you and student silent read the comic to yourselves.

Try to figure out what story is being told. Second read, read the comic with your partner, 

stopping at images and panels that you have questions about, or have different ideas 

about what is happening in the story. Make sure both you and your partner agree with the 

inferences you are making about frames you are unsure of. Third read, write out a script 

to tell the story. Each frame needs a sentence explaining the images (see “Owly:

Hanging up to Dry,” teacher’s example for ideas).

After modeling the activity, pair students up to script one of the following 

wordless comics; “Owly: Gone Swimmin’”, “Owly: Hatchin’ Friends,” or “Owly: Let’s 

Go Fly a Kite” (see master copies). Pass out the Scripting Images and Pictures 

Worksheet (see master copies). As time permits, pairs can share their scripts with the 

teacher or whole group.

>- Teacher Tip: To model the 3rd read, I read each frame sentence in order (see 

“Owly: Hanging up to Dry,” teacher’s example) as the student helper points to 

the frame that matched the new story development.

>- Teacher Tip: Set a timer for each of the three different paired readings. 3 min 

to silent read, 5-7 min to discuss images and story without scripting, 10-15 

min to work on writing the script on the worksheet.

>- Differentiation Tip: The 3rd read of scripting can be done orally or written.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making
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inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”

Students re-read their two pages (from Day 2 lesson) from “The Butter Thief” 

aloud to the group. To practice noticing the choice of image, have students script the 

images first (like they did in Day 3 Lesson), then read the word bubbles after. This 

requires the students to infer the author’ s point of view of what is happening in the story. 

Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details about the 

choice of images that they noticed.

Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students correctly find details in the images that help them make 

inferences about the story, author’s purpose, and point of view on their own. Use guiding 

questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details about the choice of 

images that they notice.

Day 3: (Summative) Students’ scripting worksheet correctly narrates a story for the 

wordless comic. It should be a narration, not an explanation of what images are in the 

frame.

Day 4: (Summative) Students re-read their two pages from “The Butter Thief” aloud to 

the group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details 

about the choice of images that they notice.
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Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 4 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.
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Appendix E 

Lesson 5: Spring Cleaning
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Objective:

Make predictions (comprehension skill): Students will closely read a graphic novel or 

comic strip to cite specific image details as evidence to make logical predictions from it, 

and make conclusions drawn from those images.

Ask questions (comprehension strategies): Students will analyze how, when, where, 

what, who and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact over the course of 

the images and pictures in a graphic novel.

Choice of movement (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of 

movement lines, as well as movement of character and things, in a graphic novel and 

comic strip to see how the images relate to, and help explain, the whole story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3



Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact 

over the course of a text.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of movement” in a graphic novel.

Each frame in a comic must logically link to the next so that ultimately all frames 

add up to a meaningful whole. This is what is known as cohesion and coherence. The 

cohesion is seen by the movement changes in comics (McCloud, 1993). The choice of 

movement can be shown in two commonly used ways (Seyfried, 2008).

First, the change in the movement of character’s facial expressions, body 

language or objects from one frame to the next will show a logical link (see Day 1 for 

examples). Second, are the uses of movement lines within the frame’s art. All the wavy 

lines seen in comics represent a symbol or visual metaphor for emotions or our five 

senses (refer back to Lesson 2 and 4 background notes) (McCloud, 1993). For example 

wavy lines around a face may symbolize dizziness, yet zig-zag lines around the same face 

may symbolize anger. The ways the eyes and eyebrow lines are drawn in different 

frames also help express those same emotions. The placements of the character's hands 

are also examples of movement that show emotions. Wavy lines can also apply to the 

readers’ senses other than visual (McCloud, 1993). Wavy lines above a loaf of bread, 

expresses smell and taste. Those same wavy lines behind a person running can expresses 

movement of the air, or coming out of an instrument to expresses sound. Finally, those 

wavy lines above a mystery box, express the imagination of touch. In more advance
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level graphic novels, the choice of moment lines may be used as the background to 

symbolize a prevailing theme or emotion in the plot (McCloud, 1993).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  “Spring Cleaning” Missing Panel; Pages 24-39 (side-by side copy of two pages, 

one for each student)

•  Choice of Movement Worksheet (one copy for each student)

•  Choice of Movement Worksheet: Teacher Example (for teacher’s notes and ideas)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

Pass out a “Spring Cleaning” Missing Panel side by side page copy of to each 

student (see master copies). Explain that today they will make a prediction on what is 

happening underneath the “hidden” panel to express the movement of the story and 

characters (Cary, 2004). Guide student to look carefully at the previous and next panels
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https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcUFR2aXA3TW1ZX1E/view?usp=sharing


images and words (review of lesson 3 and 4) for clues on what had to happen in the 

hidden frame to make the next frame make sense to the reader. Students may write their 

predictions on the blank frame. Allow about 5 min for students to silently read their 

section of the comic, and make a prediction. Then, starting with the first 2 pages, have 

each student come up to read aloud their page to the class, and share their prediction of 

the hidden frame. Once the prediction is made the teacher reveals the real page in the 

book to compare if the prediction was correct or not. Also explain why it was a valid 

prediction or not, based on what the previous and next frames showed.

While students read aloud make sure to use the following examples from the first 

4 pages to teach about the choice of movement in a graphic novel (Kibuishi, 2011). As a 

teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice 

yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 24-25, frame 8: The previous frame shows the boy starting to throw toys out of 

his closet, the next frame shows the boy sitting by his closet and looking 

confused at a box. This means that the hidden frame should be about the boy 

finding the box in his closet.

•  P. 26-27, frame 8: The previous frame shows the boy asking a question to the 

man at the door, the next frame shows the man answering a question but not the 

question the reader saw. This means that the hidden frame shows the man 

answering the original question and the boy asking another question.

>- Teacher tip: have this first read be a pre-assessment on how much or little 

students are reading the movement clues aloud, or even notice. Some may not 

even notice, some notice but won't share aloud unless asked, some naturally
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describe the movement in the panel before even reading the word bubbles.
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Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

This day is an extra day for the day 1 activity. Thirty minutes was not long 

enough for each student to read aloud their pages, make a prediction, and have the 

teacher discuss with the group what made the prediction valid, or what questions should 

have been asked about the previous and next frames to make the prediction more 

accurate. Use today to finish the activity from day 1.

Today students create their own note page to use for tomorrow’s lesson. Pass out 

Choice of Movement Worksheet (see master copies) to each student. They lay the blank 

page across their assigned side-by side pages from lesson 1 to roughly trace the choice of 

frames that were used on those pages, and number reach frame (review from lesson 1). 

See the Choice of Movement Worksheet: Teacher Example (master copies) for an 

example of the correct set up.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

As a whole group look at pages 24-25 in “Spring Cleaning.” Model for the



students how to look at each frame to notice the movement that is happening inside.

Focus on movement lines, facial expression, and body actions, or changes of objects in 

the images (Seyfried, 2008). Make this a whole group discussion, while the teacher 

records the predictions of movement the students notice. See Choice of Movement 

Worksheet: Teacher Example for possible ideas (master copies).

Once students know what to do with their Choice of Movement Worksheet have 

them silent read their side-by-side pages and record their own notes of movement choice. 

The teacher checks in with individual students to make sure prediction of the movement 

lines, etc. are correct. Use the following examples to teach about the choice of movement 

for each side-by side pages. As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to 

point out, or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, 

your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 26/27: The camera flash, the computer mouse moving, the girl’s speed and 

dust lines.

•  P. 28/29: The wizard walking through a closed door, the older brother breaking 

up the fighting wizards, the wand zapping the girl into a frog.

•  P. 30/31: The frog hopping lines, the puzzle box using magical powers, the kids 

looking through the window blinds.

•  P. 32/33: The girl swiveling onto the computer chair, the wizards battle lines, the 

kids bouncing up the stairs lines.

•  P. 34/35: The boy sitting up tall for an idea lines, the bus driving fast lines, the 

kids walking up to a house.

•  P.36/37: The kids turning heads to the crash lines, magical lines of objects, lines
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that show the puzzle box coming apart.

•  P. 38/39: The boxes vanishing lines, the girl wizard running fast past people, the 

wizard fighting dust lines

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

Students re-read their two pages (from Day 3 lesson) from “Spring Cleaning” 

aloud to the group. To practice noticing the choice of movement, have students script the 

movement first, then read the word bubbles after. This requires the students to predict 

what is happening in each frame. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to 

correctly share new details about the choice of movement that they notice.

Assessments:

Day 1 & 2: (Summative) Determine how much or little students are reading the 

movement clues aloud, or even notice. Some may not even notice, some notice but won't 

share aloud unless asked, some naturally describe the movement in the panel before even 

reading the word bubbles.

Day 3: (Summative) Students record their own notes of movement choice in a graphic 

novel. This includes movement lines, facial expression, and body actions, or changes of 

objects in the images.
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Day 4: (Formative) Students re-read their two pages at a time from “Spring Cleaning” 

aloud to the group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share 

new details about the choice of movement that they notice.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 5 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.



Appendix F 

Lesson 6: The Keeper’s Treasure
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Objective:

Describe Figurative Language (comprehension skill): Students interpret words and 

phrases as they are used in a graphic novel, determine connotative, and figurative 

meanings, and analyze how those specific word choices shape the meaning.

Visualize (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of words and images 

and how they relate to each other and the whole, in order to learn new vocabulary terms.

Choice o f Words (graphic novel element): Students interpret the use of limited words in a 

graphic novel, and analyze how those specific word choices shape the meaning of the 

story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

determining technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze 

how specific word choices shape meaning or tone.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences,



paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of vocabulary words” in a graphic novel. This lesson 

is created to assist students who are English Language Learners. Multiple types of 

learners, from ELL to struggling readers, have shown increased improvement in reading 

because of the elements used to create a graphic novel (Brenner, 2015). These elements 

require students to use decoding and comprehension skills with new words that rely on 

visuals for the meaning (Cary, 2004). ELL students who struggle with English they can 

learn vocabulary through visuals, and the use of the following second language teaching 

methodologies.

James Asher, the creator of Total Physical Response, which is a language 

teaching method, states “the interaction between listening and body motion can enhance 

the comprehension and internalization of language input and facilitate long term 

retention” (as cited in Hwang, 2014, p. 434). The interactions between visual, auditory, 

and motor functions while learning new language skills is needed to fully express a new 

learner's understanding when they may not have the confidence or ability to express 

understanding orally. TPR brings Gardner’s kinesthetic intelligence to the forefront of 

language acquisition in a meaningful context (Hwang, 2014). TPR is used in this lesson 

because of the strong connections adjectives have to visuals, and verbs have to motor 

functions. TPR also increases learners’ interaction with, and attention to, the language
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and literacy lessons.

The Direct Method theorizes that language is learner through the direct 

association of words and phrases through objects and actions without the use of the native 

language as an intervention. Lessons are usually developed around a here and now theme 

with specially chosen pictures to express that theme, and much of class time is spend 

responding to the teacher’s questions. Complete and meaningful sentences are used, but 

grammar rules are not explicitly taught (O’Maggio Hadley, 2001). In this week’s lesson,

I am only relying on one language, English, without connecting the new vocabulary to 

other background languages. It focuses around pictures from printouts, and the story 

“The Keeper’s Treasure.” The students’ response come from my prompts, or their peers, 

but requires them to make a direct association through objects and actions.

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is Swain’s theory that language learners need 

to deliver a comprehensible message in order for the learning to be validated beyond a 

semantic process to a syntactic process. Swain identified three possible functions of 

output: the noticing function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the metalinguistic 

function (Swain, 2001). This lesson gives opportunities for students to apply each of 

these functions. The noticing function happens when students look at the five visual 

choices, as mentioned by Seyfrid in the literature review section (2008), and cannot 

express with words what they see visually. The hypothesis-testing function is applied 

when students brainstorm and share possible outcomes and predictions for the gutter 

space between panels, as mentioned by Strum (2013), in order to help them better express 

orally what the readers see visually. The metalinguistic function is the final output given 

by the students when they collaboratively create their own interpretations of the story, as
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they did so often in the study by Brown (2013).
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Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Picture flash cards of the target basic nouns, and ones that use descriptive 

adjectives for the same noun.

•  Flash cards with target verbs and adverbs written on them.

•  Collection of “props” for student to use while creating a mini-skit (these can be 

student made, or creative use of what is supplied in the room already).

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Explain to students that when reading a story you imagine the characters acting 

out that story in your head. So readers need to imagine what that action is when they 

read. Ask students if they remember what we call words that we can act out (this is a 

review from past verb lessons). Explain to them that you are going to call out a verb or 

verb phrase everyone will act out as a first guess, even if they don’t know for sure yet.

