Ch3 The Appeal of the Visual Narrative

The appeal of graphic novels and visual interactions




Anyone doubting the appeal of comics and graphic novels should attend Comic-Con International: San Diego. With attendance topping 130,000 in recent years—in a convention center facility that has maxed out in space—the event has grown to include satellite locations, including local hotels and outdoor parks. Programming events, games, anime, the Comic-Con International Independent Film Festival, and the Eisner Awards all take place outside of the Convention Center, creating a campus-type feel for the convention in downtown San Diego.

Over the years, Comic-Con has become the focal point for the world of comics conventions. The event continues to offer the complete convention experience: a giant Exhibit Hall (topping over 460,000 square feet in its current incarnation); a massive programming schedule (over 600 separate events in 2013), featuring comics and all aspects of the popular arts, including hands-on workshops and educational and academic programming such as the Comics Arts Conference; anime and film screenings (including a separate film festival); games; the Will Eisner Comic Industry Awards, the “Oscars” of the comics industry; a Masquerade costume competition with prizes and trophies; an Autograph Area; an Art Show; and Portfolio Reviews, bringing together aspiring artists with major companies.
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More recently, but growing very rapidly, Comic-Con New York has developed into the second largest comic con in the country. Comic-Cons present literally thousands of special guests at its conventions over the years, bringing comics creators, science fiction and fantasy authors, film and television directors, producers, and writers, and creators from all aspects of the popular arts together with their fans for a fun and often times candid discussion of various art forms. The events see an amazing array of comics and book publishers in its Exhibit Hall over the years. That love of the comics medium continues to be its guiding factor as more events continue to expand at locations across the country.
How and Why the graphic novel format works with students

According to Stephen Krashen, in his classic work, “The Power of Reading”, students who read one comic a week would be reading about 100,000 words per year, about 10 percent of the average yearly reading volume of middle-class children. Some students read much more than that, and of course some students read much less. However, as light reading goes, most of the reading is voluntary, and done for pleasure, rather than school mandated reading, which can at times feel coercive to both students and teachers.
Krashen also cites the vocabulary benefits of using comics to build vocabulary. Although the research is dated, the study he cites indicates that best sellers had a readability level of 7.4. (Schulze 1976, Monteith, 1980). While The Common Core parlance for advanced vocabulary not likely to be encountered in everyday reading but important to know would be Level 2 vocabulary, Krahen points out that science is a frequent theme of many comics, and introduces technical concepts in a engaging way.

In my own nonscientific sample, I took the opening of Moth City, and ran it through the Flesch-Kincaid readability tool in Microsoft Word.

Using the Flesch-Kincaid, I copy some of the words into a blank document.
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May our gifts help you spread your lessons across your great republic of china and brighten the people's
existence.

Must have been difficult to convince your superiors to spare you in wartime, Major Hong. But be
assured the expectations you brought with you are nothing to what you can take back to china.

I fail to see how herbs and spices will win my war, Governor McCaw. Bullets kill the communists, same
as other men.

Then consider that I've shifted my best workers from traditional weapons to the two substances before
you|




Then go to spelling and grammar check in Word.
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And finally, make sure the readability option is enabled.
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Looking at the dialogue, alone, it is a interesting piece of writing. We can see that there are several level two vocabulary words embedded even in this very short piece. They have been highlighted for your review.

My father is honored to have such a auspicious guest to our humble city. May our gifts help you spread your lessons across your great republic of china and brighten the people's existence.

Must have been difficult to convince your superiors to spare you in wartime, Major Hong. But be assured the expectations you brought with you are nothing to what you can take back to china.

I fail to see how herbs and spices will win my war, Governor McCaw. Bullets kill the communists, same as other men.
Then consider that I've shifted my best workers from traditional weapons to the two substances before you.

