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Abstract
The presence of graphic literature and novels in schools is commonplace. 
An area of instruction that is currently lacking across much of school-
ing is the concerted and focused use of graphic literature and novels in 
teaching a variety of subjects and content. Teaching with this kind of 
literature as a vehicle for inquiry and meaning-making can be highly 
effective when utilized in the right fashion. Incorporating a dimen-
sion of aesthetics and critical inquiry within graphic novels will yield 
a much more immersive learning experience. Borrowing from an art 
teacher’s pedagogy, any subject can be invigorated or simply re-pre-
sented in a visual means. Graphic literature has the ability to connect 
the important concepts and ideas that students learn in school, but in 
a way that blends in the kinds of imagery that are commensurate with 
what students see outside of school. Combining critical inquiry with 
graphic literature will be argued to present a more appropriate level 
of intellectual and aesthetic engagement for teachers and students in 
the process of teaching and learning.

Keywords: graphic novel, pedagogy, assessment, critical inquiry, criti-
cal literacy

Introduction
 Graphic novels and comic literature are no strangers to teaching 
settings. As a medium and an art form, both bring unique contributions 
to the student’s reading experience and development of visual literacy 
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skills (Brenna, 2013). The nature of the reading transaction in a visual 
context develops a more complex understanding of the story because it 
occurs on numerous learning and meaning-making levels. While the na-
ture of any literary medium serves to communicate a certain message or 
experience, it is both necessary and preferable that it be interesting. 
 In the 21st Century, and with the kinds of primarily digital visual 
messaging with which students continuously interact, it is natural to 
place a substantial amount of value on these visual messages and their 
level of influence as it applies to the student organizing and under-
standing what they learn or study. This connection of meaning should 
lend itself more readily to literacy instruction and the development of 
a modern critical literacy skillset. We will argue that incorporating 
graphic reading materials across any subject or curriculum will more 
closely approximate the nature of everyday information that modern 
students digest. 
 Citing Pinar’s (1994) concept of a cumulative body of text, school 
subjects such as history are packaged and delivered in a normative way, 
as is literature. Expanding on the prose-heavy approach of textbooks 
and/or novels through the incorporation of graphic narratives adds an 
effective dimension and perspective to the information or content being 
presented to students. By the practice of incorporating a stronger visual 
element, students are better able to connect different bodies of knowl-
edge and meaning. This applies to the interpretive value and aesthetic 
factors of the graphics. This instructional approach also models the 
kind of skills necessary for students to be critical thinkers. A modern 
literacy skillset is one that involves familiarity and ease of operation 
among a variety of different web-based social media and other commu-
nications platforms. As demonstrated by Bannert (2002) and Sparks 
(2015), images can be vital to communicating information in ways that 
can decrease the cognitive load required for processing, so long as stu-
dents also possess the background necessary for deriving meaning and 
synthesizing new information with what has been previously learned. 
Understanding the instructional value of this presents the possibility 
for any teacher to substantially bolster their instruction’s effectiveness 
through the correct incorporation of graphic and other materials that 
further develop visual literacy.
 The instructional argument here is not one where there is a specific 
‘to do’ list as it relates to the use of graphic narratives. Rather, we will 
argue that teachers in different grades and subjects will utilize this ap-
proach in unique ways. Therefore, we will suggest general guidelines 
to frame the instructional approach. Our assumption is that individual 
educators know their own educational standards, academic content, and 
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student bodies. Understanding the value and viability of this kind of 
graphic literature means that the teacher may look at the curriculum 
they teach and see where these may fit, rather than completely changing 
pedagogy or content in the pursuit of ‘getting students to understand’.