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcX014UHI0NWx2SWs/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZ0syZlZGUjAyQUE?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcMGVScWhNbThOUm8?usp=sharing


Remind the students that everyone acts things out differently, so there is no right or 

wrong way. The verb/adverb (or phrase) list is as follows:
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Reach Hustle Lost Stand back

Wonders Hot to the touch Hatch Grant a wish

Imagining Live up to my 

expectations

Heart’s desire Perhaps

Next, explain to the students that good readers also notice details in the words or pictures 

to help them understand the story better. Explain that you have some photos of objects 

that will also be in the story we will read. Display all 20 photos to the group and give 

them a few min. to look them over. Call out a noun or noun with an adjective. Ask 

students to point to the one that matched the best, explain there could be more that one 

correct picture. The noun/adjective list is as follows:

Revolting, endless, bog Glacial wasteland Endless, empty, labyrinth

Treasure chest Ancient artifacts Long-lost remnants

Dragon egg Ferocious beast All-powerful genie

Great An exit

Again, this activity is to be used to activate background knowledge, and as an informal 

pre-assessment. If time allows, read through the story “The Keeper’s Treasure” as a read 

aloud. Students follow along.
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Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Today’s lesson is read “The Keeper’s Treasure” as a group. The teacher begins by 

reading the first few pages, guiding the students to read the speech bubbles as well as the 

pictures. Do this by “thinking aloud” what you notice happening in each frame, and how 

the pictures are giving just as many clues to what is happening as the words. Also read 

what each character says in different voices. This is to show students what you expect 

when it’s their turn to read the graphic novel aloud.

Today’s focus is on the verbs/adverbs and nouns/adjectives from the story, which 

are the same ones from the flash cards yesterday. Stop reading when you get to one of 

those phrases and discuss how they are expressed in the graphics. Make the connection 

that often, if you don’t know what a word means, you can get its meaning from the action 

clues, or visual details in the frames. Ask students to act out the verbs in the same way it 

is shown in the story. Talk about how particular adjectives help describe the picture 

better that just a basic noun used alone. Read the entire graphic story in this manner, 

having students take turns reading a page the way you did at the beginning.

>- Teacher Tip: This day’s reading can be split into 2 separate reading if time allows. 

One reading for just the verbs/adverbs discussion. The second read just for the 

nouns/adjectives discussion.



Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Play the flash card games from day one with the students again as a way to assess 

new learning. For the verb flash cards, show or whisper one verb to a student to act out, 

the other students point to the verb flash card that was being expresses. Take turns in this 

manner until all verbs have been reviewed. Then have students take turns choosing one 

verb card. That one student comes up with a sentence using that verb. Everyone else acts 

out the sentence in his or her own way.

For the noun flash cards review the images by saying the phrase that describes the 

one you are looking at. Students will point to the correct one. Then, students will 

describe in their own phrase a picture for the rest of the group to “spy.” End the lesson 

by explaining and assigning the next day activity to pairs.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Each pair will “act out” part of the graphic story for the rest of the group. Each 

group will pick 2-4 of the learned verbs and 2-4 of the learned descriptive nouns; so that 

no groups will have the same vocabulary terms. The pairs will act out the character and 

story based around the verbs and descriptive nouns they received. The pairs must

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 104



actively use the verbs in their skit and incorporate objects that represent the nouns.

Allow students to read from the text as their dialogue if they do not want to make up their 

own. Give 15 min. for pairs to plan and practice their skits. The last 15 min. will be to 

share and present to the small group.

Assessments:

Day 1: (Pre-assessment) This is meant to be an informal pre-assessment to see how much 

clearer each verb, adverb, or figurative noun needs to be explained or practiced this week.

Day 3: (Formative) Students play the flash card games again from day one with to assess 

new learning of the figurative language and vocabulary.

Day 4: (Summative) Pairs actively, and correctly, use their assigned verbs, and 

incorporate objects that represent the assigned nouns in their skit.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 6 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.

TEACHING LITERACY SKILLS WITH GRAPHIC NOVELS 105



Appendix G 

Lesson 7: The Escape Option
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Objective:

Summarize (comprehension skill): Students will independently continue the ending of a 

story by creating the next part to an open, unfinished, ending in the story, but keep the 

central ideas or themes of the comic. This will assess the students’ ability to summarize, 

and apply that skill, to continue the development of a plot with supporting details and 

ideas.

Make Connections (comprehension strategies): Students will collaboratively develop 

their own details to elaborate parts of a story. This will require students to apply 

narrative dialogue about connecting to the text, and determine correct sequence of events 

to contribute more details to a part of the story.

Choice of Flow (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of all previously 

taught choices in a graphic novel to see how those choices relate to each other as a whole. 

Students will apply those graphic novel element choices to elaborate a part of the graphic 

novel, as well as create their own ending to the same graphic novel.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2

Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development;
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•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of flow” in a graphic novel.

The “choice of flow” can be described as how all the other individual element 

choices (frames, gutters, word bubbles, images, movement, and words) are used together 

to create the whole graphic novel and the flow in reading each reader has when looking at 

them all. There is no right way to silently read a graphic novel. In fact, many readers 

read them differently. Some read images and words together panel-by-panel, others may 

look at the pictures first then go back to read the words. Any way you read the pages in a 

graphic novel the flow is still present (Brenner, 2015).

This week the story is read as a cumulative review. Students will focus on all 

graphic novel element choices from past lessons. Using the comprehension skills and 

strategies of summarizing and making connections will help students understand the 

complete flow of the graphic novel. Students will express the “choice of flow” in two 

different ways. Once, as a way to review and enrich certain pages within the story 

already; the second, by creating their own ending to the graphic novel story that finishes



with an unknown ending.

The first 4 days of this lesson are for students to recreate a page by applying all 

previously taught lesson on graphic novel elements (Cary, 2004; Frey & Fisher, 2008). 

This will be shown in the following manner:

>- Frame Choice: Students number the frame order correctly after cutting and 

pasting to a larger paper.

>- Use o f Gutters: Scripting the images and looking at the space between the frames 

will require them to realize, and state, if the gutters are action-to-action, subject- 

to-subject, or scene-to-scene change.

>- Choice o f words: Students will get to pick what word bubble type to add to the 

wordless panels, and the vocabulary words they use to put inside the word 

bubbles.

>- Image Choice: Scripting the images will allow students to tell the story through 

just the images choices that were used.

>- Choice o f movement: The movement lines and body actions will be expressed 

when students describe the movement in their scripting or read aloud.

The last 4 days of this lesson are for students to create their own comic pages to 

continue the story by applying all previously taught lesson on graphic novel elements 

(Cary, 2004; Frey & Fisher, 2008). This will be done in the following manner:

>- Prewriting: Plan and script out the panels for the next “chapter.”

>- Drafting: Quickly sketch images in the panels that show what your scripted out.

>- Revising: Improve images with use of details, gutter transitions, and movement 

lines.
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>- Editing: Rough draft word bubbles types and what goes inside to fill in the 

missing parts of the story.

>- Publishing: Create a final copy to the next chapter. Use best images, colors, and 

word bubbles inside the frames.

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Photocopies of the wordless comic panels on pages 112, 115, 116, 123 and 124

•  Speech bubbles templates (two of each for each student)

•  White paper larger than standard size (one for each pair)

•  Teacher’s examples of written task assignment (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Chart paper/whiteboard and markers

•  Prewriting/Drafting Comics Worksheet (two for each student, once as notes, once 

as sketches)

•  Blank comic panels worksheet (two-sided, one for each student)

•  Pencils, and colored pencils

•  Post-Its (one for each student)

•  Describing Wordless Pages (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Next Chapter Flow (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)
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https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSGVnTVo0QXU0a2M/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcckFXYU9OWGtaLVE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcN0t1N2w2Tjh6RnM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSy1rcDZSXzQ5RlE?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcQkFHZWFoSGNmQUU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSnJMYkt2Vy1mTTQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcRUNlbUR6eGZOdlk/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZU9RdENDemotUlU/view?usp=sharing
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Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, working together, in a graphic novel.”

Today’ s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. Give a few min. for the 

students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the whole story themselves. Bring 

them all back to the beginning. Ask students about what they think about hiking, 

spaceships, aliens, Earth Day, etc. This will bring students’ individual connection to the 

story to the forefront of their minds. The teacher begins by reading the first few pages, 

guiding the students to read the speech bubbles as well as the pictures. Do this by 

“thinking aloud” about what you notice happening in each frame, and how the pictures 

are giving just as many clues to what is happening as the words. Also read what each 

character says in different voices. This is to show students what you expect when it’s 

their turn to read the graphic novel aloud.

Today’s focus is on the panels that do not have any dialogue inside. You will still 

“read the pictures” through explaining the scene. Tell students that to read these parts of 

the comic you are really relying on your knowledge of the order of events, summarizing, 

and making connections, to have this part make sense to you. Read the entire graphic 

story in this manner, having students take turns reading a page the way you did at the 

beginning.

When pages 112, 115, 116, 123 and 124 of the comic are “read” by individual



students write on a chart or whiteboard the phrases students used to describe the wordless 

panels. By now students will be comfortable orally narrating wordless panels to describe 

the sequence of events (see Describing Wordless Pages photo in master copies).

The final page, 126, is shown:
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At the end of the story discuss what each student thinks will happen to the boy, and why 

he will make the choices he does. Ask students to give events and details from 

previously in the comic that support their opinion. This will make them apply 

summarizing and making connections as well. Record students’ brainstormed 

possibilities on a chart as well (see The Next Chapter Flow photo in master copies). 

While students read aloud here are some following examples my students made that 

relate to this week's objectives in a graphic novel (Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher use 

digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice yourself, based



on your students comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 113, frame 2: the big frame zooms out to show just how big the box is 

compared to the kid (example of choice of frames).

•  P. 114, frames 1-2: this is an action-to-action use of gutter space. The kids is 

looking for a camera (example of use of gutters).

•  P. 117, frame 3: the alien’s “tablet/computer” which my student thought was a 

stick at first (example of connection), have magic lines coming out of it. Must be 

why he knows shows much, because the thing is magical (example of choice of 

movement lines).

•  P. 118, whole page: Students make the connection that the alien’s computer 

“Percy” is like the “Siri” on humans’ iPhones.

•  P. 119, frames 1-3: Percy’s word bubbles look different, student make that 

connection right away, without prompting (example of choice of words).

•  P.120, frame 1: Students made the connection that the planet Requius is kind of 

like Mars, because human scientists are trying to get there too.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Have the students to look back at pages 112, 115, 116, and 124. Ask them what 

they notice about those pages and what they have in common that is missing (no script or 

dialogue). Show students your teacher example of the script you provided for p. 112.
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Assign one of the script-less pages to self-chosen pairs. Explain to the students they will 

work in pairs to write a script for what is happening on each panel as well as provide 

dialogue in the panels. Remind them that just as when “reading the pictures” aloud they 

will write down what is happening in each panel, as well as why it happens to tell the 

story in more detail. Students will work the remainder of the lesson on their collaborative 

task. Gather work at the end of the lesson period, in a way that students may continue on 

their work the following day.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Students will continue to work on their collaborative task from yesterday.

Provide the following directions where all students can see them. These are the steps that 

pairs need to take to complete the assignment, and are used as reference points on where 

to start working today:

1. Cut out frames.

2. Re-glue on bigger white paper with more space to write a sentence next to each 

frame.

3. Number frames in correct sequential order.

4. Script what is happening in the story for each frame.

5. Chose a word bubble to cut out and write what James is saying or thinking in each 

frame.
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6. Meet with the teacher to discuss what type of transition is used between the 

panels, and turn in the assignment.

As students work in pairs, walk around the room assessing students’ work, guiding 

their thought process, and making sure that the scripting and words used in the bubbles 

create more details and development to that part of the plot. Gather completed work at 

the end of the lesson period, these student created pages will be used in tomorrow's 

lesson.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Today’s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. The focus is on the 

panels that do not have words explaining them or any dialogue inside. When you get to 

pages 112, 115, 116, and 124 in the read aloud display the teacher’s and students’ created 

script pages for the group to read, and pairs to share. At this time, guide students in 

editing their work in sentence structure, as well as explaining in their writing what moves 

the story from one panel to another better. Often students will explain each panel as an 

individual picture, not part of a sequence that moves the main idea along.

