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Introduction 

Graphic novels are increasing in popularity among younger readers. Their illustrations engage 

a visual perspective to support the written word; this combination of text and drawing is a 

dynamic and accessible combination that appeals to a wide range of readers. They are a 

common sight now in public libraries and bookstores, and in the catalogues of children’s book 

publishers. Graphic novels have gone beyond superhero stories, fantasy and science fiction to 

include other topics; history, politics, identity, and social issues are all explored in graphic 

novel format.  

 

But, for various reasons, teachers are slow to incorporate graphic novels into their classroom. 

In this paper, I argue that graphic novels are powerful tools for teaching students important 

concepts in the social studies at all age and literacy levels. Using a constructivist framework, I 

will examine the benefits of using graphic novels to engage students as active readers of 

historical narrative, as builders of meaning in social studies and social education, and as 

critical consumers of multi- modal texts. 

 

The Graphic Novel: A brief history, and a definition 

There is some disagreement in the scholarship regarding the exact origins of the “graphic 

novel.” Most do agree, however, that they grew out of short comic strips published in 

newspapers and journals, as well as comic books that were published as serials. The Yellow 

Kid, first published in 1895, was the first big success for comics in the United States, and over 



Page 2 
The Case for Graphic Novels 

the next few decades, newspaper comics like Popeye and Lil’Abner became popular. By the 

1930s, Superman made his appearance, along with several other superheroes that helped carry 

Americans through the Great Depression and the agony of World War II. These superheroes 

were often published in comic books, which became primarily the realm of young readers.  

 

Earlier comics had some stylistic commonalities; they were created to be read in text boxes, 

contained illustrations to graphically depict action, used techniques like dialogue balloons, 

and were made to appeal to wide audiences. “Comics appealed to readers because they seemed 

easy to decode, and words were tacked on as dialogue to make the messages even clearer. 

Every picture told a story” (Weiner, 2012, p.2).  

 

Weiner writes that the first graphic novel was written by Will Eisner with his publication of A 

Contract with God and Other Tenement Stories. Eisner was a cartoonist and writer known for 

his work in comics, notably as the creator of The Spirit series. In 1978, he published A 

Contract with God with the small press Baronet, after being turned down by Bantam. The 

work was a monograph containing four related short stories about the Jewish life in New York 

City during the Great Depression, and dealt with adult themes like sexual assault, suicide, and 

religious and spiritual conflict.  

 

Eisner transformed comics to create something new; breaking free of the genre-oriented work 

of traditional comics to tackle more serious themes, and using illustration as an important 
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part of storytelling, he was a great influence on a new generation of comic artists and writers, 

including on Art Spiegelman, creator of the graphic novels Maus and Maus II.  A powerful 

account of his family’s experiences during World War II, Maus was published in serial form 

until the last chapter, and incorporated into a single volume in 1991. Maus won the Pulitzer 

Prize in 1992, propelling graphic novels to the forefront as a serious literary and artistic 

genre.  They have since appeared on best-seller lists and are reviewed in popular, literary, and 

other trade journals like The New York Times Book Review, Publishers Weekly, and Library 

Journal, to name a few.  

 

What are graphic novels? 

Simmons (2003, p. 12) describes the graphic novel as a “dynamic format of image and word 

that delivers meaning and enjoyment.” Most take the format of the comic strip; stories are 

told with text and illustration, with one format complementing the other, and are often 

divided up into boxes. Graphic novels may also be organized in chapters. According to 

McTaggart (2008), there are two kinds of graphic novels: those sold in serial as comics and 

bound in a single volume, and those written in comic format but published as monographs. 

Most are paperback-bound and between 130-150 pages. Those published in the United States 

are often on high quality paper and in color, while those from Japan, particularly popular 

worldwide, are usually less expensive and published in black and white. 
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Graphic novels and pedagogy 

Constructivism and multiliteracies 

Children are naturally creative consumers, that is, they ingest information that they then use 

to construct knowledge. They learn about the world by observing and imitating, their first 

teachers most often their family in immediate surroundings. From the people they watch to 

the toys and the technology they interact with, children’s environments are visual, and the 

primary learning done is visual learning. As they grow they quickly learn to take cues from 

their wider environment, and from schooling. They learn to read and write and refine a word-

based literacy in school, yet the texts they learn from and interact with every day continue to 

be multimodal. 