Graphic Novels and Comic Literature
 Developing a pedagogical framework utilizing this medium and 
focusing on this inquiry and student work in ways that develop critical 
literacy represent a natural extension for adapting graphic novels and 
similar materials for teaching (Jacobs and Low, 2017; Möller, 2016; 
Wang, 2017). This involves the use of a cross-disciplinary approach to 
curriculum planning and execution. Developing this framework demon-
strates a focused and specialized treatment and interpretation of literary 
materials (Nappi, 2017). Readers unlock greater levels of meaning when 
they know what to look for and, perhaps, ask questions when they do 
not (Dallacqua, 2012).
 Graphic novels enjoy a wide berth of creative interpretation and 
presentation as they present a new story or adapt an existing work. 
The infusion of imagery and the reader’s experience in this kind of time 
and space expands the story’s form, scope, and impact. Comic literature 
presents a similar impact, but is more strictly configured into the received 
form that comics must occupy in the present consumer market (Chute, 
2008; Duncan, Smith, & Levitz, 2015). A unique feature to comic litera-
ture lies in the creative ways that authors and artists present a complex 
story within a prescribed number of pages and frames of illustration. 
 Both forms of graphic literature offer the teacher a considerable 
visual and information resource, either primary or secondary in nature 
(Rashid and Qaisar, 2016). A shortcoming to the present use of these 
mediums in education lies in the pedagogy through which they are 
conceived. Typically, titles from this genre tend towards fiction and 
are written for mass audience consumption, be it in K-12 or otherwise 
(Benson, 2016; Boatright, 2010; Irwin, 2014). As these kinds of medi-
ums have never really enjoyed the focus of instructional or curriculum 
planning, the essential forms of pedagogy that support engaged learning 
through graphic narratives are not cohesive or focused as its own peda-
gogy. This form of teacher instruction certainly resides in art education 
areas, but the general pedagogy of visual analysis is not common across 
school subjects. A proper discussion of graphic instructional pedagogy 
requires the presence of teaching art instruction, as well (Acuff, 2015). 
The potential learning impact presented by both graphic forms deserves 
a more considered approach.
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 We assert that developing a cohesive pedagogical framework struc-
tured around supporting this genre of literature would add value to the 
instructional process, overall. This pedagogy is not relegated to a few classes 
or subjects in school. Instead, it stretches broadly over multiple areas 
and incorporates essential dimensions of critical thinking and analysis, 
aesthetic theory and appreciation, and subject-specific strategies which 
arise from the use of this literature. While different subjects or classes 
may have different outcomes, the student derives value from engaging 
with any information in a manner that is more visually striking.
 

Normative Literacies in Teaching and Learning
 Traditional literacy instructional strategies are fairly common 
across schools as a normative means of teaching and learning. The 
methods remain rather constant, although the curriculum content 
may change over time (Mitchell, 2006). As a result, literacy practice 
is familiar to students, regardless of newer titles or content they may 
read. The mechanical nature of this experience is one that students 
and adults recognize when they are immersed in it. As a result of this 
teacher-centered approach, students are mostly receivers of information 
who are asked certain predictable kinds of comprehension questions 
which are oriented to some level of understanding and mastery. These 
instructional means are reinforced by the student’s work and resulting 
assessment measures. As one moves up through the grade levels, these 
forms become less visual and more narrative-based, but remain largely 
the same in terms of their focus and purpose in teaching.
 The shortcoming to this instructional approach lies in the assump-
tions it makes about what interests the reader in the first place (Mitchell, 
2006). A majority of books read for the purposes of any class tend to 
be compulsory in nature. This is natural, as it relates to the function 
of both curriculum and assessment. An important role of teachers is 
to introduce students to concepts and purposefully facilitate students’ 
continuing interactions with the curriculum. The complex and ongoing 
nature of literacy instruction is notable, and our intention is not to 
minimize or diminish this. However, the basic set of assumptions that 
would naturally guide the planning of any curriculum are largely absent 
in this situation. 
 Students, whether young or old, become used to the mechanical 
and repetitious routines that accompany this form of learning (Adams, 
2012). To use a video game analogy, it’s the same basic package, just in 
different skins. Routinized learning may have some staying power, but 
rarely leads to critical thinking. Whether students sit down to complete 
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a worksheet, some version of review questions, or explore an ‘extension’ 
exercise or activity, they recognize when a lesson or topic is canned. 
Any former school student can attest to those similar feelings when we 
arrive at the end of the chapter or section and then more to complete 
the review or other questions. These feelings come about through the 
sheer force of mechanical repetition. 
 This should not serve as any kind of excoriation of teachers and for 
the nature of how the curriculum works or how their students interact 
with and draw value from it. Modern professional educators operate 
in a very tight physical and professional space when it comes to the 
ability to be creative teaching professionals and ensuring that all of 
the assessment and other classroom responsibilities are met. They 
understand their students’ avenues of interest since they hear about 
them most days in school. The ability to connect these areas of excite-
ment and interest to academic subjects represents the goose with the 
golden egg and this represents a pedagogical imperative (Hassett & 
Schieble, 2007; Jacobs, 2007). 
 Eisner (1998) offered insight into the aesthetics aspect of learning 
and education when he observed those numerous traditions that have 
been employed by people to describe and interpret their constructed 
world(s). These include history, art, literature, dance, drama, poetry, and 
music as the most common forms. Numerous elements and principles 
converge in understanding the aesthetics of art, whether it is learning 
about a subject or topic initially, or simply experiencing it. Among these 
important elements are color, form, line, shape, texture, and value. The 
convergence of these elements creates a lasting value and image to the 
viewer, or more precisely the student of the image(s). The purposeful 
integration of visual stimuli into instructional experiences can help 
to create stronger constructs that can overcome limitations in work-
ing memory and promote the processing of information into long-term 
memory for richer exploration and application (Sweller, 2005). These 
images form the graphic text that serves as something symbolic or real 
or both to people who hold those same images as extensions of their own 
sense of identity or cultural experience. 