Day 5-7:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or
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all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Give a few min. for the students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the 

whole story themselves. Bring them all to the ending on p.126. Explain to students that 

this story has an open ending that allows individual readers to predict what will happen 

next. Review group’s predictions they had from day 1 (see The Next Chapter Flow photo 

in master copies). Have students write their name on one post-it, and place their name 

next to the main event they want to happen next in the story. Tell the group that they will 

get to create and expand their own ending to the story. Explain that they will be working 

like a real comic creator and use the writing process to make sure each graphic novel 

element choice they have been studying is used in the best way they can for their ending 

to this story.

Because students will each interpret the story differently they will do this 

assignment individually. Dialogue and sharing will be encouraged throughout their 

creative process though. Guide students to refer back to events in the story in order to 

help further their own connections, story, and summarizing. Allow simple, stick figures, 

to be drawn. Students will work the next 3- 5 days on their task.

>- Tip: Teachers who choose to do days 5-8 of this lesson should create their own 2 

page comic example of a possible ending. This allows you to know how to guide 

your students in the process, and determine what type of problems your students 

may run into.

>- Differentiation Tip: The five steps used in the writing process explained in 

“Teacher Background” can be broken apart day-to-day for students that need 

more guidance in the writing process (5days). For students who are more
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independent you can group the steps as prewriting/drafting, revising/editing, and 

publishing to speed up the processes (3 days).

Day 8:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Today’ s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. Give a few min. for 

the students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the whole story themselves. 

Bring them all back to the beginning. Quickly do a teacher summary of the comic, 

incorporating students’ scripted ideas from day 4 on the script-less pages. The focus 

lesson today is on what will happen at the end of the comic. When you get to page 126 in 

the read aloud display the students’ created comic pages for the group to read, and 

individuals to share. At this time, guide students in editing their work in sentence 

structure, dialogue, as well as suggesting ways they can move their story from one panel 

to another better. If time allows, let students share their favorite comic in the graphic 

novel, or read the other comic stories that were not part of the unit lessons.

Assessments:

Day 3: (Formative): Students’ scripting and words used in the bubbles create more details 

and development to the part of the plot they are making connections to and summarizing.
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Day 4: (Summative): The “choice of flow” is correctly understood if the student’s created



page helps move the story along and provides more detail to the whole summary of the 

plot. The connections they made when creating this page should provide a correct 

summary for that page.

Day 8: (Summative): The “choice of flow” is correctly understood if students continue 

the ending of a story by creating the next part to an unfinished ending in the story, but 

keep the central ideas or themes of the comic. This will assess the students’ ability to 

summarize, and apply element of graphic novels, to continue the development of a plot 

with supporting details and ideas.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the links found in the Lesson 7 Materials section of the Teacher’s Manual 

for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly lessons.
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A professor of curriculum studies, Karen Gavigan writes, “Consequently the 
burning question for school librarians regarding graphic novels in schools is no longer, 
should I include graphic novels in my collection? But, how can I use graphic novels to 
increase student achievement?” (Gavigan, 2012).

Thanks you educators for your commitment to helping students become lifelong 
readers! My hope is that this practical application of using graphic novels to teach 
literacy, in elementary schools, has the possibility of being shared with other educators, 
such as yourself, who seek out an alterative to teach literacy for their students.

Through my years as an educator and avid supporter of comic books in schools, I 
discovered that the majority of students do not independently check out graphic novels 
from the school library until 3rd grade. It is my hope that this curriculum can be used by 
1st grade -  6th grade students and teachers. Teaching literacy with graphic novels can 
help younger students understand the complexity sooner, and then hopefully, be used 
more successfully throughout the primary grades and beyond. This curriculum unit of 
reading a graphic novel aloud in a group setting required a lot of communication and 
dialogue of students’ own metacognition. Therefore, I recommend only using this unit in 
small groups of 4 -  10 students during a small group time. The teacher manual is set up 
for about 30 min. lessons, four days a week, for 8 weeks.

The graphic novel I used in the book club is Explorers: The Mystery Boxes, 
edited by Kazu Kibuishi (2011). I chose this graphic novel because it is comprised of 
seven different graphic stories, all created by different authors. This makes it a great 
book to use as an introduction to teaching with graphic novels, because it naturally 
provides different ways graphic novels can make use of layout, artwork, and words 
(Monnin, 2013). Non-graphic novel enthusiasts confuse comics, graphic novels, and 
magma as different books even though they all fit under the same umbrella of Scott 
McCloud’s definition of, “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence” 
(1993). Explorers: The Mystery Boxes clarifies that myth to educators. This book’s 
structure also helps to structure the curriculum, where each story focused on one element 
of graphic novels and relating that to a specific literacy comprehension skills and strategy 
(Monnin, 2013).

“The greatest power on earth is the magnificent power all of us possess...the power of the 
human brain!” -Charles Xavier (X-Men)
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Graphic Novel Book Club Unit

ELA Anchor 
Standards: 
College and 
Career 
Readiness for 
Reading*

Reading 
Comprehensio 
n Skills: What 
you want to be 
able to do

Reading 
Comprehensio 
n Strategies: 
How to achieve 
a skill

Graphic
Novel
Element

Explorer
Story

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.3, 5

Sequence
Events

Understand Text 
Structure

Choice of 
Frame

Whatzit, 
Lesson 1

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.1, 3, 5

Cause and 
Effect

Make Inferences Use of Gutters 
(3 Types of 
Transitions)

Under the 
Floorboards, 
Lesson 2

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.2, 3, 4, 5

Describe
Plot/Story
Structure

Understand Text 
Structure

Choice of 
Words 
(Speech 
Bubble Types)

The Soldier’s 
Daughter, 
Lesson 3

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.1, 5, 6

Determine 
Author’s 
Purpose/Identify 
the Point of 
View

Make Inferences Choice of 
Image

The Butter 
Thief, 
Lesson 4

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.1, 3

Make
Predictions

Ask Questions Choice of 
Movement

Spring 
Cleaning, 
Lesson 5

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

R.4, 5

Describe
Figurative
Language

Visualize Choice of 
Words (Vocab 
Based)

The Keeper’s 
Treasure, 
Lesson 6

CCSS.ELA-
Literacy.CCRA

Summarize Make
Connections

Choice of 
Flow

The Escape 
Option,

https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1tK1bO6HEM5MznTeeB7V4JfCCGLP212wI-Aq2DisDpSI/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1sHqE18wRHn2hVYuKYDlX__OlhJgIgnAT6DHP6cTYoCY/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1lIQBvFPBmcIUS4qcBx0BsgDpDjQRm0aQ4snlspfvEMw/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1ySNiJW_5HbJ3hy8QQvGmvTSFaJ8p0NnWcFJAdz0U3_Q/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/18gx7E0DX5wf1xLBsAZvkHHCr6gObg9_Fe_1X7PjyKGk/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1Cq4R_SSg51RSqjLWgPNO48G1VTw1re-UatWODzGSPFw/edit?usp=sharing
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R.2, 5
Lesson 7

Weekly Flow

Day Objective
1

(I do)
Teacher reads aloud the graphic novel story to students. Model the desired 
reading comprehension skill/strategies while pointing out the specific 
graphic novel element that allows for those comprehension skill/strategies to 
be used.

2
(We do)

Lesson/activity that teaches students how to look at the specific graphic 
novel element so they can understand the story more. The lesson builds the 
specific comprehension skill/strategies knowledge for the students.

3
(We do)

Continuation of the lesson/activity from day 2.

4
(You do)

Students collaboratively re-read aloud the graphic novel story to the group. 
Teach guides them to use the desired reading comprehension skill/strategies 
while pointing out the specific graphic novel element that allows for those 
comprehension skill/strategies to be used.

*These are the CCSS I’ll be using to show how this graphic novel unit can be used across 
the grade levels (1-6).

*The K-12 standards define what students should understand and be able to do by the 
end of each grade. They correspond to the College and Career Readiness (CCR) anchor 
standards below by number. The CCR and grade-specific standards are necessary 
complements—the former providing broad standards, the latter providing additional 
specificity—that together define the skills and understandings that all students must 
demonstrate.

Standards in this strand:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6

https://docs.google.com/a/alaska.edu/document/d/1r04S7hSBUpbY_NoTMj__51ViaoYA0dUU2nMHUlqy8PI/edit?usp=sharing
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/CCRA/R/%23CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6
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Lesson 1: Whatzits

Objective:

Sequence events (comprehension skill): Students analyze how and why characters and 

events develop and interact over the course of a graphic novel, and place comic strips 

frames so that the sequence of events are in the correct order.

Understand text structure (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of 

frames/panels in a graphic novel and comic strips to see how each frame relates to each 

other as a whole.

Choice o f Frame (graphic novel element): Students interpret the correct order of frames 

on a comic page to read the story in the correct sequence. Students also discuss how the 

shape and size of the frame structure contributes to their understanding of the text.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact 

over the course of a text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.
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Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of frame” in a graphic novel.

A graphic novel creator acts like a director when deciding what each panel and 

page layout shows. Readers should think about the frame of each panel. What are you 

seeing? What can’t you see? What about the “camera” angle, or sound effects? What 

does the distance from the subject in the frame tell you? Why did the creator make those 

choices (Brenner, 2015)? Many of these questions can be answered by knowing some 

facts about the details of frame choices.

Each frame indicates a division, or break, of time and space to progress the story 

forward. This is why frames work as a real time representation of past (panel previously 

read), present (new panel to read), and future (upcoming panel). Therefore the pace at 

which panels change, and how much time seems to pass, is a careful decision made by 

the creator (McCloud, 1993). Some of the common frame types indicate these changes in 

time and space. The longer the frame means the longer that moment takes place in the 

story (McCloud, 1993). This is why the subject will usually be smaller or surrounded 

with more details in these frames. The opposite can be said for small frames, which help 

the readers focus on one important detail quickly. There are ways creators express the 

idea of timelessness too (McCloud, 1993). A frame with no words allows the reader to 

decide how long to pause on that frame before continuing the story, and represents a 

sense of constant inner thought of the characters. Frames with no borderlines are called 

“bleeders.” This shows readers that whatever is happening inside these frames “escapes” 

into an unidentified time within the plot line. This provides power to the reader to



3

determine the time frame within that panel (Frey & Fisher, 2008).

Examples, or suggestions, of how and when to show students the “choice of 

frame” within the weekly graphic novel story are explained in more detail under the 

Day 1 lesson notes (Kibuishi, 2011).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Cut up frames of “Cooperation Captions” comic strip (enough for pairs to share) 

placed in baggies

•  Template for the correct “Cooperation Captions” frames (one for each pair)

•  Cut up frames of “Foxtrot” comic strip and template for the correct frame layout 

placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “Denise the Menace the Party’s Over” comic strip and template 

for the correct frame layout placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “For Better or for Worse” comic strip and template for the 

correct frame layout placed in baggies

•  Cut up frames of “Marvin” comic strip and template for the correct frame layout 

placed in a baggie

•  Teacher example of “Mutts” Adding Frames to a Comic lesson

•  6 panel template (one per student)

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNceTFHOUtkYm1menM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcdDVabExNMjRKdkU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcQk1Cb2dKQXNuTkU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcYVJSd1NRdjVvMmM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNceF9aZlZZa0g4Szg/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNccFdoM202SFBxWXM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcM25uRlNwT3ZVTk0/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcNnF0Y2N6UmpXbVE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcX19yV3JUa0N1aTg/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSWdMRHJWaTRYN00/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcdDNqMGJGdV83R28/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcbjFBTnlrdXptRU0/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcN2QwenRONW5zLTA/view?usp=sharing
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•  “Mutts” comic strips examples (one per student)

•  Class set of scissors, glue, and pencils

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Introduce the new graphic novel book to students. Explain that Explorer: The 

Mystery Boxes has seven different short graphic stories and to read each story the class 

will practice using a comprehension skill, strategy and learning about an element all 

graphic novels have (Monnin, 2013). Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. 

Have students say the weekly goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by 

understanding the text structure when looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.” 

Read aloud the “Whatzits” (p. 94-109) to students. When reading a graphic novel 

as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the sequence of the 

plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students point to the 

same frame as they follow along. This will help them realize the correct order (sequence) 

of the frame layout (structure) on the page.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following example to teach about some 

of the common frame types and how they are structured to help the readers understand 

the sequence in a graphic novel. As a teacher use digression on which examples you 

want to point out, or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension 

level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 96, full page frame: A common way graphic novels will introduce the setting

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZUplSmEybkpJUlk/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcYjVLRHFFWTBwcEk/view?usp=sharing
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(spaceship in outer space) and leave visual clues for the next frame (same 

spaceship is seen on the first frame in p. 97.

•  P. 97, frames go from big, to small, as the sequence unfolds: This slowly 

introduces the plot line and important characters in the story.

