The Graphic Explosion – An Introduction

After giving a conference paper at the ALIA 2004 Conference “Challenging Ideas” titled “Graphic Attraction: Graphic Novels In Libraries”, I received some very positive feedback and found that there was a great deal of curiosity about the format. It seemed that people had heard of graphic novels, but had not been made aware of the variety and quality available. Since then, the popularity of graphic novels has increased markedly. In 2001, sales figures from the US were listed as $75 million. They have increased three fold to a figure of $245 million in 2005 (Lewis, 2006).  This huge leap in popularity has been helped along due to Hollywood film tie-ins, but also because they are being embraced more and more by public and school libraries and their usage in the school curriculum is becoming more widespread. There is evidence for this in the plethora of material available on the internet related to graphic novels and their place in the literary realm. You can find lesson plans and teacher guides for graphic novels. There are online versions to read. You can also read news and reviews from fans, librarians and publishers. For librarians, there is a wealth of advice for those wanting to begin, develop and promote graphic novel collections. In terms of academic articles, searches performed on online databases will yield many articles about graphic novels and their place in libraries and their use in the school curriculum.

Today I will focus on two main areas; they are the collection development of graphic novels in libraries and the use of graphic novels in the curriculum. At the end of the session I would like to invite participants to engage in an exercise involving a graphic novel material. This is designed to assist in seeing how graphic novels could be used to teach visual literacy, a core strength of the format.
Graphic Novels in the Library

Collection, Cataloguing and Display

I asked a number of graphic novel fans at my school to tell me in their own words, why they liked graphic novels. Here are some examples of their responses:

“I love graphic novels as they offer me something different that mainstream novels just don’t offer. The illustrations bring me into the action, it’s like I’m right there, in the book.”

 “It’s like there is this barrier that reading a novel with pictures is only for nerds, but its more then likely that these novels will encourage a passion for reading in later life.”

Graphic novels do have a place in the library, not just because they are popular, but because they are a valid format that can provide entertainment and education in an accessible way. Graphic novels are now spanning genres that include non-fiction (history, science and biography), political satires and adaptations of classic works, as well as the more traditional areas of science fiction and crime. (Ruppel, 2006). This means that the format is potentially becoming more accessible to a wider range of readers. The following discussion relates to the way in which graphic novels have been incorporated to the Emanuel School Library and is designed to provide some ideas and advice that can be adapted for use in other library settings.

Selection

The library began collecting graphic novels in early 2004 after I began to read about them on the internet and also through visits to the Kinokuniya bookstore in Sydney city. This store, devotes an entire section to graphic novels and in particular Manga (Japanese comics). Scanning the internet for more information I found many websites devoted to graphic novels. These provided reviews and news about the format. I was able to get some ideas of titles that would be popular and interesting for the library. I also signed up to receive newsletters from local suppliers such as Sealight and Kings Comics. 

There are a number of criteria on which to base selection for the graphic novel collection. Many of these replicate measures used for other material, but there are some that are unique or can be more influential when deciding 

on a graphic novel title. Suggestions include popularity, artistic quality and style, colour or black & white illustrations and the type of binding. (Gorman, 2003). These are relatively easy to judge but other issues could be taken into consideration.  You may want to extend the criteria to questioning the way gender, social class or race is depicted or whether the violence that occurs adds to the story or is merely gratuitous (Ireland, 2004). It depends on the amount of time you have with regard to the depth in which you are able to analyse each title.  One way in which to assist this process is to allocate one specialist who could focus on graphic novels (with input from other librarians) and so could develop more comprehensive selection criteria. 

Physical arrangement and Cataloguing

At the Emanuel School library we have given the graphic novels a designated space in the library. The shelves are arranged so that four of them face out to display the covers more effectively.  The shelves are deep and can fit four or five graphics on top of each other. This works well for series such as X-Men or Spiderman so that the students can flip through the titles. The books are divided into junior fiction, fiction and senior fiction. The non-fiction graphic novels are separated at the end of the collection. The books have been catalogued with the Location GRA and then given an F or SF or JF classification to delineate between Fiction, Senior and Junior Fiction. This is followed by the author’s name. Series are further classified by adding the first three letters of the series directly below the GRA code so that these books are kept together on the shelves regardless of the writer(s) involved.