The Enjoyment and Experience of Literacy
 Educators know that real and dynamic learning represents a deeply 
held commitment. Effective teachers recognize that students can become 
heavily invested in learning new topics, and that interfacing with new 
material can engage diverse perspective and spark meaningful connec-
tions. Harnessing this engagement and interest from students neces-
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sarily involves the use of effective criteria in making these curriculum 
planning decisions (Boerman, 2015; Brenna, 2013). Understanding 
this relationship between learners, content, and pedagogy within the 
parameters of the curriculum and resources that one has to operate with 
often necessitates doing the best one can with the resources one has. 
 A more material and content-related approach represents only a 
narrowed range of possibilities in relation to the potential learning 
impact. Another way to approach this would be through the construc-
tion of a framework of critical lenses for use in better understanding 
the subject area and its breadth (Mitchell, 2006; Wang, 2017). This 
generalized, but critical, skillset then applies to a range of different 
situations where ‘compulsory’ is not part of the flavor. It also addresses 
important process-oriented components of educational standards. This 
medium is proven in its ability to present the perspective and experi-
ence of other groups and sets of experiences (Connors, 2015; Hii and 
Fong, 2015; Schwarz, 2010).

A Pedagogical Framework for Visual Critical Literacy Skills
 Critical thinking, teaching, and analysis are not new to classrooms, 
though the manner of its form is often dictated by the subject or discipline 
and what it is intended to achieve. The advantage of a critical thinking 
framework lies in its ability be readily applicable across a range of disci-
plines and subjects (Duron et al., 2006; Wilson, 2014). A normal response 
to this would be to say that this is the point of literacy instruction in the 
first place. The shortcoming inherent to this sentiment lies in the assump-
tions of student interest and engagement about the subject matter, and 
whether this is the same thing, just wrapped up in a different skin.
 Numerous perspectives and strategies for critical thinking exist, and 
Duron et al. (2006) emphasized that the essence of critical thinking lies 
in learners analyzing information and evaluating ideas. This self-actual-
ization is a key element to enduring critical thinking and a centerpiece 
of a learner-based theory of critical thinking promoted by Elder and 
Paul (1994). Paul and Elder (2009) have more recently described the 
stages of critical thinking development as having six general levels: 1) 
the unreflective thinker, 2) challenged thinker, 3) beginning thinker, 4) 
practicing thinker, 5) advanced thinker, and 6) the accomplished thinker. 
The primary thrust of the modern literacy curriculum lies in addressing 
the first four (4) levels. However, the domain of advanced thinkers and 
accomplished thinker lies at the cusp of this learning experience. The 
breadth and depth to be troved by the learner is heavily influenced by 
the information presented.
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Graphic Literature’s Potential Contribution
 The use of graphic literature in literacy instruction is most effec-
tive when it is a structured experience, but facilitated as an aesthetic 
one. A core component of for any reading experience lies in the value 
given the text by the reader. When reading a text to acquire informa-
tion, students are more likely to connect deeply when a text provides 
information they need or want. The transactive tspace where the 
deeper and more intimate meanings take root and become embedded 
require unique materials and circumstances. In the ways that students 
both remember this exploratory aesthetic experience or use it as a 
lens through which to view a future problem or situation, the value is 
derived from their interaction and subsequent meaning-making as-
sociated with the particular literary medium. This subsequent value 
may manifest in any number of ways through writing or other means 
of composition (Calo, 2011; Dallacqua, 2018).
 Graphic literature has a number of instructional and pedagogical 
strengths, but chief among them is the addition of imagery and per-
spective onto an already complex story or plot (Schieble, 2014). In this 
space, the reader has a panoply of ways they may explore the text. Some 
readers will read for imagery, while others read for the connection be-
tween dialogue, with characters still present, but situated more in the 
background and helping to convey the story along. Guthrie and Wigfield 
(1999) asserted that text comprehension is innately tied to motivation 
and a learner attending to and interpreting key elements on the page. 