•  P. 97, frames 2 and 3: Notice the word bubbles start in frame 2, but are coming 

from the character in frame 3. This is an example of a frame vs. time 

interaction. Both frames 2 and 3 are happening at the same time in the story 

sequence.

•  P. 98, frame 5: This wide frame allows the reader’s eyes time to pause and 

notice how momentous the task really is.

•  P. 99, frame 1: Shows movement through time, the kid is in three different 

spots throughout that frame, not three different people.

•  P. 99, frames 2-4: In frame 2 readers see the kid and the box, in frame 3 readers 

only see the kid, in frame 4 readers only see the box. These focused frames 

foreshadow the important connection between the kid and the box for the 

story’s sequence.

•  P. 101, frames 1-2: The sound WARGL is split between the two frames, also 

showing a frame vs. time interaction. The frame shape in frame 1 is larger on 

top to show us the kid is looking up at the creature, the same way frame 2 is 

larger on the bottom to show us the creature is looking down at the kid.

•  P. 102, frame 5/6: The frame within a frame shows the readers in more detail 

the kids expression to what he/and the readers see happening in the larger 

frame.
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•  P.103, circle shape frame template: These frames show cause and effect in the 

sequence of the story. Read the top frame first, to see what the kid needs to do. 

Read the circle frame second, what happened when he tried. Read the 

surrounding frames last, what the effect was from not catching on the planets.

•  P. 105, frame 7: The bleeder frame at the bottom of the page shows that the 

running around and cleaning up is constant and timeless.

•  P. 106, frame 6: This taller frame of the grandpa peering down at the kid 

(shown in 2 frames) expresses the age, size, and power difference between the 

characters.

•  P. 108, frames 2-4: These frames go from wide to small rectangles, as well as 

3, 2, 1 charters in each. This sequence help the readers pick out the “bully” of 

the little kid.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Pass out precut panels of the “Cooperation Caption” comics and frame outlines for 

pairs to put in sequence order. Do this as a whole group activity. Explain that the frame 

shape gives you clues to the correct order; you also need to look at the details inside the 

frames to make sure the sequence of the story makes sense (Frey & Fisher, 2008). Pass 

out new precut comic panels to put in sequence order. Do this in pairs, each pair works 

on a different comic strip. Help pairs in their sequence reasoning by pointing out details
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of the frame to help figure out the correct sequence. Students share their reading of the 

comics to the group when all pairs have put the their choice of frames in the correct 

structure.

>- Tip: Have students number the correct frame order of the back of the precut 

frames. These “Comic Puzzles” can be used as a center activity, or independent 

practice in the future.

>- Tip: The comics used in this lesson have a range of easiest to hardest to 

sequence; Foxtrot, For Better or for Worse, Denise the Menace, and finally, 

Marvin. Match comics to pairs that will match their ability in the task.

>- Differentiated Tip: Upper grade levels have the choice of not using the frame 

outline page. For a greater challenge, fit all the frames on a blank page layout 

instead.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Use the “Mutts” comics to add two other events in the sequence of the plot. See 

the “teacher example” for the final product of today’s lesson. Read the two Mutts comics 

with the students, have each student pick the one they thought was the funniest. This will 

be the comic they add their own frames to. Show student the teacher example for the 

lesson. Explain how you added a frame to the middle and end of the comic to tell more 

about the story. Give students the task to add two extra frames in their comic to tell more
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about the beginning, middle, or end. Cut out the four frames, glue onto the 6 frames 

template. Students must understand the text structure to leave two of the frames blank in 

the correct place they what to add details to the story (Cary, 2004). Students draw their 

own beginning, middle, or end frames, and write a sentence underneath to describe what 

is happening.

Have students share with the group the places they added to the sequence of 

events in their comic (Cary, 2004). Make sure students’ frames match within the correct 

sequence, and read from panel to the next panel in a way that makes sense. Help correct 

those that do not, and complement on story details of those that do.

>- Differentiated Tip: Adding a frame at the very beginning and end is the easiest 

way students who are struggling with sequencing or structure will correctly learn 

this concept. More challenging is to add frames in the middle of the comic for 

more advanced students.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can sequence the events in a story by understanding the text structure when 

looking at the choice of frames in a graphic novel.”

Students re-read “Whatzits” aloud to the group. Have one student read 2 pages 

aloud at a time, while other students track the frames with their fingers. Use guiding 

questions to get students to share new details about frames they notice. You may also use 

the examples from Day 1 again to guide students to notice those common frame types, 

and how they are structured to help the readers understand the sequence in the graphic
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novel (Kibuishi, 2011).

Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students share their reading of the comic to the group when the pair 

has put the choice of frames in the correct structure.

Day 3: (Formative) Students share with the group the places they added to the sequence 

of events in their own comic. Students’ frames must match within the correct sequence, 

and read from one panel to the next panel in a way that makes sense.

Day 4: (Summative) Students re-read two pages at a time from “Whatzits” aloud to the 

group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details 

about the choice of frames that they notice.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 1 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.



[ t x P L O R E R :  1

j  Cc'Tprehcnsvr
I  S k i l l :
1 " X  can ...'*

\ Comprehension
5+ra+egitfs:

) Grraphic* 
A/ove.1 

E le m e n t -

S  f o r y :

5e^uence 

I E ven^

Understand
Text

Struc+ure

C h o ice
o f

F ram e

WKa4z.it/



Name _________________________________________________  Language and  Writing Experiences

Cooperation Captions
Write what the characters say to show that they are cooperating.
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Lesson 2: Under the Floorboards

Objective:

Cause and Effect (comprehension skill): Students analyze why (cause) and how (effect) 

characters, events, or ideas develop and interact over the course of a graphic novel when 

expressing those changes they notice between the frames’ “gutters.”

Making Inferences (comprehension strategies): Students will closely read a graphic novel 

to determine what the “gutter” transitions are, and to make logical inferences about the 

story from it.

Use o f Gutters (graphic novel element): Students cite specific “gutter” transitions when 

writing and speaking to support conclusions drawn from the text. Analyze the structure 

of action-to action, subject-to-subject, and scene-to-scene transitions and how they relate 

to each other as a whole.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact



over the course of a text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene,

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of frame” in a graphic novel.

Comic creators use choice of frames in two ways. The frame choice itself, this is 

what was taught in Lesson 1. As well as the use of gutters, this is the space between the 

separate frames, and is what this lesson will concentrate on (Strum, 2013). The action in 

comics happen in the gutters, so gutters become the invisible art of graphic novel 

storytelling that the creator chooses to make. The readers must collaborate with the 

creator to “read” the visible and invisible, much like a dance between the two. In order to 

read the visible frames then the invisible gutters successfully, readers use closure 

(McCloud, 1993) .

Closure is when the readers observes only part of an image inside the frame, but 

believes that it is a representation of the whole (McCloud, 1993). For example if you 

look at the frame below: Readers make closure by understanding that the man’s arm is 

not in two parts but his elbow just can’t be seen in the frame; just like the rest of his 

body, he still has legs and feet that are below him. We believe the whole person is there

but are only seeing the parts the comic creator chooses to show us.



When multiple frames are places in sequence the readers become a willing and conscious 

collaborator to communicate the storyline, and closure is the agent of change, time, and 

motion (McCloud, 1993). The transitions of change, time and motion in comics happen 

within the gutters, requires readers to see cause and effects of each panel, and make 

inferences about the action in the gutter space.

Most panel-to-panel transitions in comics can be placed in several categories; all 

require a different level of closure from the readers (Strum, 2013). This lesson will focus 

on the three most common types of transitions found in the gutters of comics (McCloud, 

1993). The first, and most common transition type, is action-to-action. This features a 

single subject- making distinct action progressions, and requires only a little closure from 

the reader (see Action-to-Action Samples in master copies for visual examples). The 

second most common transition is subject-to subject. The subjects and point of views 

change but still stay within the same scene or idea (see Subject-to-Subject Samples in 

master copies for visual examples). The reader’s involvement in closure must increase to 

make these transitions meaningful to the story. The third most common gutter transition 

is scene-to-scene (see Scene-to-Scene Samples in master copies for visual examples). 

Greater deductive reasoning and inferencing is needed because the transitions happen



across a significant distance of time and/or space.

Comic creator Scott McCloud explains gutters wonderfully, “Within frames of a 

comic information is only conveyed visually, but BETWEEN the frames none of our 

senses are required at all, which is why ALL of our senses can be engaged!” (Scott 

McCloud, P.89)

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (enough for each student, use the template 

to create, cover page and 3 blank frame pages)

•  Action-to-Action Samples (use on day 2)

•  Action-to-Action Teacher Example (use on day 2)

•  Subject-to-Subject Samples (use on day 3)

•  Subject-to-Subject Teacher Example (use on day 3)

•  Scene-to-Scene Samples (use on day 4)

•  Scene-to-Scene Teacher Example (use on day 4)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSUlNYVpUUGFJSzQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcd29QUXFlLUFBbDA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZXFDM04wZm1yN00/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcczRwUi1tT1BGRk0/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNccXlidTFMczh2T2M/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcb2UzaDNSVHBYUFE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcb0pQLXRBSHB4Q0U/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcblgzb2dSVkFmVkE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcc0dqOHpSZTc5dkk/view?usp=sharing


Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

>- Tip: Teach that the word inferences means “guesses” and that reader’s 

guesses are confirmed by the cause and effect between the two panels.

Read aloud “Under the Floorboards” (p.4-21) to students. When reading a 

graphic novel as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the 

sequence of the plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students 

point to the same frame as they follow along.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following examples to teach about the 

use of gutters. As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, or 

others you notice yourself, based on your students comprehension level, your connection 

to the story, etc.

•  P. 6-7: Before reading show students the black gutters between the frames 

and explain that when reading the pictures you will also be sharing 

guesses, or inferences, on what happened between the panels to tell the 

story in more detail today. Have students trace the gutters with their 

fingers to check for understanding of what gutters are.

•  P. 6, frames 1-3: First we are outside looking at a house, then end up 

inside the house seeing a sleeping girl (this is an example of scene-to- 

scene change).

•  P. 6-7, frames 3-6: The girl is asleep, then wakes up because she hears a 

tapping sound under the bed. She looks under the bed and sees a



floorboard that is sticking up. The girl gets out of bed and lifts up the 

floorboard to see what is hiding underneath it (this is an example of 

action-to-action transition).

•  P. 7, last 3 frames: we see the girl reaching for the box and paper in the 

hole. The girl is reading what is on the paper. And we get to read the letter 

she read on the paper (this is an example of subject-to-subject closure).

Do not introduce the transition types to students today. Just read the graphic 

novel aloud so those students become familiar with the story, and model inferencing what 

actions (the cause and effect) are happening in the gutters too.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce action-to-action gutter transitions. Use the Action-to-Action Samples in 

the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster, handout, or on a 

doc-cam. Explain how each panel change features a single subject making distinct action 

progressions, and requires only a little inferencing from the reader.

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of action-to-action transitions 

in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under the 

Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the beginning, 

or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 2011).



•  P. 11, 12, and 14, gutter between frames 1&2: The girl’s facial reactions to 

what is being said or done in the previous or proceeding frame.

•  P. 18, gutter between frames 3-5: Shows the action of the clay doll 

become more lifelike by forming a mouth and speaking for the first time.

•  P. 20, all gutters between the frames: First row shows the storm clearing, 

second row shows door knocks getting louder, last row shows the girl’s 

reaction to changes in the door knocks.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.

>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require 

all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of action-to-action gutter transitions (Cray, 

2004). Provide are 10 actions to illustrate from beginning, middle, and end; modify as 

needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Kick a goal 6. Pick up a phone ringing

2. Make a sandwich 7. Lick an ice cream cone

3. Cross the street 8. Dress for winter recess

4. Slide down a slide 9. Build a Lego tower

5. Dig a hole 10. Airplane landing



See the Action-to-Action Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the action-to-action transition. If it does not, point out that the 

subject never changes; just what they are doing changes in each panel (McCloud, 1993). 

Help them fix mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain actions. This 

offers a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to 

discuss and look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own action to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an action they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same action from different 

viewpoints if multiple students chose the same action.

>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.

If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their 

3-panel action-to-action sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in comics.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce subject-to-subject gutter transitions. Use the Subject-to-Subject 

Samples in the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster, 

handout, or on a doc-cam. Explain how in each panel the subjects and point of views



change, but still stay within the same scene or idea (Strum, 2013). The reader’s 

involvement in inferencing must increase to make these transitions meaningful to the 

story.

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of subject-to-subject 

transitions in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under 

the Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the 

beginning, or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 

2011).

•  P. 10, all frames: Frames play between girl and wax doll showing the doll 

coming to life and the girl watch that happen.