 

Cazden et al (1996) write that the general purpose of education “is to ensure that all students 

benefit from learning in ways that allow them to participate fully in public, community, and 

economic life” (p. 60). Literacy pedagogy, they continue, “has been a carefully restricted 

project-- restricted to formalized, monolingual, monocultural, and rule-governed forms of 

language,” and they propose an extension of traditional literacy to include our increasingly 

diverse world and its ways of communicating through multimedia technologies and texts. 

They propose the term “multiliteracy” to reflect this new way to view literacy, one that is more 

in line with maintaining the goal of education in our shifting information landscape. 
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When viewing education in the context described above-- that is, with the understanding that 

for education to be valid, useful and relevant, learning must be steeped in the learner’s lived 

experience, building on what they know, and speak to the issues they confront every day-- it is 

helpful to use a constructivist framework. School formalizes children’s learning in ways that 

reflect a society’s values and priorities, but because it is institutionalized, it is slower to reflect 

quickly changing realities. A real problem with this slowness is the risk that students become 

alienated from an educational system that is increasingly irrelevant to the world they know, 

and that they consequently fail to receive a proper education that empowers them to become 

critically thinking and reasoning, responsive and responsible, fully participating adults. 

 

Because of television, advertising, and the Internet, the primary literacy of the twenty-

first century is visual… Our students must learn to process both words and pictures. 

To be visually literate, they must learn to “read” (consume/ interpret) images and 

“write” (produce/ use) visually rich communications. They must be able to move 

gracefully and fluently between text and images, between literal and figurative worlds. 

(Burmark, 2008, p. 5) 

 

The graphic novel reflects a shift away from traditional word-based literature to a text that is 

multimodal, specifically, to one that combines word-based and visual artistry. Schwarz (2002) 

writes that “Graphic novels offer value, variety, and a new medium for literacy that 
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acknowledges the impact of visuals” and “offer diverse alternatives to traditional texts as well 

as other mass media.”  Important elements in media literacy are engaged as students examine 

not just the words, but the use of the medium itself, including how graphical representations 

convey meaning and elicit emotion, how and why creators use color, perspective, symbol or a 

particular artistic style. Readers are asked to interpret what happens not just in the boxes, but 

between them, for comprehension. And of course they are engaged with the worded text, 

learning about plot, character development, dialogue, and various other literary devices 

(Bucher and Manning, 2004, p. 282).  

 

Reading a graphic novel, then, employs traditional word-based, visual and spatial, and media 

literacy skills in a multimodal text to create meaning. While this reading requires a varied and 

nimble cognitive skill set, the various components of a graphic novel work together to aid 

reluctant readers or differently abled learners, to help them read more often and more 

fluently, build confidence, and to have fun with books. 

 

Teaching with Graphic Novels 

Common misconceptions 

While the popularity of graphic novels has risen across all age and reading levels, the presence 

of graphic novels in the classroom has not been met with as much enthusiasm. This is most 

likely due to a number of reasons; one may be educators’ false impressions that graphic novels 

are just useless “light reading” that lack any instructional value and “hinder literacy 
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development” (Crawford, 2004). However, Crawford argues that comic books and graphic 

novels are written on a fourth to sixth grade level, much like popular news magazines or adult 

bestselling novels, are immensely popular with teenagers and reluctant readers, and “provide 

students with diverse reading materials” that “promote[s] their transition into lifelong 

readers” (p. 26). The text is usually simplified (if not simple), heavily focused on dialogue. 

Illustrations provide context for the text and help to enhance and develop meaning.  

 

Teachers might also assume that graphic novels are all superhero stories, are violent, or deal 

with inconsequential themes, or that they “focus on supernatural horror stories or are 

expressions of the male power fantasy” (Bucher and Manning, 2004, p. 68). While this is 

certainly the case with some graphic novels, this genre is a particularly diverse one, with 

reading appropriate for all age groups, sexes and genders, and across all interest types and 

reading levels. Of course, as with any new resource, it is critical to carefully evaluate a graphic 

novel for incorporation into a lesson or curriculum.  

 

Reaching Across Reading Gaps 

For struggling readers, the process of engaging with the written word is an arduous one. 

Rather than reading to satisfy curiosity, to follow along and engage in an interesting story, 

McTaggart (2008) writes that it is a “mandated task of decoding letters-- devoid of meaning, 

without pleasure, and something to avoid.” These readers are unable to picture the characters 

or setting, put together a narrative that makes sense, or extract meaning because they are too 
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busy deciphering letters and words. She goes on, “The student who, due to physiological, 

environmental, or cultural background, is unable to form pictures in his head while reading 

the printed word… is simply word-calling. The words give him no message, and they bring 

him no joy. He needs more” (p. 33). Graphic novels provide the opportunity for those 

students to use other literacies, including image decoding, to help bring meaning to text.  