Graphic Instructional Pedagogy:
A Framework in Critical Literacy

 The transactive space between the teacher’s methods, the materials 
presented, and the subsequent value drawn by the reader is partly built on 
fueling the necessity or urgency to explore further and understand more. 
Students in classes where critical thinking and reasoning are employed 
become readily aware of the difference between a basic versus advanced 
understanding of a topic (Wilson, 2014). According to Paul and Elder 
(2009) the most advanced order of critical thinking both requires and 
simultaneously develops the skills and dispositions necessary to directly 
engage in transformative reading and understanding. This level of skill, 
reflection, and consistency in fairness in how any student approaches the 
study of a topic is the goal for every academic subject. In cultivating this, 
students develop a critical literacy that enables them to better navigate 
and make meaning through the volumes of information in their lives.
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 The pedagogy behind graphic instruction is built on the framework 
of critical literacy. Further, it incorporates the standards and goals of 
more than one academic subject, namely through the addition of peda-
gogy in art instruction and inquiry. The academic subject incorporates 
a tiered framework of instructional resource and support. These tiers 
are: 1) art theory, aesthetic education and inquiry, 2) critical pedagogy 
through facilitation of analysis, writing, and reflection, and 3) creation 
of meaning through assessment. 

Incorporating Art Theory and Inquiry
 In order to teach with an aesthetic in mind, the teacher must ap-
proach the topic in ways that would mimic parts of the pedagogy of an art 
teacher. The tiers of aesthetic education and art theory are necessary so 
that the text or narrative topic of study has an expansive and engaging 
dimension to it, rather than being based on recall or surface application, 
as is common in most mastery-based learning settings. Aesthetic educa-
tion relates to the character and form upon which a particular practice 
or orientation is founded. Hamblen (1984) explained how the process 
of art criticism incorporated the higher-order thinking and questioning 
of Bloom’s Taxonomy; Broome et al. (2017) later explored how artistic 
critical thinking illuminated a path for critical exploration of issues 
related to social justice. As both a metaphor and instructional practice, 
art has a useful and descriptive quality in understanding the culture 
and how it is reproduced and disseminated in the context of people who 
experience it. Across various groups of diverse people, different images 
hold sway. This means that certain images hold greater currency in 
representing particular aspects of the human experience. 
 Principles of art include balance, contrast, emphasis, proportion, 
pattern, rhythm, unity, and variety. Through the convergence of these 
elements and principles, different styles emerge. Through an individual 
or group’s affinity or kinship to certain forms of imagery, and so to one 
another, the value of this common symbolic representation holds its most 
significant influence. From the perspective of art as education, styles 
such as abstract, baroque, neo-classist, surrealism, luminist, pre- and 
post-impressionism emerge and are disseminated to those who would 
view them, hence consuming the images they present. The observer and 
student of art will likely fancy several different available styles, but their 
tastes inevitably find some preferences over others. The ultimate and 
resulting preferences are then oriented around the acceptance of certain 
genres and the rejection of others, which they may find aesthetically 
unfavorable for any number of reasons. 
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 The stylistic elements and dimensions of art converge to provide 
means of communicating to the observing participant the intent behind 
the efforts and results of the artist(s) or author(s). One need only observe 
modern advertising or popular culture examples to observe the kinds 
of currency that these images are attempting to create in the mind of 
the recipient observer. The recipient observer is presented with this 
work where some interpretation occurs. Agreement, rejection, curios-
ity, or disinterests are all facets of possible results to this interaction, 
but there is a resulting and value-added interaction when planned and 
guided properly.
 