•  P. 12, all frames: Frames play between the girl’s and wax doll’s reaction 

to the chore of sweeping.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.

>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require 

all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of subject-to-subject gutter transitions 

(Cray, 2004). Provide are the same 10 actions from day 2 to illustrate from beginning,



middle, and end; modify as needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Kick a goal 6. Pick up a phone ringing

2. Make a sandwich 7. Lick an ice cream cone

3. Cross the street 8. Dress for winter recess

4. Slide down a slide 9. Build a Lego tower

5. Dig a hole 10. Airplane landing

See the Subject-to-Subject Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the subject-to-subject transition. If it does not, point out that the 

subjects and views change but the action does not (McCloud, 1993). Help them fix 

mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain actions. This 

offers a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to 

discuss and look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own action to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an action they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same action from different 

viewpoints if multiple students chose the same action.

>- Tip: Have students use the same action they illustrated on day 1. They 

will illustrate it in a completely different way today, and really get to see 

how action-to-action, and subject-to subject look different.

>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.

If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their



3-panel subject-to-subject sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in 

comics.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can understand the cause and effects by making inferences when looking at the 

use of gutter transitions in a graphic novel.”

Introduce scene-to-scene gutter transitions. Use the Scene-to-Scene Samples in 

the master copies (McCloud, 1993). This can be displayed as a poster, or on a doc-cam. 

Explain how in each panel greater deductive reasoning and inferencing is needed because 

the transitions happen across a significant distance of time and/or space (Strum, 2013).

>- Tip: limit to 5 min.

Ask student to find, and describe, specific examples of scene-to-scene transitions 

in the gutter spaces between panels in this week’s graphic novel story “Under the 

Floorboards.” Here are some following examples to share with students at the beginning, 

or places to suggest struggling students go to for more assistance (Kibuishi, 2011).

•  P. 15, gutter between frames 3&4: Readers are in the mother’s room 

during the day then transition to the girl’s room at night.

•  P. 17, all frames: Each frame shows a different part of the house (space) 

throughout one day (time). Readers see a scene in the hallway, kitchen, 

bedroom, living room, and mother’s room.

>- Tip: Limit to 10-15 min.

>- Tip: Give students a few min. to silently find examples, and then require



all students to share one idea to check for understanding of all students.

>- Re-teaching Tip: When students share examples in the graphic novel have 

them count and say what frame number they want the group to look at; 

this will reinforce lesson 1 “Choice of Frame” objectives. Have all 

students in the group point to the same frame.

Pass out the Making Inferences with Gutter Booklet (see master copies) to each 

student. Students will create one 3-panel strip of scene-to-scene gutter transitions (Cary, 

2004). Provide are 6 new event to illustrate from beginning, middle, and end; modify as 

needed for the demographic and age group of your students.

1. Plane trip to a village 4. Views from your drive to school

2. Growing up as a baby, kid, adult 5. Changes from summer, winter, fall

3. What 3 different people do after school 6. People looking for a lost dog

See the Scene-to-Scene Teacher Example (master copies) of what the students’ daily 

assessment should model. Monitor, assist, and check in with individual students that 

their own work follows the scene-to-scene transition. If it does not, point out that each 

panel needs to show a different time or space (McCloud, 1993). Help them fix mistakes.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers may either assign certain events. This offers 

a greater challenge to students, and provides more examples to discuss and 

look at later.

>- Differentiation Tip: Teachers let students choose their own events to 

illustrate. This allows the student to pick an event they can already relate 

to, and provides the opportunity to look at the same event from different 

viewpoints if multiple students chose the same event.



>- Tip: Limit 15-20 min.

If time allows, either have students share with the whole group, or a partner, their 

3-panel scene-to-scene sequence in order to practice reading aloud the gutters in comics.

Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students find and inference an action-to-action gutter example from 

the weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of an action-to-action 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Day 3: (Formative) Students find and inference a subject-to-subject gutter example from 

the weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of a subject-to-subject 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Day 4: (Formative) Students find and inference a scene-to-scene gutter example from the 

weekly graphic novel correctly.

(Summative) Students correctly create a 3-panel example of a scene-to-scene 

transition to model cause and effect within a short event.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 2 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the lessons.
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Lesson 3: The Soldier’s Daughter

Objective:

Describe plot and story structure (comprehension skill): Students determine the main 

idea of a graphic novel and analyze the development by summarizing key supporting 

details and ideas. Students analyze how the words and pictures develop and interact over 

the course of a graphic novel.

Understand text structure (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of 

types of word bubbles in a graphic novel and comic strip to see how the word bubbles 

relate to, and explain, the whole story.

Choice of words (graphic novel element): Students interpret speech bubbles, thought 

bubbles, and narrative boxes in a graphic novel, and analyze how those specific word 

choices shape the meaning or tone of the story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2

Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; 

summarize the key supporting details and ideas.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact 

over the course of a text.



•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

determining technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze 

how specific word choices shape meaning or tone.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of words” in a graphic novel.

The earliest forms of a written language, from the Incas to the Egyptians, started 

as stylized pictures. Then written language progressed to only representing sounds and 

lost most of the visual representation, so much so that today most people view literature 

and art as separate forms of communication. Yet picture and words still change and 

develop into new forms (McCloud, 1993). Pictures and artwork, for example, in the late 

1600’s works like Rembrandt were very realistic and specific. Then the art movement 

changed by the 1900’s to Expressionism and Cubism where the art was no longer realistic 

but back to symbolic. Words have gone through a similar trajectory in the opposite 

direction (McCloud, 1993). Works by Dante or Shakespeare are classic examples of 

meaning being expressed by elaborate words. Today we see words be used in special 

fonts, poem forms, and ads in a way to resemble a picture. Both pictures and words have



started to borrow resemblance and meaning from each other again, and this makes the 

medium of comics so powerful because it naturally combines the two (McCloud, 1993). 

The diagram below is a visual of this happening.

fi'ohure Plane

Combining pictures with words in comics can be done in a number of ways. Here 

are some common ways that explain why and how certain word bubble choices are used. 

First there are “word specific” combinations, when pictures illustrate but don’t add to 

completing the story (McCloud, 1993). The use of the narration box helps complete the 

text. Then there are “picture specific” combinations because the words to little more than 

add a soundtrack to a visually told sequence (McCloud, 1993). Another type is the 

“additive” combination, when the words amplify or elaborate on an image or vice versa 

(McCloud, 1993). Both “picture specific” and “additive” combinations make good use of 

talking and thought bubbles. The most common type of word/picture combination is 

“interdependence.” They go hand in hand to convey an idea that could not be expresses 

by the words or pictures alone (McCloud, 1993). All three types of word bubble choice 

are used interchangeably for this combination. A good rule of thumb to keep in mind is: 

the more that is said with words the more the pictures can be freed to the creative



imagination and vice versa (McCloud, 1993).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Speech Bubble Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Thought Bubble Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Narration Box Cue Card (use on day 1)

•  Soldier's Daughter P.81 Lesson Example

•  Soldier's Daughter P.81 Template

•  Soldier's Daughter P.83 Template (copy enough for pairs to work with)

•  Soldier's Daughter P.91 Template (copy enough for pairs to work with)

•  Choice of Words Extra Practice 1 (copy enough for individuals to work with)

•  Choice of Words Extra Practice 2 (copy enough for individuals to work with)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure 

when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcOTJ4X2tsMVFHdFU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcMnNjRl83VXZUS3c/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcT01HN3VWcmtwb0E/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcVzk2aXU0V1FUTjQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcMVUxbEZtZjVtVTA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcX1Y1T3ZvWGcyV2c/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcbnIyWHJIandlMlU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcX19wM0VBdjJxR0k/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcb1ZyVWdCd29hNjg/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcdWd0bHV0ODEwaXM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNccEZxZFplT21VNDQ/view?usp=sharing


Introduce the three most common types of word bubble structure choices and 

what they typically mean in a graphic novel. See the three Cue Cards in master copies 

(Brown, 2013).

1. Talking bubble: the spoken words of a character that the pointer attached to the 

bubble is directed at.

2. Thought bubble: the inside thoughts of a character, other characters do not hear 

this only the reader does.

3. Narration box: narrator telling more details about the plot

Read aloud the “The Soldier’s Daughter” (p. 76-93) to students. When reading a 

graphic novel as a read aloud make sure to read the words and pictures, explaining the 

sequence of the plot aloud. Also, point to each frame you are reading, and have students 

point to the same frame as they follow along.

While reading aloud make sure to use the following example to teach about some 

of the common word bubble choices the creator used and how they are structured (text 

structure) to help the readers understand the plot (story structure) in a graphic novel 

(Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, 

or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, your 

connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 78, all frames: The whole page uses the narration box to develop the plot and 

conflict of the story.

•  P. 80, frame 3: Read the spoken word bubbles straight down. This shows a 

conversation between the brother and sister, and the brothers response to the sister 

pointing a sword at him in the picture.



•  P. 82, frames 2&3: Stop to point out that the creator is using the narration box in 

different ways. Frame 2 the words narrate the setting and plot, but in frame 3 it 

acts like a thought bubble of the girl.

•  P. 86-90. The creator used black thought bubbles for the father’s words, but the 

daughter can hear his thoughts, and responds to them in white spoken word 

bubbles.

Day 2 and 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure 

when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”

Reread “The Soldier’s Daughter” with the group of students. Today students will 

practice filling in words for wordless frames with by using different word bubble 

structures, with the goal that the words have interdependence with the picture. Stop 

reading at a wordless frame; hold up one of the Cue Cards. Model “filling in” the words 

for that part of the plot based on the structure type of word bubble (Brown, 2013). Do 

this a few times. Here are a few examples and suggestions.

•  P. 79, frame 1: Narration box, “Finally the rain stopped.”

•  P. 79, frame 7: Thought bubble, “This is the most serious thing I have ever said in 

my life.”

•  P. 80, frame 6: Talking bubble, “Captain Vaal’s army is getting closer everyday, 

soon our home won't be safe.”

After the teacher models the activity have individual students take turns reading a



page at a time, stopping at wordless frames. The teacher holds up one of the cue cards 

for that student to “fill in” (Brown, 2013). The student’s words should match the images 

and actions in the frame and continue the story correctly. The goal is that words have 

interdependence with the picture. Assist and correct if they are incorrect. Here are a few 

suggestions to prompt students with.

•  P. 81, frame 4: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 82, frame 1: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 82, frame 5: Hold up the Narration Box Cue Card

•  P. 83, frame 6: Hold up the Thought Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 83, frame 9: Hold up the Talking Bubble Cue Card

•  P. 84, frame 6: Hold up the Narration Box Cue Card

•  P. 85, frame 5: Hold up the Talking Bubble Cue Card

>- Differentiation Tip: Provide a greater change to students and let them pick 

what cue card they want to use to fill in wordless frames.

>- Tip: This activity was challenging for 2nd grade students and took two 30 

min. lessons and two rereading for the students to really feel confident in 

“filling in” their own words.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe the plot and story structure by understanding the text structure 

when looking at the choice of word bubble types in a graphic novel.”

Today students will use “The Soldier's Daughter” P.81, 83, and 91 Templates (see



master copies) to fill in the blank word bubbles and create a new story for the page (Cary, 

2004). Model how to do this with the whole group using P. 81 template (see Soldier's 

Daughter P.81 Lesson Example in master copies for final product). Work collaboratively 

with the students to add words in the bubbles that make a new story and relates to the 

images as well.

Pair students to work together on filling in the word bubbles for either P.83 or 91 

templates to create a new story. The students’ story should not repeat the words that 

were used in the original story. Students should be creating a story by using the structure 

of word bubbles to develop a plot for the images given (Brown, 2013). Check pair’s 

work and, assist when needed. Once pairs correctly fill in their comic page they can 

individually work on a Choice of Words Extra Practice (see master copies). If time 

allows, let students choose a comic they wrote to read aloud to the group.

>- Tip: Place students’ work on a doc-cam when students are sharing their 

comics so everyone can see it.

Assessments:

Day 2 and 3: (formative) Student’s words match the images and actions in the frame and 

continue the story correctly with the text structure they were given.

Day 4: (summative) Students should be creating a story by using the structure of word 

bubbles to develop a plot for the images given.

Master Copies Index:



Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 3 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.
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Lesson 4: The Butter Thief

Objective:

Determine author’s purpose/Identify the point o f view (comprehension skill): Students 

will assess how the point of view of the image within a frame shapes the content and 

understanding of a graphic novel or comic strip. Students will express what the comic 

creator wants the reader to understand from those points of views.

Make inferences (comprehension strategies): Students will closely read a graphic novel 

or comic strip to cite specific image details as evidence to make logical inferences from 

it, and make conclusions drawn from those images.