Out of this very small sample, the word count is 106, and the Flesch-Kincaid Readability 7.1, very close to the 7.4 readability score cited in 1974. Even in this short passage, there are ten words that could be considered as level two words:  auspicious,  humble,  republic,  existence,  superiors, assured, expectations,  communists, traditional  and substances

The real power of the graphic narrative to engage comes when the words are combined with the images. In the first image below, we see that the entire setting is largely presented on the first page. A somewhat desolate village, impoverished appearing workers, and the visual note that the dialogue is translated from Chinese.
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In the next scene, we notice the expressions of all the speakers, and of the workers or soldiers that are lined up, heads bowed, and are silent.  The images convey the hear or concern evident in the 

In the next scene, we notice the expressions of all the speakers, and of the workers or soldiers that are lined up, heads bowed, and are silent.  The images convey the hear or concern evident in the young woman’s face as she sees the lined up workers.  The atmosphere conveyed by the lighting and visual perspectives is one of tension, which we can begin to see in the dialogue, but is much more clearly expressed here.
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In the next image, the visual perspective of Major Hong is somewhat exaggerated to make him look very tall, adding to his air of authority and power.
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In the last scene being shared here, we see that the workers/soldiers are not as helpless or submissive as they initially appeared. Not the knife, and the ticking clock as tension is built visually.
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The images above are from the web comic, Moth City. In the digital form, and in the downloadable pdf available at comixology for free, there are panels that will shift to a secondary image when clicked, giving the illusion of movement. This represents a blending of the video format, where all activity occurs in the same space (the movie or TV screen) and the graphic novel format, where all activity (usually) occurs at the same time.
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In the first image, the second half of the panel is left blank to draw our focus on the women’s eyes.
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In the same panel, but on the next click, we see the man. He looks directly at the reader, visually drawing them into the scene.
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In the same panel, on the third click, we see the woman looking at the man, apparently to make eye contact.
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 In the same panel, on the fourth click, we see the woman looking at the man, making eye contact. The woman, by the way, is holding a knife behind her back.

Advantages and disadvantages of the graphic novel format over video
Steve Jobs once famously said, “You go to your TV when you want to turn your brain off. You go to your computer when you want to turn your brain on. Those are not the same.” http://archive.fortune.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/1998/11/09/250880/index.htm
To a large extent, the same could be said of graphic novels instead of television. In the video medium, the person watching is frequently a passive receiver of information, but in graphic novels, narratives and comics, the person reading the book (or clicking the website, in the MothCity example) is a active participant in the process. Part of this is due to the naturally engaging aspect of images and the effects they can have on visual learners. There is a whole field of visual literacy that discusses that aspect. But more important is the sequential aspect of sequential art, the fact that images are ordered to tell a part of the story, and the story would be a incomplete skeleton without them. According to noted artist/author Scott McCloud, the mental processes that occur as the mind bridges mentally the activity from one frame to the next is called closure. In film, closure takes place continuously, twenty four times per second (or 29.97 times per second in digital video) as the still images are transformed into a story of continuous motion. In sequential art, it occurs between frames, in the space called the “gutter”. The use of images in sequence forces the reader to mentally engage to complete the meaning.

While video is a good medium for entertainment, in education, we are constantly trying to encourage our students to think critically about what ever concepts we are trying to teach them. Video has been and is being used to good effect, as Khan Academy on Youtube and the paid subscription service of Lynda.com are both widely used for short instructional segments, but the creators of Lynda.com videos purposefully limit those segments to around 3 minutes. Our computer savy generation has difficulty in being the passive recipient of information for extended periods of time.

Jakob Nielsen, noted usability expert, discusses the differences between different media types.


“Experience with traditional media has shown that even media that are quite similar can have different properties and different things they are good at….
· Television is about characters. TV is shown on a small screen that presents faces and close-ups better than landscapes. Because viewers sit in their living rooms with many distractions, shows tend to be at most one hour long, meaning that they cannot evolve complex plots. Series of TV shows are common because the audience likes the convenience of tuning in every week at the same time and because they can easily do so since the TV set is in their house and has no usage fees. Seeing the same characters week after week leads to extensive character development during a season.