Issues

Selection and Loaning

In your face

There were some pitfalls involved in the initial selection and it provided some lessons for how to develop a selection strategy which could address some issues.  The strength of graphic novels lays in their ability to tell a 

story through text and image, and this image is often exaggerated, stylized and in many cases, shocking. The use of images ‘renders graphic novels more visceral in their portrayal of matters such as violence and sexual behaviour (Lacock, 2005). What is hidden in the text is blatantly expressed in pictures. I discovered this when I ordered a book by Clive Barker, 

thinking that because we had his work in our fiction collection it was acceptable to have his graphic novels. However, the book was deemed to violent and sexual in nature to be displayed, even for senior readers. 

It is interesting to note that other books with similar content such as “Vernon God Little” are considered acceptable, but graphic novels aren’t because it is the images that have an instant impact on the reader. 

If we are to argue that what makes graphic novels special is in the power of the picture and text combined, then we have to realize the consequences for stocking material that pushes boundaries on matters of sex and violence. Censoring such material depends on many variables including audience, location, cultural and religious considerations and so on. It is up to each school to answer to their parent and student body on such issues and the collection development policy in reference to graphic novels must reflect the current attitude to controversial material in general.

But why can’t I read it?

Some problems we encountered with the collection extended to the creation of the different loan categories, junior fiction, fiction and senior fiction. The location of the collection is within good viewing distance of the front desk and the staff can monitor it. Junior students who access the collection and may pick up material more suited to mature readers can then be re-directed. However, this can cause some problems as those books are then automatically deemed more desirable because they are not available. It has never caused undue stress to staff however because the library is already divided into a junior and senior library and we just explain that this distinction also applies to the graphic novel collection.

Selection Tools

There is a tremendous amount of material available on the internet and in print form regarding the selection of graphic novels. I discovered this as I began to update a graphic novel website I began in 2004. During my research I had a discussion with the comic consultant at the Sydney branch of Kinokuniya bookshop. He revealed that there had been a huge increase in demand for his services from librarians who were looking to stock appropriate graphic novels for their collections. He said that the concerns reaching him most often were about sexual and violent contents, and the more general issue of the validity of the format in an educational institution. 

It is quite possible that as the popularity of the format increases, more and more bookstores will cater themselves to attending to the needs of librarians and teachers in this manner. 

Librarians need to acquaint themselves with information about graphic novels by accessing articles, reading online reviews, and most importantly, viewing material first hand in order to gain a true picture of the format. It is only through familiarity that a better understanding can be gained which will be indispensable when selecting, cataloguing and promoting this material.

Graphic Novels in the Classroom

“Clearly, comics and graphic novels do not constitute what most of us consider to be good literature. However, before we can make kids read what we want them to, we must first make them want to read. If hooking kids on books requires us to do it their way, via comics and graphic novels, so be it.” (McTaggart, 2005, p. 46)
Thankfully, this attitude is becoming less adhered to as more and more librarians and educators see the value in housing graphic novels in libraries and their potential (and actual) role in the school curriculum. 

Multple Literacies and the Graphic Novel

It is argued that the traditional literacy (reading and writing in print) is not sufficient in our media-dominated society (Schwartz, 2006). Information is more widely available and more immediately accessible. More material is being accessed electronically through computers, mobile phones and other devices. The type of information is also changing and developing. We have witnessed the growing influence of blogs and video broadcasters such as youtube.com in broadcasting opinion for example. However, in order to comprehend this information and make observations about the current culture we need to be able to sift and interpret effectively. It is this process of selection, analysis and reflection that requires us to be able to ‘read’ multiple texts such as film, television, and the Internet (Schwartz, 2006). We can add to this list photographs, paintings and other visual media such as billboards. This analysis and personal interpretation can be extended to making students aware of their own social and cultural biases. Students can examine factors such as gender, race and social class in order to explore the way reading is constructed (Sawyer & Gold, 2004 p. 264).

Economic Value?

In a recent article published in The Sydney Morning Herald, (February 10, 2007) Dale Spender says that students are changing in the way they are learning and are adapting to the information age. Spender argues that the education system needs to address this change in method and also to the shifting needs of the society. She first stresses that students now need to learn to manage, manipulate and modify content that is made accessible to them in order to create a new understanding. In a larger context, the new economy requires information creators who understand that delivering the right information requires not just creativity but, “relies more on critical analysis and assessment, on experimentation and evaluation”. (Spender, 2007, p. 36).

How do Graphic novels play a role in this?

It would seem extremely beneficial then, for students to be equipped with skills that will help them decode information so that they are able to critique it effectively to make more objective judgments about what the see, hear and read. (Hollis, 2001). In turn, these skills will be used for the lifelong learning and information construction process that is necessary in the new economy. (Spender, 2007). Tools are needed in schools to help foster these interpretive skills.  Graphic novels can be effectively deployed to develop and enhance these decoding skills in the classroom. 