Choice o f Image (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of images and 

their details in a graphic novel and comic strip to see how the images relate to, and help 

explain, the whole story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5



Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.6

Assess how point of view or purpose shapes the content and style of a text.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of image” in a graphic novel.

The earliest forms of a written language, from the Incas to the Egyptians, started 

as stylized pictures. Then written language progressed to only representing sounds and 

lost most of the visual representation, so much so that today most people view literature 

and art as separate forms of communication. Yet picture and words still change and 

develop into new forms (McCloud, 1993). For example, pictures and artwork in the late 

1600’s, works like Rembrandt, were very realistic and specific. Then the art movement 

changed by the 1900’s to Expressionism and Cubism where the art was no longer realistic 

but back to symbolic. Words have gone through a similar trajectory in the opposite 

direction (McCloud, 1993). Works by Dante or Shakespeare are classic examples of 

meaning being expressed by elaborate words. Today we see words used in special fonts, 

poem forms, and ads in a way to resemble a picture. Both pictures and words have 

started to borrow resemblance and meaning from each other again, and this makes the 

medium of comics so powerful because it naturally combines the two (McCloud, 1993).



The diagram below is a visual of this happening.

Pi’c W e  Plane

A good rule of thumb to keep in mind is that the more that is said with words the 

more the pictures can be freed to the creative imagination and vice versa (McCloud, 

1993). Comics that are “wordless” and made mostly of pictures provided the reader the 

opportunity to practice their creative use of words. When reading independently, this is 

done inside the mind. When reading aloud to a partner, or group, it provides a lot of 

opportunities for oral or written language building. This building happens in three steps 

of thinking, as described by Swain’s Comprehensible Output Hypothesis (2001), all that 

are used in the Day 3 Lesson.

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is Swain’s theory that language learners need 

to deliver a comprehensible message in order for the learning to be validated beyond a 

semantic process to a syntactic process (Swain, 2001). Swain identified three possible 

functions of output: the noticing function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the 

metalinguistic function (Swain, 2001). The lesson on Day 3 gives opportunities for 

students to apply each of these functions. The noticing function happens when students 

look at the five visual choices, as mentioned by Seyfrid in the literature review section 

(2008), and cannot express with words what they see visually. The hypothesis-testing



function is applied when students brainstorm and share possible outcomes and 

predictions for the gutter space between panels, as mentioned by Strum (2013), in order 

to help them better express orally what the readers see visually. The metalinguistic 

function is the final output given by the students when they collaboratively create their 

own interpretations of the story, as they did so often in the study by Brown (2013).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Images and Pictures Detective Worksheet (enough copies for each student)

•  Scripting Images and Pictures Worksheet (enough copies for each student)

•  Owly: Hanging up to Dry (teacher’s example of Day 3 lesson)

•  Owly: Hanging up to Dry (blank comic to use on Day 3 lesson)

•  Owly: Gone Swimmin’ Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Owly: Hatchin’ Friends Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Owly: Let’s Go Fly a Kite Comic (enough copies for paired student)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcaWJSY05oYmJvTm8/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcbDR0eU1hUkYtTWs/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcQVUyYmhRcG9vOW8/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcbHdFRnk4M2NSQTA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNccnZMZk1jRFVVbGs/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSDRyenh0UnJIaVU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcQS1jOWlnNlptTmc/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcalpadGo3NFgxS28/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcaTZTSVg4ZENnWjg/view?usp=sharing


goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.” Explain that details 

in the pictures and images show different points of view, or what the authors want you to 

notice, but as a reader you make all of those inferences in your own mind to comprehend 

the story (Seyfried, 2008).

Teacher reads aloud “The Butter Thief.” This comic relies heavily on images, 

and uses little words to tell the plot. While reading really model how to not just name the 

objects you see in the images, but to use those as clues to “tell” your own story from 

them. Here are a few examples to teach about the author’s purpose and point of view and 

how the images help the readers make those inferences (Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher 

use digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice yourself, 

based on your students’ comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 60, frames 1 & 2: frame 1 shows the grandma’s point of view of looking and 

reaching for the butter, frame 2 shows us what grandma looks like from the point 

of the butter spirit in the box. This human vs. spirit point of view is done 

throughout the comic. Very important to notice that image choice because it is 

done right from the beginning.

•  P. 61, frames 3,4 & 5,6: This shows a change from day to night, yet the girl is 

still thinking about watching her grandma bury the box.

•  P. 61, frames 5-8: The point of view is as if the buried box is watching the house, 

girl come outside, and start digging. The point of view changes when the girl 

looks down at the reviled box in the last frame.

•  P. 63, frame 1 & 2: Again the human vs. spirit point of view is shown. Frame 1



what the girl sees looking down into the box, frame 2 what the spirit sees while 

cursing the girl.

•  P. 64-65, all frames: The images help readers determine the real spirit, and the 

newly cursed girl spirit. Real spirit has red eyebrows, no pupils in yellow eyes, 

and a beard. The girl spirit has green eyebrows, can see her pupils, and a 

ponytail.

•  P. 66, frame 3: The first time we see the protective spirit he is shown standing in 

front of the house. The author’s purpose for this choice is to show us what he 

protects.

•  P. 67, frame 7: The point of view of the kitchen has changed, the tiles are much 

larger than they were on p. 60, frame 3.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”

Today students will read “The Butter Thief” to become a detective and look for 

clues in the images and pictures to understand the whole story. They will ask themselves 

the questions on the Images and Picture Detective Worksheet (see master copies) as they 

“read the images” in the comic (Brenner, 2015). As a whole group, look at pages 60-61 

together. Ask the 6 questions that are on the worksheet, students and teacher share 

answers with the group. Then, assign each student 2, side-by-side, pages to become 

“expert detectives” on the choice of images. Pass out the Images and Picture Detective



Worksheet (see master copies) to each student. Allow the rest of the lesson time for 

students to write out the clues they notice from the images on their pages. This 

worksheet will be used as a reference for students to use when they read aloud “The 

Butter Thief” to the group on Day 4.

>- Teaching Tip: Younger students may have a slower start on this individual 

assignment. Go through each question aloud with them, as they fill in their 

own answers, or check in with each student, one-on-one, to assist on his or her 

own pages as needed.

>- Teaching Tip: The last question on the Images and Picture Detective 

Worksheet (see master copies); may be difficult for younger students to do 

alone. Provide more one-on-one teaching for this, only us this question for 

upper grade levels, or set aside an extra day where the whole group can find 

correct examples on each page.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”

Today students will script wordless comics (Cary, 2004). Scripting the images 

requires students to make inferences that will tell, in their own words, the author’s story. 

Use the “Owly: Hanging up to Dry” (blank comic, see master copies) to model for the 

students the three different readings pairs will do. Have one student model with you, as a 

fishbowl activity. First read, both you and student silent read the comic to yourselves.



Try to figure out what story is being told. Second read, read the comic with your partner, 

stopping at images and panels that you have questions about, or have different ideas 

about what is happening in the story. Make sure both you and your partner agree with the 

inferences you are making about frames you are unsure of. Third read, write out a script 

to tell the story. Each frame needs a sentence explaining the images (see “Owly:

Hanging up to Dry,” teacher’s example for ideas).

After modeling the activity, pair students up to script one of the following 

wordless comics; “Owly: Gone Swimmin’”, “Owly: Hatchin’ Friends,” or “Owly: Let’s 

Go Fly a Kite” (see master copies). Pass out the Scripting Images and Pictures 

Worksheet (see master copies). As time permits, pairs can share their scripts with the 

teacher or whole group.

>- Teacher Tip: To model the 3rd read, I read each frame sentence in order (see 

“Owly: Hanging up to Dry,” teacher’s example) as the student helper points to 

the frame that matched the new story development.

>- Teacher Tip: Set a timer for each of the three different paired readings. 3 min 

to silent read, 5-7 min to discuss images and story without scripting, 10-15 

min to work on writing the script on the worksheet.

>- Differentiation Tip: The 3rd read of scripting can be done orally or written.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can determine the author’s purpose and identify the point of view by making 

inferences when looking at the choice of images in a graphic novel.”



Students re-read their two pages (from Day 2 lesson) from “The Butter Thief” 

aloud to the group. To practice noticing the choice of image, have students script the 

images first (like they did in Day 3 Lesson), then read the word bubbles after. This 

requires the students to infer the author’s point of view of what is happening in the story. 

Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details about the 

choice of images that they noticed.

Assessments:

Day 2: (Formative) Students correctly find details in the images that help them make 

inferences about the story, author’s purpose, and point of view on their own. Use guiding 

questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details about the choice of 

images that they notice.

Day 3: (Summative) Students’ scripting worksheet correctly narrates a story for the 

wordless comic. It should be a narration, not an explanation of what images are in the 

frame.

Day 4: (Summative) Students re-read their two pages from “The Butter Thief” aloud to 

the group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share new details 

about the choice of images that they notice.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 4 Materials section of



the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.
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Name Pages Date

Images and Pictures Detective Work

W hen reading a comic you m ust become a detective and look for clues in the images 
and pictures to understand  the whole story. Ask yourself these questions as you 
"read the im ages” in the comic. Find six details th a t help you make inferences about 
the story.

1. DON’T READ THE WORDS! W hat can you learn from just looking at the 
images?

2. W hat is the background or setting?

3. W hat clothing do the characters wear?

4. W hat objects are in the images?

5. How do the facial expression change on the faces of the characters?

6. W hat is the point of view in each frame? From whose eyes are we seeing the 
images?



Name Date

Scripting Images and Pictures

W hen reading a comic w ith no w ords you m ust become a detective and look for 
clues in the images and pictures to understand  the whole story. W rite a script for 
each panel to tell the au thor’s story.

Panel
Order What are the images telling you?

Panel 1

Panel 2

Panel 3

Panel 4

Panel 5

Panel 6

Panel 7

Panel 8

Panel 9

Panel 10

Panel 11

Panel 12

Panel 13

Panel 14

Panel 15

Panel 16
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Images and Pictures Detective Work

When reading a comic you m ust become a detective and look for clues in the images 
and pictures to understand the whole story. Ask yourself these questions as you 
"read the images” in the comic. Find six details tha t help you make inferences about 
the story.

1. DON’T READ THE WORDS! W hat can you learn from just looking at the
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Lesson 5: Spring Cleaning

Objective:

Make predictions (comprehension skill): Students will closely read a graphic novel or 

comic strip to cite specific image details as evidence to make logical predictions from it, 

and make conclusions drawn from those images.

Ask questions (comprehension strategies): Students will analyze how, when, where, 

what, who and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact over the course of 

the images and pictures in a graphic novel.

Choice of movement (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of 

movement lines, as well as movement of character and things, in a graphic novel and 

comic strip to see how the images relate to, and help explain, the whole story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.1

Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 

inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking 

to support conclusions drawn from the text.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.3

Analyze how and why individuals, events, or ideas develop and interact



over the course of a text.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of movement” in a graphic novel.

Each frame in a comic must logically link to the next so that ultimately all frames 

add up to a meaningful whole. This is what is known as cohesion and coherence. The 

cohesion is seen by the movement changes in comics (McCloud, 1993). The choice of 

movement can be shown in two commonly used ways (Seyfried, 2008).

First, the change in the movement of character’s facial expressions, body 

language or objects from one frame to the next will show a logical link (see Day 1 for 

examples). Second, are the uses of movement lines within the frame’s art. All the wavy 

lines seen in comics represent a symbol or visual metaphor for emotions or our five 

senses (refer back to Lesson 2 and 4 background notes) (McCloud, 1993). For example 

wavy lines around a face may symbolize dizziness, yet zig-zag lines around the same face 

may symbolize anger. The ways the eyes and eyebrow lines are drawn in different 

frames also help express those same emotions. The placements of the character's hands 

are also examples of movement that show emotions. Wavy lines can also apply to the 

readers’ senses other than visual (McCloud, 1993). Wavy lines above a loaf of bread, 

expresses smell and taste. Those same wavy lines behind a person running can expresses 

movement of the air, or coming out of an instrument to expresses sound. Finally, those 

wavy lines above a mystery box, express the imagination of touch. In more advance 

level graphic novels, the choice of moment lines may be used as the background to



symbolize a prevailing theme or emotion in the plot (McCloud, 1993).