Normative Modes of Discussion in Art Class
 Whether a class serves the purposes of student-produced works of 
art, or studying history, the art instructor often provides the vocabulary 
and conceptual development that enables the learning process. Through 
teaching, students learn important concepts and a vocabulary in repre-
sentation and interpretation. The pedagogy that teaches these concepts 
readily applies outside the classroom in much of what the students see. 
Students naturally make these connections, whether explicitly addressed 
by the teacher or not.
 The movement to discipline-based arts education (henceforth referred 
to as DBAE) in the late 1980s signaled a shift from focus on art produc-
tion, to a more critical and comprehensive approach that also empha-
sized aesthetics, art history, and art criticism (Delacruz & Dunn, 1996). 
Although the days of DBAE being heavily promoted or explicitly taught 
in educator preparation programs may have passed, some of the funda-
mentals of DBAE have been absorbed into the contemporary approach to 
teaching art in a pluralistic, technology-rich environment. Gude (2007) 
argues that a tangible relationship between art education and the larger 
social context in which students live represents a natural and required 
facet of human understanding. They must naturally and simultaneously 
hone their perceptions of both the visual elements of art and an ability to 
recognize or analyze the environment in which art has been created.
 In many ways, a legacy of DBAE is that art educators integrate 
history (or social context), criticism, and aesthetics as part of a dia-
logic process; educators informally prompt students to consider these 
dimensions, and formally pose questions to students during structured 
critiques of the work of both peers and professional artists. As a result, 
teachers of art must be adept at utilizing a model conducive to flowing 
naturally between questions related to visual form and more critical or 
exploratory questions.
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 As an example, an art teacher might ask students to engage in a 
critical discussion of a highly stylized painting, such as Joan Miro’s El Sol 
(https://www.moma.org/collection/works/67005). With respect to visual 
literacy, the teacher could naturally ask students to describe the use of 
balance, rhythm, or primary colors. Along similar lines, the teacher might 
prompt students to determine whether the various shapes or symbols 
serve to represent people and real-world objects, or if they serve more 
idiosyncratic or abstract purposes. Along more critical lines, it would 
not be uncommon for an art teacher to ask students to explain who 
they believe the creator was, when they made this painting, or perhaps 
what the intent or purpose of the work was for the artist. This latter 
line of questioning is not carried out with the expectation of students 
knowing exact factual information, but more to gauge perceptions and 
formulate connections. In essence, this activity’s results further refine 
the student’s natural ability or inclination to ask further questions, but 
of a critically-focused nature. 
 This general model of visual inquiry holds formidable implications 
for graphic literature, as learning to appreciate graphic literature often 
hinges upon similar understandings which lead to formal and critical 
analysis. Any given panel or page of graphic literature can be described 
or critiqued, concerning how formal elements and principles of design 
are incorporated and married to text. Exploring the perspective of the 
author/artist of graphic literature can be analogous to a structured 
critique of visual art, as well as a tool for developing skills for critical 
textual and conceptual analysis. Ultimately, similar processes or ques-
tioning can be used with texts across disciplines and content areas. This 
would facilitate the exploration of policies or proposals, the evaluation 
of scientific/mathematical models, and any number of other discipline-
specific skills with which students are ultimately asked to demonstrate 
proficiency. A key result is a better ability to communicate and exchange 
ideas. As supported by Campbell (2011), the ability to engage in dialogue 
is crucial to combatting the compartmentalization of different subjects, 
disciplines, and modernist misconceptions. That might prioritize math-
ematics and the hard sciences as bastions of the rational while largely 
positioning the arts as emotional or trivial. 
 The experienced art teacher plans for this transactive moment of 
interpretation between the materials they select and their student’s 
reactions to them. They are comfortable with the idea that there is no 
one way of interpreting a work of art, regardless of the artist’s intent 
or the framework of interpretation used by the recipient observer. The 
point in the exercise is to elicit further discussion, exploration, and the 
construction of meaning. It would be wrong to assume that a fleeting 
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set of images were all that any student ever learned about a topic. From 
an instructional perspective, the teacher is facilitating a longer-running 
process of discovery and learning on the part of the student (Hamblen, 
1984; Milbrandt et al., 2004). Classes may end, but students will en-
counter similar information in the future. Their later interactions with 
such material will be grounded in the methods they encountered and 
used to explore this information in school. In this particular context, 
learning and understanding is tied to the inherent aesthetic connec-
tion between a graphic image and the person who sees it. The critical 
thinking teacher outside the subject of art plans for the same process 
and outcomes, albeit through different means. 