 

Second- language learners are often struggling (and sometimes reluctant) readers. Language 

acquisition may be seen as tiered; the first stage is the development of Basic Interpersonal 

Communication Skills (BICS). BICS includes conversational, social language fluency which is 

acquired in daily interactions with English speakers and with the mainstream media. The 

second stage, Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP), requires a more nuanced 

understanding of English, is acquired in specific educational contexts, and is required for 

formal academic achievement (Smetana et al., 2009, p. 230). 

 

For students who are deaf, learning to read is very much like learning a second language; they 

have a difficult time acquiring BICS, as their language is primarily visual, and they may stall in 

developing CALP as a consequence. With its emphasis on the visual, which “forces readers to 

use what they know to create the unwritten dialogue” and to analyze the artistic choices and 

textual depictions, and with its focus on simplified dialogue and conversational interactions, 

graphic novels can be powerful tools to teach BICS to both second-language learners and deaf 

students (Smetana, 2009, p. 230. 
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There is a place for everyone around the circle when reading a graphic novel. The high-level 

learner can use graphic novels as a jumping off point for a writing assignment, for example; 

the reluctant reader finds the illustrated characters, plot, and storyline of high interest. The 

struggling reader, whether an English language learner or a native speaker of English, uses its 

emotive art to receive non-verbal cues for meaning. 

Graphic novels serve as an equalizer between academically achieving and struggling 

learners. A sense of unity develops and a spirit of camaraderie forms when kids share a 

common interest and a passion for what they are doing. Time and time again we see 

this happen when graphic novels become a part of the classroom curriculum… an 

engaging discussion [of graphic novels] creates bonds and forms friendships. 

(McTaggart, 2008, p.32) 

 

Social Education, the Historical Narrative, and Graphic Novels 

Why is social education important? 

Democracy in the United States suffers from an acute lack of participation. Our elections see 

among the lowest turnout of the world’s democracies, and voter turnout among our youngest 

voters is the lowest in all age demographics; it has remained between 40-50% from the 2000 to 

the 2016 presidential elections (United States Elections Project).  
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Voting is just one measure of a democracy’s health, of course. Civic illiteracy is a grave 

concern across all age demographics, but especially among youth. In the wake of No Child 

Left Behind, and still to an extent in the Every Student Succeeds Act, the push for science and 

math education, and the focus on standardized testing in schools as a measure of success, has 

put social education by the wayside. The teaching of history, civics, and of social education in 

general, has been deprioritized as a philosophy focused on education as job training for 

America's economic success has taken hold.  

 

Wolk (2009) calls for a shift away from this practice and towards the teaching of social 

responsibility across the curriculum in American schools. “As citizens we have a civic 

responsibility to care for our democracy, and it is supposed to be one of the primary aims of 

our schools to help students learn the knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed to participate 

...Our country and democracy are in urgent need of caretaking” (p. 665).  

 

The teaching of social studies, and of history in particular, has long focused on the primacy of 

the single textbook in the United States. Monolithic and seemingly indisputable, the history 

textbook presents a single story of the world, a region of the world, or the United States, neatly 

divided up into units, chapters, and sections. Important concepts or terms are highlighted, 

and then formed into questions at the end of chapters.   
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James Loewen, in his 2007 edition of Lies My Teacher Told Me, begins his introduction in this 

way: “High school students hate history. When they list their favorite subjects, history 

invariably comes last. Students consider history ‘the most irrelevant’ of twenty-one subjects 

commonly taught in high school” (p. 1). He goes on to say that “Students are right: the books 

are boring. The stories that history textbooks tell are predictable; every problem has already 

been solved or is about to be solved. Textbooks exclude conflict or real suspense. They leave 

out anything that might reflect badly upon our national character” (p. 5).  

 

Students are bored and disengaged. Every teacher knows that no real learning can happen 

with bored, disengaged students. How, then, can American educators involve our youngest 

citizens in civic participation? How might we build on their existing interests, their own 

experiences, their unique perspectives, and their passions to engage them in social education? 