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  “Spring Cleaning” Missing Panel; Pages 24-39 (side-by side copy of two pages, 

one for each student)

•  Choice of Movement Worksheet (one copy for each student)

•  Choice of Movement Worksheet: Teacher Example (for teacher’s notes and ideas)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

Pass out a “Spring Cleaning” Missing Panel side by side page copy of to each 

student (see master copies). Explain that today they will make a prediction on what is 

happening underneath the “hidden” panel to express the movement of the story and 

characters (Cary, 2004). Guide student to look carefully at the previous and next panels 

images and words (review of lesson 3 and 4) for clues on what had to happen in the

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNccHFBRkxyc0haajA/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNccU4xT0ZPdkNBbTA?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcblFKZmNKSmd2d2c/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcWjlkcTVCVU92Nmc/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcUFR2aXA3TW1ZX1E/view?usp=sharing


hidden frame to make the next frame make sense to the reader. Students may write their 

predictions on the blank frame. Allow about 5 min for students to silently read their 

section of the comic, and make a prediction. Then, starting with the first 2 pages, have 

each student come up to read aloud their page to the class, and share their prediction of 

the hidden frame. Once the prediction is made the teacher reveals the real page in the 

book to compare if the prediction was correct or not. Also explain why it was a valid 

prediction or not, based on what the previous and next frames showed.

While students read aloud make sure to use the following examples from the first 

4 pages to teach about the choice of movement in a graphic novel (Kibuishi, 2011). As a 

teacher use digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice 

yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 24-25, frame 8: The previous frame shows the boy starting to throw toys out of 

his closet, the next frame shows the boy sitting by his closet and looking 

confused at a box. This means that the hidden frame should be about the boy 

finding the box in his closet.

•  P. 26-27, frame 8: The previous frame shows the boy asking a question to the 

man at the door, the next frame shows the man answering a question but not the 

question the reader saw. This means that the hidden frame shows the man 

answering the original question and the boy asking another question.

>- Teacher tip: have this first read be a pre-assessment on how much or little 

students are reading the movement clues aloud, or even notice. Some may not 

even notice, some notice but won't share aloud unless asked, some naturally 

describe the movement in the panel before even reading the word bubbles.



Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

This day is an extra day for the day 1 activity. Thirty minutes was not long 

enough for each student to read aloud their pages, make a prediction, and have the 

teacher discuss with the group what made the prediction valid, or what questions should 

have been asked about the previous and next frames to make the prediction more 

accurate. Use today to finish the activity from day 1.

Today students create their own note page to use for tomorrow’ s lesson. Pass out 

Choice of Movement Worksheet (see master copies) to each student. They lay the blank 

page across their assigned side-by side pages from lesson 1 to roughly trace the choice of 

frames that were used on those pages, and number reach frame (review from lesson 1). 

See the Choice of Movement Worksheet: Teacher Example (master copies) for an 

example of the correct set up.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

As a whole group look at pages 24-25 in “Spring Cleaning.” Model for the 

students how to look at each frame to notice the movement that is happening inside.



Focus on movement lines, facial expression, and body actions, or changes of objects in 

the images (Seyfried, 2008). Make this a whole group discussion, while the teacher 

records the predictions of movement the students notice. See Choice of Movement 

Worksheet: Teacher Example for possible ideas (master copies).

Once students know what to do with their Choice of Movement Worksheet have 

them silent read their side-by-side pages and record their own notes of movement choice. 

The teacher checks in with individual students to make sure prediction of the movement 

lines, etc. are correct. Use the following examples to teach about the choice of movement 

for each side-by side pages. As a teacher use digression on which examples you want to 

point out, or others you notice yourself, based on your students’ comprehension level, 

your connection to the story, etc.

•  P. 26/27: The camera flash, the computer mouse moving, the girl’s speed and 

dust lines.

•  P. 28/29: The wizard walking through a closed door, the older brother breaking 

up the fighting wizards, the wand zapping the girl into a frog.

•  P. 30/31: The frog hopping lines, the puzzle box using magical powers, the kids 

looking through the window blinds.

•  P. 32/33: The girl swiveling onto the computer chair, the wizards battle lines, the 

kids bouncing up the stairs lines.

•  P. 34/35: The boy sitting up tall for an idea lines, the bus driving fast lines, the 

kids walking up to a house.

•  P.36/37: The kids turning heads to the crash lines, magical lines of objects, lines 

that show the puzzle box coming apart.



•  P. 38/39: The boxes vanishing lines, the girl wizard running fast past people, the 

wizard fighting dust lines

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can make predictions by asking questions when looking at the choice of 

movement in a graphic novel.”

Students re-read their two pages (from Day 3 lesson) from “Spring Cleaning” 

aloud to the group. To practice noticing the choice of movement, have students script the 

movement first, then read the word bubbles after. This requires the students to predict 

what is happening in each frame. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to 

correctly share new details about the choice of movement that they notice.

Assessments:

Day 1 & 2: (Summative) Determine how much or little students are reading the 

movement clues aloud, or even notice. Some may not even notice, some notice but won't 

share aloud unless asked, some naturally describe the movement in the panel before even 

reading the word bubbles.

Day 3: (Summative) Students record their own notes of movement choice in a graphic 

novel. This includes movement lines, facial expression, and body actions, or changes of 

objects in the images.



Day 4: (Formative) Students re-read their two pages at a time from “Spring Cleaning” 

aloud to the group. Use guiding questions to assess students’ ability to correctly share 

new details about the choice of movement that they notice.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 5 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.
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Lesson 6: The Keeper’s Treasure

Objective:

Describe Figurative Language (comprehension skill): Students interpret words and 

phrases as they are used in a graphic novel, determine connotative, and figurative 

meanings, and analyze how those specific word choices shape the meaning.

Visualize (comprehension strategies): Students analyze the structure of words and images 

and how they relate to each other and the whole, in order to learn new vocabulary terms.

Choice o f Words (graphic novel element): Students interpret the use of limited words in a 

graphic novel, and analyze how those specific word choices shape the meaning of the 

story.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.4

Interpret words and phrases as they are used in a text, including 

determining technical, connotative, and figurative meanings, and analyze 

how specific word choices shape meaning or tone.

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene,



or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of vocabulary words” in a graphic novel. This lesson 

is created to assist students who are English Language Learners. Multiple types of 

learners, from ELL to struggling readers, have shown increased improvement in reading 

because of the elements used to create a graphic novel (Brenner, 2015). These elements 

require students to use decoding and comprehension skills with new words that rely on 

visuals for the meaning (Cary, 2004). ELL students who struggle with English they can 

learn vocabulary through visuals, and the use of the following second language teaching 

methodologies.

James Asher, the creator of Total Physical Response, which is a language 

teaching method, states “the interaction between listening and body motion can enhance 

the comprehension and internalization of language input and facilitate long term 

retention” (as cited in Hwang, 2014, p. 434). The interactions between visual, auditory, 

and motor functions while learning new language skills is needed to fully express a new 

learner's understanding when they may not have the confidence or ability to express 

understanding orally. TPR brings Gardner’s kinesthetic intelligence to the forefront of 

language acquisition in a meaningful context (Hwang, 2014). TPR is used in this lesson 

because of the strong connections adjectives have to visuals, and verbs have to motor 

functions. TPR also increases learners’ interaction with, and attention to, the language 

and literacy lessons.



The Direct Method theorizes that language is learner through the direct 

association of words and phrases through objects and actions without the use of the native 

language as an intervention. Lessons are usually developed around a here and now theme 

with specially chosen pictures to express that theme, and much of class time is spend 

responding to the teacher’s questions. Complete and meaningful sentences are used, but 

grammar rules are not explicitly taught (O’Maggio Hadley, 2001). In this week’s lesson,

I am only relying on one language, English, without connecting the new vocabulary to 

other background languages. It focuses around pictures from printouts, and the story 

“The Keeper’s Treasure.” The students’ response come from my prompts, or their peers, 

but requires them to make a direct association through objects and actions.

Comprehensible Output Hypothesis is Swain’s theory that language learners need 

to deliver a comprehensible message in order for the learning to be validated beyond a 

semantic process to a syntactic process. Swain identified three possible functions of 

output: the noticing function, the hypothesis-testing function, and the metalinguistic 

function (Swain, 2001). This lesson gives opportunities for students to apply each of 

these functions. The noticing function happens when students look at the five visual 

choices, as mentioned by Seyfrid in the literature review section (2008), and cannot 

express with words what they see visually. The hypothesis-testing function is applied 

when students brainstorm and share possible outcomes and predictions for the gutter 

space between panels, as mentioned by Strum (2013), in order to help them better express 

orally what the readers see visually. The metalinguistic function is the final output given 

by the students when they collaboratively create their own interpretations of the story, as 

they did so often in the study by Brown (2013).



Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Picture flash cards of the target basic nouns, and ones that use descriptive 

adjectives for the same noun.

•  Flash cards with target verbs and adverbs written on them.

•  Collection of “props” for student to use while creating a mini-skit (these can be

student made, or creative use of what is supplied in the room already).

Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Explain to students that when reading a story you imagine the characters acting

out that story in your head. So readers need to imagine what that action is when they

read. Ask students if they remember what we call words that we can act out (this is a 

review from past verb lessons). Explain to them that you are going to call out a verb or 

verb phrase everyone will act out as a first guess, even if they don’t know for sure yet. 

Remind the students that everyone acts things out differently, so there is no right or

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcX014UHI0NWx2SWs/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZ0syZlZGUjAyQUE?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcMGVScWhNbThOUm8?usp=sharing


wrong way. The verb/adverb (or phrase) list is as follows:

Reach Hustle Lost Stand back

Wonders Hot to the touch Hatch Grant a wish

Imagining Live up to my 

expectations

Heart’s desire Perhaps

Next, explain to the students that good readers also notice details in the words or pictures 

to help them understand the story better. Explain that you have some photos of objects 

that will also be in the story we will read. Display all 20 photos to the group and give 

them a few min. to look them over. Call out a noun or noun with an adjective. Ask 

students to point to the one that matched the best, explain there could be more that one 

correct picture. The noun/adjective list is as follows:

Revolting, endless, bog Glacial wasteland Endless, empty, labyrinth

Treasure chest Ancient artifacts Long-lost remnants

Dragon egg Ferocious beast All-powerful genie

Great An exit

Again, this activity is to be used to activate background knowledge, and as an informal 

pre-assessment. If time allows, read through the story “The Keeper’s Treasure” as a read 

aloud. Students follow along.



Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Today’s lesson is read “The Keeper’s Treasure” as a group. The teacher begins by 

reading the first few pages, guiding the students to read the speech bubbles as well as the 

pictures. Do this by “thinking aloud” what you notice happening in each frame, and how 

the pictures are giving just as many clues to what is happening as the words. Also read 

what each character says in different voices. This is to show students what you expect 

when it’ s their turn to read the graphic novel aloud.

Today’ s focus is on the verbs/adverbs and nouns/adjectives from the story, which 

are the same ones from the flash cards yesterday. Stop reading when you get to one of 

those phrases and discuss how they are expressed in the graphics. Make the connection 

that often, if you don’t know what a word means, you can get its meaning from the action 

clues, or visual details in the frames. Ask students to act out the verbs in the same way it 

is shown in the story. Talk about how particular adjectives help describe the picture 

better that just a basic noun used alone. Read the entire graphic story in this manner, 

having students take turns reading a page the way you did at the beginning.

>- Teacher Tip: This day’s reading can be split into 2 separate reading if time allows. 

One reading for just the verbs/adverbs discussion. The second read just for the 

nouns/adjectives discussion.

Day 3:



Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Play the flash card games from day one with the students again as a way to assess 

new learning. For the verb flash cards, show or whisper one verb to a student to act out, 

the other students point to the verb flash card that was being expresses. Take turns in this 

manner until all verbs have been reviewed. Then have students take turns choosing one 

verb card. That one student comes up with a sentence using that verb. Everyone else acts 

out the sentence in his or her own way.

For the noun flash cards review the images by saying the phrase that describes the 

one you are looking at. Students will point to the correct one. Then, students will 

describe in their own phrase a picture for the rest of the group to “spy.” End the lesson 

by explaining and assigning the next day activity to pairs.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can describe figurative language by visualizing when looking at the choice of 

vocabulary words used in a graphic novel.”

Each pair will “act out” part of the graphic story for the rest of the group. Each 

group will pick 2-4 of the learned verbs and 2-4 of the learned descriptive nouns; so that 

no groups will have the same vocabulary terms. The pairs will act out the character and 

story based around the verbs and descriptive nouns they received. The pairs must 

actively use the verbs in their skit and incorporate objects that represent the nouns.



Allow students to read from the text as their dialogue if they do not want to make up their 

own. Give 15 min. for pairs to plan and practice their skits. The last 15 min. will be to 

share and present to the small group.

Assessments:

Day 1: (Pre-assessment) This is meant to be an informal pre-assessment to see how much 

clearer each verb, adverb, or figurative noun needs to be explained or practiced this week.