The NSW Board of Studies English Syllabus includes visual texts (e.g. picture books) in its list of texts that must be studied. Students are required to “view and respond to a range of visual texts, media and multimedia for understanding and interpretation” in order to understand the “ways in which meaning can be conveyed through visual texts, media and multimedia. (BOS, 2003 p. 51). Picture books have been used effectively to expose students to different forms of literature in this context.  This section of the paper seeks to focus on the benefits of using graphic novels in the classroom for this purpose. 

Graphic Novels for reluctant or poor readers

Teachers of students who are learning English can use graphic novels to assist in this process. The images will give students clues as to the action and emotion in the story. This quote in an article about the popularity of graphic novels by a deaf student illustrates this point; 

“With me being deaf, my English isn't the best. But when I 

read these sorts of books, they make it a lot easier to understand because they have pictures as well." (Leung, 2005) 

An article by teacher Allyson Lyga refers to the genre as being ‘considerate’ because it allows poor readers the opportunity to read to learn, not learn to read. She contends that the images and text in the graphic novel provide signals to the reader about “content, context, structure and organization”. (Lyga, 2005 p.6).

Tackling complex & controversial subjects

Graphic novels can be used to offer alternative views of culture and historical events. For example, Safe area Goržade retells testimonies of the victims of the war in Yugoslavia from a Muslim perspective. The personal stories bring immediacy to the story and examine the conflicting ideologies involved. They can make a subject more accessible when the topic is more controversial such as rape, child abuse, AIDS or terrorist acts. (Ruppel, 2006). An example of this would be the book “One Bad Rat” which tells the story of a daughter’s battle with her sexually abusive father.

Studying Literary Devices and Types

“The interplay of the written and visual is a complicated process: 

a comic “does not ‘happen’ in the words, or the pictures, but somewhere in-between , in what is sometimes known as ‘the 

marriage of text and image’. (Versaci, 2001) 

Graphic novels require readers to be actively involved in understanding a variety of literary devices. These literary devices are evident in both the text and images used in the material. Graphic novels can be used as instruments in discussing a range of concepts such as “narrative structures, metaphor and symbolism, points of view and the use of puns and alliteration, intertexuality and inference” (Crawford & Weiner, p. 8). To more comprehensively interpret a graphic novel, the reader has to be effectively engaged in examining these devices and also be aware of and understand the implications of the use of colour and shading, panel organization, point of view and style of lettering. (Schwartz, 2006). The implications of these factors also help to identify the social factors influencing the construction of a text and the interpretation of it. 

Readers are given the opportunity to experience a different style of literature, and challenge the notion of what literature is. (Versaci, 2001)

A Disclaimer

This is not to say that every graphic novel is useful in this capacity. They still need to be judged by librarians and educators as to whether they achieve a certain level of sophistication in terms of storytelling, images and other factors. This will vary according to different standards and will depend on the audience and purpose (Bucher & Manning, 2004). Schools should have a more stringent approach to their collection development policy with regard to this as compared to public libraries, whose borrowing audience is more varied.

Graphic Novels in the Classroom

Students creating their own graphic novels

Lesson Ideas

Students can be given the opportunity to use graphic novels in order to enhance their creative writing skills by creating their own. (Strauss, 2004)

Reading

The process can begin with an introduction to various graphic novels with an emphasis on drawing out similarities and differences in style, both in terms of graphics and text. They can also look at the effectiveness of the images in terms of their style. This could include looking such issues as colouring, panel organization, and characterization. They can try to focus on critically analyzing the way in which the text aids the storytelling, whether through direction narrative or through the speech of the characters.  They will also get an insight into the different kinds of stories that are being told. These could be historical, superheroes, science fiction, fantasy or even non-fiction material. This would allow them to see the breadth of subjects covered by the format. Questions that could be kept in mind include:

How does colour (or lack of it) affect the story, the characters, the emotions?

How do pictures stereotype people? How do they challenge stereotypes?

How is perception played with in the story? How does it affect the story?

Brainstorming

Students will have gained some ideas from reviewing a variety of graphic novels and then they can begin to brainstorm their own creations.  This could be done individually or in groups. As many graphic novels are products of team efforts, it could be that you choose to focus on this aspect and have pairs teamed up to do text and images for example.  Either way, it would involve students dreaming of a story and then fleshing it out through brainstorm plot lines and characters.  