 

A tool for affective social education 

Graphic novels are immensely popular among middle- and high school students, and 

numerous scholarly articles support their use in the classroom, and particularly the social 

studies classroom. The issues tackled in graphic novels are wide-ranging, and address many of 

the social issues students confront in their daily lives as well as on the evening and Internet 

news. Their value in the classroom is touted in scholarship on the topic. “Because graphic 

novels are popular with teens, using a few well-chosen ones in the classroom to initiate 

conversations about racism, social justice, war, and global conflict is an intriguing possibility,” 
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writes Christensen (2006, p. 227). Schwarz concurs, noting their popularity among students, 

and stating that graphic novels can bring “new life beyond bland textbooks” (2002, p. 262). 

Cromer and Clark (2007) believe teachers can use the built-in interest teenagers have for the 

medium as a way to “promote student engagement with history” (p. 575). 

 

As supplemental texts, young adult literature and graphic novels in particular can be effective 

at engaging students. They offer a unique opportunity to focus on more inquiry-based 

teaching rather than transmission teaching-- reading texts around essential questions that 

reach across subject areas and incorporate issues around social awareness and responsibility 

(Wolk, 2009). “Using young adult literature is one of the most meaningful and enjoyable ways 

for students to inquire into social responsibility because we can situate this content in the 

wonderful stories of good books” (667). Wolk examines several of the critical issues he 

believes need to be addressed in the classroom that teaches social education, and lists several 

titles (both graphic novel and traditional young adult titles) that address these issues. 

Literature, he believes, can be a critical tool for teaching caring and empathy; social justice and 

problems involving race, gender, culture, economic class, and sexual orientation; government 

and the Constitution; power and propaganda; social imagination, or the need to “invent 

visions of what should be and what might be”; historical consciousness and historical 

empathy; multiculturalism; global awareness; war, peace, and nonviolence; and environmental 

literacy. Schwarz (2002) agrees, citing Superman: Peace on Earth and Hope and Deliverance as 

examples of how graphic novels can help to open up conversations around difficult social 
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topics like world hunger and socioeconomic injustice. For more advanced classrooms, Juneau 

and Sucharov (2010) suggest Palestine, Exit Wounds, and Waltz with Bashir to address fraught 

issues around Israeli-Palestinian Relations. 

 

Creating affect is essential in building knowledge and understanding for students. Unlike 

traditional social studies texts, graphic novels offer intimate perspectives of people in other 

times and in other places to whom they would not ordinarily have emotional access. 

Literature helps “to humanize other countries and cultures for young Americans and connect 

across oceans” (Wolk, 2009, p 669) and presents accessible alternative perspectives (Schwarz, 

2002, p. 264). For example, while many students might not find history or the current news 

out of the Middle East particularly interesting, teachers might consider including Alia’s 

Mission, a graphic novel by Mark Alan Stamaty about a female Iraqi librarian who sets out to 

organize a rescue mission for 70,000 books before they are destroyed in the war. And 

interesting historical background to some of issues in Iran may be found in Persepolis, 

Marjane Satrapi’s riveting look at the revolution from the perspective of a bright, middle class, 

educated young girl.  

 

Students frequently find difficulty in connecting their own experiences with the “boring” 

traditional historical narrative, that of a progressive, successful march forward through time 

by important, wealthy, powerful white men-- “the important and powerful people...the 

presidents, the Congress, the Supreme Court, the generals, the industrialists,” as Zinn calls 
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them (20015, p.189). But social learning becomes far less boring and much more relevant 

when students can more easily place themselves and people like themselves in historical 

context, as important historical actors.  

 

With its visual depictions of setting, character, and emotion, graphic novels have the power to 

bring students in. A Family Secret and The Search by Eric Heuvel, are cited by Sheffield et al. 

(2015) as excellent texts to develop “historical empathy.” They center around a teenager 

whose grandmother believes her father turned her best friend over to the Nazis, and grapples 

with issues of family, guilt, and loss during World War II.  

 

A tool for critical thinking 

Social and historical education challenges students to examine various texts within a particular 

context or contexts, that is, within the condition or conditions in which something occurs. 

Historians frequently use secondary texts. However, when creating new information or 

scholarship, they rely on primary texts like documents but also on photographs, art, film, 

ephemera and artifacts, architecture, and other visual media.  

 

Cromer and Clark argue that graphic novels may be an interesting way to examine the history 

and culture of a time, to understand the people and their place in a historical moment. “To 

look at graphic literature as a product of its time and place is to catch a glimpse of the political 

and cultural zeitgeist of a nation” (2007, p. 578). They note that the examination of graphic 
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novels requires students use, among other things, intertexuality, where one text (the visual) is 

analyzed against another (the word); visual literacy, where students analyze symbols, 

metaphorical images, and other visual clues like body language and posture; and 

hypertextuality, or “pushing the boundaries of linear storytelling” (581). All of these skills are 

of primary importance in learning to read and analyze any primary source, and therefore are 

requisite in thinking about and writing history. 