Inquiry Through the Use of the Aesthetic Lens
 Through the convergence of these factors of aesthetics, the individual 
or group will likely develop a multi-faceted lens through which they 
interpret and subsequently navigate the world of images before them. 
Milbrandt et al. (2004) fostered students’ use of a constructivist approach 
to support their independent exploration of the visual arts, and Lemoni 
et al. (2013) asserted that a constructionist method empowered students 
to interact with the content in science textbooks in richer ways. It is 
important to readily observe this argument’s limitations because it is 
impossibly complex to predict as to which genre or form may be preferred 
by the observer; there are simply too many variables. However, this 
does come about as a result of interacting with these images or other 
symbolic representations. An interpretive lens is important because of 
the comfort, familiarity, and sense that people derive from it. How else 
to explain how we decorate the places in which we live? 

Graphic Instructional Pedagogy Across Disciplines
 A pedagogy for graphic narrative instruction has common elements 
and features that necessarily cross traditional subject boundaries. The 
necessity to question and actively construct meaning naturally means 
that the academic subjects and sources will be far more intertwined 
and often allowed for direct instruction. This represents an important 
landing point for a critical literacy framework. Several example titles 
in this section will illustrate this point.

English

 Graphic novel adaptations of classic literary works have existed for 
decades, and sometimes have been used in classrooms as either supple-



Graphic Instructional Pedagogy 48

ments or substitutes for the reading of novels (Boerman-Cornell, 2013; 
Brenna, 2013). This practice has often been employed by students with 
dyslexia or other reading challenges, as a way to compensate for difficul-
ties in reading fluency or reading comprehension (Smetana & Grisham, 
2012; Smith et al., 2019). Visual texts ostensibly use illustrated forms to 
improve the odds of struggling students absorbing plot points, recogniz-
ing emotional states of characters, or heightening the interpretation of 
dialogue. Although this method can be well-intentioned and beneficial, 
graphic literature possesses wider possibilities and should be open to 
a broader spectrum of students as a means of challenging or changing 
their relationship with literature.
 One possibility would be to have students read a chapter or portion 
of a classic text, such as Shakespeare’s Macbeth, then to contrast this 
with a reading of the same section of a graphic novel version of Macbeth. 
Discussion or analysis would ideally center on whether the graphic ad-
aptation captured the spirit of Shakespeare’s work, whether illustration 
enhanced the experience, or the degree to which the combination of both 
versions created a deeper construct for understanding. This general 
comparative exercise would also be a foundation for integration of other 
media or disciplines. 
 For example, viewing part of Kurosawa’s adaptation of Macbeth, the 
1957 film Throne of Blood, would permit discussion of how Shakespeare’s 
themes and craft translate across different media and cultures. Pursuing 
a more critical direction, the above would also facilitate the discussion 
of whether the Macbeth graphic novel and Throne of Blood are really 
even adaptations of Shakespeare’s work, instead of being creative works 
that reference Shakespeare. Using an analogy from popular music, this 
analysis would be like making the distinction between an artist playing 
a cover version of a well-known song versus an artist using a sample 
from an existing song as the framework for a new piece of music.
  
Social Studies

 Graphic literature can be an effective tool for presenting complex 
concepts from the social sciences in accessible ways. Goodwin (2012) 
demonstrated the power of graphic novels as a medium by collaborating 
with an illustrator to craft a comprehensive and appealing text covering 
principles of the field of economics. Similar to what was described in 
the section on English, the work of Goodwin (2012) could readily serve 
as a supplement to more traditional instruction on a topic or historical 
period in economics. A critical evaluation of Goodwin’s Economix would 
also offer rich possibilities, including discussing the extent to which 
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the book’s illustrator Dan E. Burr impacted the presentation of the 
content, or having students take a position on whether or not Economix 
accurately or effectively presents an explanation of a particular aspect 
of economics. The last line of discussion could be incredibly productive. 
It would require students to have a firm grasp on the content and use 
higher-order skills in taking a position and providing a rationale.
 A key to social studies education is that students have opportuni-
ties to access and appreciate different perspectives. The use of graphic 
literature as a component of teaching history could lend itself richly to 
the experience of deeply exploring multiple views of events in the past. 
For example, students in the United States are certain to learn about 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. The creation of graphic 
literature for this historical event would promote differentiation by prod-
uct, in which students would illustrate the experience of the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor from two different perspectives (a Japanese dive bomber, 
U.S. sailor, civilian living in Hawaii, etc.). This activity could be further 
enriched by teaching students about the Japanese bombing of Darwin in 
1942, which stands as the largest attack on Australia by another nation. 
In particular, this region’s aboriginal Australians had a radically different 
view of the Japanese attack, based in their unique cosmology/mythology 
and perception of the world around them. Contrasting the different ways 
in which soldiers in Hawaii and aborigines in Darwin processed and 
responded to attacks by Japanese aircraft through graphic literature 
and discussion would add depth and dimensionality to the study of this 
period of history. Otherwise, readers are only left with the standardized 
textbook-based curriculum, which presents information in ways that do 
not always promote critical literacy or inquiry (Adams, 2012).