Day 3: (Formative) Students play the flash card games again from day one with to assess 

new learning of the figurative language and vocabulary.

Day 4: (Summative) Pairs actively, and correctly, use their assigned verbs, and 

incorporate objects that represent the assigned nouns in their skit.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 6 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.
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Lesson 7: The Escape Option

Objective:

Summarize (comprehension skill): Students will independently continue the ending of a 

story by creating the next part to an open, unfinished, ending in the story, but keep the 

central ideas or themes of the comic. This will assess the students’ ability to summarize, 

and apply that skill, to continue the development of a plot with supporting details and 

ideas.

Make Connections (comprehension strategies): Students will collaboratively develop 

their own details to elaborate parts of a story. This will require students to apply 

narrative dialogue about connecting to the text, and determine correct sequence of events 

to contribute more details to a part of the story.

Choice of Flow (graphic novel element): Students analyze the structure of all previously 

taught choices in a graphic novel to see how those choices relate to each other as a whole. 

Students will apply those graphic novel element choices to elaborate a part of the graphic 

novel, as well as create their own ending to the same graphic novel.

Common Core State Standards:

•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.2

Determine central ideas or themes of a text and analyze their development; 

summarize the key supporting details and ideas.



•  CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.R.5

Analyze the structure of texts, including how specific sentences, 

paragraphs, and larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, chapter, scene, 

or stanza) relate to each other and the whole.

Background Information:

This background information is for you, the teacher, to quickly get familiar with 

the basic theory behind the “choice of flow” in a graphic novel.

The “choice of flow” can be described as how all the other individual element 

choices (frames, gutters, word bubbles, images, movement, and words) are used together 

to create the whole graphic novel and the flow in reading each reader has when looking at 

them all. There is no right way to silently read a graphic novel. In fact, many readers 

read them differently. Some read images and words together panel-by-panel, others may 

look at the pictures first then go back to read the words. Any way you read the pages in a 

graphic novel the flow is still present (Brenner, 2015).

This week the story is read as a cumulative review. Students will focus on all 

graphic novel element choices from past lessons. Using the comprehension skills and 

strategies of summarizing and making connections will help students understand the 

complete flow of the graphic novel. Students will express the “choice of flow” in two 

different ways. Once, as a way to review and enrich certain pages within the story 

already; the second, by creating their own ending to the graphic novel story that finishes 

with an unknown ending.



The first 4 days of this lesson are for students to recreate a page by applying all 

previously taught lesson on graphic novel elements (Cary, 2004; Frey & Fisher, 2008). 

This will be shown in the following manner:

>- Frame Choice: Students number the frame order correctly after cutting and 

pasting to a larger paper.

>- Use o f Gutters: Scripting the images and looking at the space between the frames 

will require them to realize, and state, if the gutters are action-to-action, subject- 

to-subject, or scene-to-scene change.

>- Choice o f words: Students will get to pick what word bubble type to add to the 

wordless panels, and the vocabulary words they use to put inside the word 

bubbles.

>- Image Choice: Scripting the images will allow students to tell the story through 

just the images choices that were used.

>- Choice o f movement: The movement lines and body actions will be expressed 

when students describe the movement in their scripting or read aloud.

The last 4 days of this lesson are for students to create their own comic pages to 

continue the story by applying all previously taught lesson on graphic novel elements 

(Cary, 2004; Frey & Fisher, 2008). This will be done in the following manner:

>- Prewriting: Plan and script out the panels for the next “chapter.”

>- Drafting: Quickly sketch images in the panels that show what your scripted out.

>- Revising: Improve images with use of details, gutter transitions, and movement 

lines.

>- Editing: Rough draft word bubbles types and what goes inside to fill in the



>- Publishing: Create a final copy to the next chapter. Use best images, colors, and 

word bubbles inside the frames.

Materials:

•  Copies of Explorer: The Mystery Boxes, edited by Kazu Kibuishi (enough for 

pairs to share the book).

•  Interactive poster of the weekly goal for students to focus and learn (see master 

copies for example/update)

•  Photocopies of the wordless comic panels on pages 112, 115, 116, 123 and 124

•  Speech bubbles templates (two of each for each student)

•  White paper larger than standard size (one for each pair)

•  Teacher’s examples of written task assignment (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Chart paper/whiteboard and markers

•  Prewriting/Drafting Comics Worksheet (two for each student, once as notes, once 

as sketches)

•  Blank comic panels worksheet (two-sided, one for each student)

•  Pencils, and colored pencils

•  Post-Its (one for each student)

•  Describing Wordless Pages (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Next Chapter Flow (use for teacher’s reference)

•  Samples of student created work (use for teacher’s reference)

missing parts of the story.

https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSGVnTVo0QXU0a2M/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcckFXYU9OWGtaLVE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcN0t1N2w2Tjh6RnM/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSy1rcDZSXzQ5RlE?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcQkFHZWFoSGNmQUU/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcSnJMYkt2Vy1mTTQ/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcRUNlbUR6eGZOdlk/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/a/alaska.edu/file/d/0B7G9TpJuvtNcZU9RdENDemotUlU/view?usp=sharing


Daily Lessons:

Day 1:

Use the poster to introduce this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, working together, in a graphic novel.”

Today’s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. Give a few min. for the 

students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the whole story themselves. Bring 

them all back to the beginning. Ask students about what they think about hiking, 

spaceships, aliens, Earth Day, etc. This will bring students’ individual connection to the 

story to the forefront of their minds. The teacher begins by reading the first few pages, 

guiding the students to read the speech bubbles as well as the pictures. Do this by 

“thinking aloud” about what you notice happening in each frame, and how the pictures 

are giving just as many clues to what is happening as the words. Also read what each 

character says in different voices. This is to show students what you expect when it’s 

their turn to read the graphic novel aloud.

Today’s focus is on the panels that do not have any dialogue inside. You will still 

“read the pictures” through explaining the scene. Tell students that to read these parts of 

the comic you are really relying on your knowledge of the order of events, summarizing, 

and making connections, to have this part make sense to you. Read the entire graphic 

story in this manner, having students take turns reading a page the way you did at the 

beginning.

When pages 112, 115, 116, 123 and 124 of the comic are “read” by individual 

students write on a chart or whiteboard the phrases students used to describe the wordless



panels. By now students will be comfortable orally narrating wordless panels to describe 

the sequence of events (see Describing Wordless Pages photo in master copies).

The final page, 126, is shown:

At the end of the story discuss what each student thinks will happen to the boy, and why 

he will make the choices he does. Ask students to give events and details from 

previously in the comic that support their opinion. This will make them apply 

summarizing and making connections as well. Record students’ brainstormed 

possibilities on a chart as well (see The Next Chapter Flow photo in master copies). 

While students read aloud here are some following examples my students made that 

relate to this week's objectives in a graphic novel (Kibuishi, 2011). As a teacher use 

digression on which examples you want to point out, or others you notice yourself, based 

on your students comprehension level, your connection to the story, etc.



•  P. 113, frame 2: the big frame zooms out to show just how big the box is 

compared to the kid (example of choice of frames).

•  P. 114, frames 1-2: this is an action-to-action use of gutter space. The kids is 

looking for a camera (example of use of gutters).

•  P. 117, frame 3: the alien’s “tablet/computer” which my student thought was a 

stick at first (example of connection), have magic lines coming out of it. Must be 

why he knows shows much, because the thing is magical (example of choice of 

movement lines).

•  P. 118, whole page: Students make the connection that the alien’s computer 

“Percy” is like the “Siri” on humans’ iPhones.

•  P. 119, frames 1-3: Percy’s word bubbles look different, student make that 

connection right away, without prompting (example of choice of words).

•  P.120, frame 1: Students made the connection that the planet Requius is kind of 

like Mars, because human scientists are trying to get there too.

Day 2:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Have the students to look back at pages 112, 115, 116, and 124. Ask them what 

they notice about those pages and what they have in common that is missing (no script or 

dialogue). Show students your teacher example of the script you provided for p. 112. 

Assign one of the script-less pages to self-chosen pairs. Explain to the students they will



work in pairs to write a script for what is happening on each panel as well as provide 

dialogue in the panels. Remind them that just as when “reading the pictures” aloud they 

will write down what is happening in each panel, as well as why it happens to tell the 

story in more detail. Students will work the remainder of the lesson on their collaborative 

task. Gather work at the end of the lesson period, in a way that students may continue on 

their work the following day.

Day 3:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Students will continue to work on their collaborative task from yesterday.

Provide the following directions where all students can see them. These are the steps that 

pairs need to take to complete the assignment, and are used as reference points on where 

to start working today:

1. Cut out frames.

2. Re-glue on bigger white paper with more space to write a sentence next to each 

frame.

3. Number frames in correct sequential order.

4. Script what is happening in the story for each frame.

5. Chose a word bubble to cut out and write what James is saying or thinking in each 

frame.

6. Meet with the teacher to discuss what type of transition is used between the



As students work in pairs, walk around the room assessing students’ work, guiding 

their thought process, and making sure that the scripting and words used in the bubbles 

create more details and development to that part of the plot. Gather completed work at 

the end of the lesson period, these student created pages will be used in tomorrow's 

lesson.

Day 4:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Today’s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. The focus is on the 

panels that do not have words explaining them or any dialogue inside. When you get to 

pages 112, 115, 116, and 124 in the read aloud display the teacher’s and students’ created 

script pages for the group to read, and pairs to share. At this time, guide students in 

editing their work in sentence structure, as well as explaining in their writing what moves 

the story from one panel to another better. Often students will explain each panel as an 

individual picture, not part of a sequence that moves the main idea along.

Day 5-7:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

panels, and turn in the assignment.



Give a few min. for the students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the 

whole story themselves. Bring them all to the ending on p.126. Explain to students that 

this story has an open ending that allows individual readers to predict what will happen 

next. Review group’s predictions they had from day 1 (see The Next Chapter Flow photo 

in master copies). Have students write their name on one post-it, and place their name 

next to the main event they want to happen next in the story. Tell the group that they will 

get to create and expand their own ending to the story. Explain that they will be working 

like a real comic creator and use the writing process to make sure each graphic novel 

element choice they have been studying is used in the best way they can for their ending 

to this story.

Because students will each interpret the story differently they will do this 

assignment individually. Dialogue and sharing will be encouraged throughout their 

creative process though. Guide students to refer back to events in the story in order to 

help further their own connections, story, and summarizing. Allow simple, stick figures, 

to be drawn. Students will work the next 3- 5 days on their task.

>- Tip: Teachers who choose to do days 5-8 of this lesson should create their own 2 

page comic example of a possible ending. This allows you to know how to guide 

your students in the process, and determine what type of problems your students 

may run into.

>- Differentiation Tip: The five steps used in the writing process explained in 

“Teacher Background” can be broken apart day-to-day for students that need 

more guidance in the writing process (5days). For students who are more 

independent you can group the steps as prewriting/drafting, revising/editing, and



publishing to speed up the processes (3 days).

Day 8:

Use the poster to review this week’s objectives. Have students say the weekly 

goal as, “I can summarize by making connections when looking at the choice of flow, or 

all graphic element choices, in a graphic novel.”

Today’ s lesson is to read “The Escape Option” as a group. Give a few min. for 

the students to silently read the comic, so they can take in the whole story themselves. 

Bring them all back to the beginning. Quickly do a teacher summary of the comic, 

incorporating students’ scripted ideas from day 4 on the script-less pages. The focus 

lesson today is on what will happen at the end of the comic. When you get to page 126 in 

the read aloud display the students’ created comic pages for the group to read, and 

individuals to share. At this time, guide students in editing their work in sentence 

structure, dialogue, as well as suggesting ways they can move their story from one panel 

to another better. If time allows, let students share their favorite comic in the graphic 

novel, or read the other comic stories that were not part of the unit lessons.

Assessments:

Day 3: (Formative): Students’ scripting and words used in the bubbles create more details 

and development to the part of the plot they are making connections to and summarizing.

Day 4: (Summative): The “choice of flow” is correctly understood if the student’s created 

page helps move the story along and provides more detail to the whole summary of the



plot. The connections they made when creating this page should provide a correct 

summary for that page.

Day 8: (Summative): The “choice of flow” is correctly understood if students continue 

the ending of a story by creating the next part to an unfinished ending in the story, but 

keep the central ideas or themes of the comic. This will assess the students’ ability to 

summarize, and apply element of graphic novels, to continue the development of a plot 

with supporting details and ideas.

Master Copies Index:

Please refer to the following pages that correspond to the Lesson 7 Materials section of 

the Teacher’s Manual for all the master copies teachers will need to prep for the weekly 

lessons.
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