 

The concept of “hypertextuality,” as Cromer and Clark use it, is of particular interest to 

historians. The acknowledgment that there are as many histories as there are people who lived 

it, that each and every one of these stories offers a valid perspective, and that there are an 

infinite number of ways to examine an event, is an important one in the study of history, and 

again, it represents opportunity for student engagement. Frey and Noyes (2002) suggest that 

“the graphic novel is a site where ‘history’ itself, or representations of history, are put into 

play: interrogated, challenged and even undermined...it is to argue that the particular hybrid 

form of the graphic novel might offer a testing place to probe the limits of history and 

historiography” (p. 259).  

 

Building on Wolk’s (2009) suggestion that graphic novels offer an exciting opportunity to 

engage students using inquiry-based learning in the classroom, Ching and Fook note that such 

a learning approach is particularly suited to history education, as it not only actively engages 

but builds essential critical thinking skills in the process. “Critical thinking...requires a higher 
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level, deeper thinking logic, analysing, inferring, judging, planning and problem solving… 

instruction that supports critical thinking ...require students to analyze synthesize, and 

evaluate information to solve problem [sic] and make decisions (think) rather than merely 

repeat” (2013, p. 58).  

 

Implications for the School Library 

Graphic novels present a real opportunity for school librarians to assist teachers across the 

curriculum and to have a real and measurable impact on student achievement. Agnostic and 

potentially cross-curricular in their approach to instruction, librarians think in broad, skill-

based ways that can complement the content objectives of the classroom teacher. Information 

literacy, media literacy, visual literacy, civic literacy-- multiliteracies-- inform the librarian’s 

flexible approach to teaching and learning. And the librarian can offer fresh, creative, 

alternative ways for students to interact with literature, art, and social issues by suggesting 

alternative texts like graphic novels.  

 

It all begins with collection development, and with promoting the collection. Graphic novels 

have a built-in audience of young readers. Keeping up with what is popular and new is 

essential for keeping students coming into the library, and reading book reviews, publisher 

catalogues, and websites is essential. School Library Journal, the New York Times, Booklist, 

Scholastic, Kirkus, and Common Sense Media are useful for gauging audience 

appropriateness. It is also important to include any award-winning graphic novels in a 
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collection, as appropriate-- awards like the Pulitzer, Newbery, Caldecott, and Hugo lend 

instant credibility and heft to a title, and graphic novels have been the recipients of each of 

these awards.  

 

Once a school librarian has acquired appropriate graphic novels, they should be placed front 

and center. If they are visible, students will notice them and pick them up. When they are part 

of a thematic display to celebrate a season or holiday or bring attention to a historical or 

current event, a school initiative, or class work, teachers will notice them and pick them up. 

Either as a display of just graphic novels that can pack some visual punch, or incorporated 

into a larger display with various other forms of literature, a display in a library can call 

attention to graphic novels in a school library’s collection, as well as legitimize them as valid 

and powerful works of literary and visual art.  

 

For the school librarian, increasing awareness and the usefulness of graphic novels also means 

being prepared to talk about them to teachers, administrators, and parents who might not be 

familiar with the genre, or who may have misperceptions about it. School librarians should 

have some ideas at the ready for how teachers might use them in their classrooms to help 

students achieve their learning objectives and meet curricular standards. Conversations with 

teachers and administrators might also include the value of graphic novels as tools to enhance 

students’ visual literacy, as well as how they can reach struggling and reluctant readers and 
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offer enrichment opportunities for high achieving readers as high interest, exciting resources 

for differentiated instruction. 

 

School librarians should be ready to help classroom teachers evaluate graphic novels for use in 

their classroom. Librarians are trained assess the appropriateness of books for various age and 

reading levels in terms of theme, language, word choice, and illustration (Horning, 2010). 

Evaluating graphic novels together with the classroom teacher, the content area specialist who 

can offer his or her perspective on accuracy and usefulness, provides an excellent opportunity 

to collaborate and build relationships.  

 

Gone are the days when the school librarian was the austere custodian of the books. 

Twenty-first-century standards progressively call for librarians to step in as 

instructional leaders, connecting educators and students to materials, methods, and 

technology across the curriculum. (Parrott and Keith, 2015, p.12) 
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