Science

 Scientific phenomena can be both directly observable and profoundly 
theoretical in nature. Radoff et al. (2012) described the use of discussion 
about toy cars as a way to responsively teach third grade students about 
energy and motion. The approach employed in the research of Radoff 
et al. (2012) clearly incorporated inquiry and stimulated students to 
think critically and creatively as they developed new understanding 
of fundamental concepts in physical science. Still, it is not difficult to 
imagine that incorporating graphic literature as part of this instructional 
strategy could provide new opportunities. Science Comics is a longer-run-
ning series that introduce a variety of complex science information and 
concepts visually and in non-technical terms, so students understand 
foundational concepts. For the students, the inclusion of both images 
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and written information would allow the use of multiple modes to rep-
resent what they were observing, as well as to work through the process 
of developing hypotheses. Collecting and reviewing these artifacts from 
students would be a vital cornerstone of formative assessment for the 
teacher. This is because they allow for a general impression of what 
students were perceiving from the subjects being studied and a clear 
pathway to providing feedback or clarifying misconceptions. 
 For older students, the use of graphic literature could aid in under-
standing, analyzing, or creating models. Given that atoms are too small 
to see in detail without the use of a quantum microscope, atomic struc-
ture is typically taught to students using a simplified visual model. One 
avenue to pursue could be prompting students to understand that this 
is a model, not an exact representation of what atoms actually look like. 
The simplicity of the model itself bears similarities to accepted forms of 
graphic literature. Characters are depicted with simple elegance to be 
more relatable or convey information more precisely (McCloud, 1994). 
This analogy could serve as the foundation for critiquing a model like 
the accepted version of atomic structure, in order to debate whether it 
could be improved or whether it sufficiently captures the information 
it is intended to convey.

Mathematics

 Mathematics understanding is indelibly tied to an effective command 
of certain symbols and the larger language they are part of. Duval (2006) 
noted that there is frequent tension between mathematical symbols and 
their referents; as students advance to more complex understandings in 
mathematics, there may be essentially no clear or tangible referent for 
students to utilize. Titles such as Introducing Mathematics: A Graphic 
Guide (2015) present a descriptive and applied quality to the concepts 
presented. This referent represents an important strand of under-
standing. An example of this would be the frequently baffling concept 
of an imaginary number, representing the square root of -1. Although 
imaginary numbers do have practical value, such as calculations related 
to electricity, students may respond with confusion or dismissiveness 
to introducing this form of complex number into a discipline that can 
condition students for precise or tangible solutions.
 Graphic literature in the field of mathematics could serve both 
descriptive and exploratory purposes when applied to the topic of 
imaginary numbers. David and Tomaz (2012) stated that the teaching 
of mathematical content with teacher-led visual aids or instructions 
does not equate to students developing stronger visualization skills or 
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deeper understanding of mathematical content. However, visual aids 
that are more detailed and engaging represent a natural manifestation 
of what can be presented through graphic literature. One possibility 
would be to develop and implement instructional materials which use 
graphic literature as the primary mode for conveying the essential con-
cept and application of imaginary numbers. A richer possibility would 
be to have students employ graphic literature as a way to explain their 
understanding of imaginary numbers and the possible uses of these 
complex numbers. Doing so would provide an opportunity for critical 
dialogue, problem solving, and formative assessment of students’ emerg-
ing understanding of a challenging mathematical concept.
  