Writing

Students would need to write dialogue or narration for their graphic novels and be mindful of how they are telling the story.  Will it be wholly through character dialogue or will there be narration?  Will they be including factual information or will it all be invented? How will they reveal the personalities and emotions of their characters - through conflict, friendship, reactions, etc?

Artwork

Depending on how the class is structured, the artwork could be a focus on the individual or one individual in a pair.  They would have to work to create a fluid link between the text and the images on the page. They could employ different devices used in comics to reveal action and character. This could be by including character asides where a character speaks directly to the audience, or by drawing attention to an important incident through exaggerated images. Graphic novels employ many different visual techniques in order to create and carry a story and students can explore these in their own work. 

This program was designed with reference to a program developed in the United States by Michael Blitz called The Comic Project. This program allows students to use their storytelling skills to create comic books on educational themes. 

Strauss, V. 2004, June 15th  Thinking outside the box, inside the panel. By giving them the pen, project turns kids’ love of comic books into something educational. Washington Post. Retrieved February 10th 2007, from http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A41684-2004Jun14.html
Graphic Novels in the Classroom: Your Turn
MANTLE  Conference Workshop March 2007
This exercise is designed to explore the images presented in the book 

Metamorphosis – adapted by Peter Kuper

Step1

Read: 

Example: An image can be used to represent a concept that is in the text or it can be used to enhance a particular point made by the author.

Evidence: A visual can be used to add further information to a scene. 

Expression: An image can be used to express feelings. They can be used to make overt statements or ironic commentary on a situation or statement.

Step 2

Exercise:

Instructions: 

You can work on your own or with a partner

Look at the excerpts from the graphic novel and choose one to focus on.

Answer the following questions:

· Which of the three E’s is evident on this page – if there is more than one, which is the one that seems to be the most important or influential?

· What is the author trying to do with the images they use in the scene?

· What other images could have been used in instead of those used in the scene?

· What do they add or subtract from the scene? Do these images add to your understanding of the text ?

(Adapted from Heinze, C., & Brunner, C. Lesson: The function of images in text. 21st Century Literacies. Retrieved February 20, 2007 from http://www.kn.pacbell.com/wired/21stcent/lvfunction.html)

Exploring Further

Other titles that could be useful: 

Maus, by Art Spiegelman, has been used extensively to discuss issues surrounding the Holocaust. In the book, the author recreates the holocaust using cats as Nazi soldiers and Jewish people are depicted as mice.

Pedro and me by Judd Winnick concerns the story of an AIDS educator who took part in a television programme in the US and met a cartoonist who told the story of his experience with the disease.

Fax from Sarejevo by Joe Kubert focuses on the war in Yugoslavia through correspondence from behind the Bosnian war lines by Kubert's friend and business associate, Ervin Rustemagic.
Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi is a memoir about growing up Iran during the Islamic Revolution and covers her life between the ages of 6 and 14. 

Pride of Bagdad by Brian K. Vaughan tells the story of the war in Iraq using a pride of lions as the protagonists in this story of personal relationships in the dangerous context of war.
Safe area Goržade: The War in Eastern Bosnia 1992-95 by Joe Sacco. This book chronicles the story of the residents of this village in Bosnia and through personal testimonies reveals the human cost of war.

One Bad Rat by Bryan Talbot tells the story of a runaway who escapes from her sexually abuse father and negligent mother and her success in achieving independence and strength through her experiences.

For further information:

Graphic Attraction

http://graphicnovels.pbwiki.com/
Contents:

    * Read Reviews & News

    * Sourcing for Graphic Novels in Australia

    * Graphic novels and their use in education (including study guides)

    * Guides to Collection Development in Libraries

Conclusion

Graphic novels have gained a great deal of ground, both in terms of their popularity and their range of readership in recent years.  This has translated into a greater willingness by librarians and educators to examine the format and see how it might be used to promote literacy and be used to enhance critical thinking skills. The selection of suitable material will be an issue with the format but censoring such material depends on many variables including audience, location, cultural and religious considerations and so on. Librarians should be willing to adapt their selection criteria to enhance their collections with graphic novels.

We are confronted by a wide variety of texts, delivered in a variety of format, that require different techniques in order to ‘read’ them effectively. Graphic novels are a format that combines visual imagery with text to create a story, and by so doing they are mimicking the most common form of information we access today. It seems reasonable to include them in the range of material that we present to students in order to foster their skills of analysis. 
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