Other Subjects

 Much like English and Social Studies, the field of music already has 
volumes of graphic literature available to serve as texts for exploring 
crucial content. Ed Piskor’s multi-volume Hip-Hop Family Tree series 
stands as an intersectional work. It is simultaneously a work of story-
telling, a historical account, and inextricably linked to a unique form 
of American popular music. Additionally, Piskor borrowed the design 
principles of oversized anthologies published by Marvel in the 1970s, 
which has a foot in both the rich history of graphic literature and the 
sampling which has been a staple of hip-hop music itself. The opportuni-
ties for students to discuss these different Hip-Hop Family Tree elements 
are numerous. Students might be inspired to embrace the language of 
graphic literature to create biographies of musicians, compare musical 
styles, or document the process of composition. 
 McVicker (2007) endorsed the use of comic strips for teaching literacy 
skills, particularly the teaching of vocabulary. This utility of the graphic 
medium presumably extends to acquisition of vocabulary when learn-
ing a new language, as students may internalize new vocabulary more 
effectively when using their native language and images associatively 
to create a more elaborate and memorable construct. Graphic literature 
would be a welcome antidote to the often repetitive drills students com-
plete through learning another language. Incorporating graphic litera-
ture in the target language for students to read would present many of 
the possible advantages discussed regarding text comprehension in the 
section above on English. 
 Although students certainly need practice hearing and speaking in 
the target language, rich experience with printed text is essential and can 
promote more individualized explorations with a new language. Using 
text and illustrations in tandem could be a practical way for students 
to practice outside the classroom so that designated instructional time 
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might be allotted for more structured practice and more exposure to the 
target language in a social context. Students might also harness graphic 
literature tools themselves to explore and contrast essential elements 
of a second language, such as the imperfect and preterit past tenses in 
Spanish, or even the differences between the indicative and subjunctive 
moods. Again, this would provide students another mode to engage with 
complex concepts, while directly fulfilling content area standards like 
Comparisons and Connections as outlined by the American Council on 
the Teaching of Foreign Languages.

An Instructional Structure
 For the teacher who would utilize graphic novels with this form of 
pedagogy, the assessment and support framework become crucial. While 
any assessment structure’s purpose is to add value to the other learning 
experience, it is equally easy to ‘get lost in the weeds’ with regard to evalu-
ation and assessment. A more productive approach to this instructional 
component would be to focus on the exercise or experience goals. In this, 
Wiggins and McTigue’s (2005) framework of Understanding by Design 
(UBD) presents such a desirable approach. Within this approach, the 
utility of backward design serves this purpose well. Teachers focusing on 
this form of instructional planning will look to their goals for presenting 
the graphic novel or other work. From this, planning backwards means 
that one must more fully examine the ways that aesthetic learning (i.e. 
graphic works) and subject matter intersect with each other. In doing 
this, the teacher will find natural connection or bridging points between 
both bodies of information (i.e., the textbook v. graphic materials).
 Focusing on a smaller number of broader, but more interwoven 
concepts will connect greater areas of understanding. The essential 
questions of UBD provide a natural place from which to build and sup-
port critical thinking. The nature of critical understanding means that 
there is extensive communication and interaction between members of 
the class or learning setting. This mutually constructed process brings 
about the necessity of asking further questions, thus the group draws 
strength from within itself. 
 Regardless of the academic subject, teachers utilizing graphic mate-
rials would be wise to approach this from an aesthetic perspective, not 
strictly informational. Through an aesthetic perspective, the teacher is 
free to set any manner of holistic goals for the results of the exercise. 
These holistic or other goals may certainly mirror or be drawn from 
existing educational standards. It is important to note that these two 
are not exclusive of one another.



James O. Barbre III & Joshua B. L. Tolbert 53

 The use of descriptive rubrics for discussion, peer evaluation, So-
cratic discussion, and media use in the formative part of the process. 
Discussion like these can and should involve the students in better 
understanding the varying elements of a message and what they are 
looking for. This is an important component of modern literacy, given 
the image-rich culture we live in.

Conclusion
 The process and experience of visual literacy are much more com-
plicated and multidimensional for the value that people place on it. 
The subjects a student learns in school should be commensurate with 
the kinds of everyday media experiences and imagery they encounter 
across their lives. The nature of studying and understanding artistic 
representation and intent presents an interpretive exercise for the inten-
tion behind any message. This represents a deeper level of learning and 
understanding, and that is the goal. Combining the rigor of academic 
study with an appreciation for the impact of the aesthetic. Aesthet-
ics and imagery permeate most aspects of the daily lives of students. 
Graphic instructional pedagogy represents a means to teaching and 
learning that may not lie on the usual instructional path across schools, 
but all the resources needed for this expansive form of critical literacy 
and understanding are already in schools. They need only be collected, 
organized, and executed.
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