· Movies are about stories. Viewers have gone to the trouble of driving to the movie theater, so they want more than a half-hour show, though most films are still less than two hours long due to human biology. Because viewers are trapped in a dark room for the duration of the film, the storyline can be developed further than is possible on TV. On the other hand, because of the expense and bother of going to the movies, people rarely do so on a regular basis, meaning that continued series are rare (except for one or two sequels to popular films). Because of the lack of series, characters are developed less and the film rests more on a strong plot.
· Theater is about ideas. The audience sits far away from the stage and cannot see the actors as well as on film. Nor can the stage show as elaborate sets or landscapes. These differences lead to prominence of dialogue over visuals. Also, the added expense of live actors for every performance makes the tickets significantly more expensive than movie tickets and attracts a more elite and intellectual audience. At the same time, the start-up cost of putting on the performance is less than the cost of producing a film, meaning that theater is more suited for experimental expressions.” 
http://www.nngroup.com/articles/tv-meets-the-web/
In my opinion, theater is most like the sequential art format. The setting and characters are obscured by the format of comics, but that is not necessarily a negative. McCloud points out that the more obscure image is easier to identify with than a precise and clear photograph, a process he refers to as identification through obfuseification. The visuals are somewhat like TVs visuals, in the sense that you are more likely to see close-ups and faces than complex landscapes. Since the longer comics and graphic novels are typically read at home, there is also the possibility of distractions, however, unlike TV, it is fairly easy to pick up where you left off. Each media format has its pros and cons, but for education, there is a lot to like about the graphic narrative.
Applications for using visual tools and graphic novels
There are three applications for using sequential art in the classroom:

1. When you need to tell a engaging story

2. When you need to convey information

3. When you need a engaging story to convey information

What does that mean? Pretty much every topic is open for the use of graphic novels. Scott McCloud demonstrates the efficiency of the graphic narrative with his nonfiction Google Chrome comic. Golick has done it with statistics, economics and other topics and Charlesworth and Gribbin’s Cartoon history of Time presents real information in a fun freeflowing manner.

While humor can be and frequently is used, the defining characteristic is the use of images in sequence to convey a story or concept. Fortunately, there are no plenty of digital tools available, so you do not have to be a artist to convey the message. There is also a large and growing body of sequential art books on almost any topic, though there is like any book considerable variation in the quality.
Considerations of selection of digital tools for visual learning
There are many, many tools for teaching visually. With the increasing popularity of the iPad in schools, there have been more each year. Some factors to consider when looking at potential digital tools for learning include:


· Is it free? Why pay when a free alternative is available?

· How much time is allocated to the topic? Are you likely to use this as a Webb’s Level one activity, or is the use going to involve a extended response typical of Webb’s Level 4?
· What technologies are available or required? Are you using iPads or computers?
How hard is it to find and add apps?
While the main focus of this book is on the written word to sequential art to video spectrum, some time and thought should be given to the more common cousin, concept maps.
Four applications I have used most with my students to do concept maps are Bubbl.us,  Cmaptools, Spiderscribe and Prezi. Of the four, bubbl.us is by far the easiest to use, and is useful for Level 1 questioning when you are asking students to make simple, quick connections. It can be used as a assessment tool, for example, Pick a character (center concept), find three traits that describe your character (three more concept bubbles), and, in the style of Common Core Assessments, cite two passages for each trait that would support your selection of that trait (two more bubbles linked to each trait bubble). The concept bubbles are easily exported as a .jpg image, or as a .html file is you want the text version of your work, often a good starting point for a outline.
[Insert bubbl.us graphic]

CmapTools is actually a software program which can be downloaded, and is based on the research of J.D. Novak, who helped found the Institute for Human and Machine Cognition (IHMC). 
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Key to the cmaptools is the use of prepositional phrases to turn the concepts into sentences. Conceptually, this makes sense. Lynell Burmark writes extensively on the value of visual images in teaching and retention, but Nocak’s research shows that while we remember images, making meaning of the images requires the use of language. While Novak has proven the validity of his work, the process of creating prepositional phrases in concept maps is challenging even for college students. One of the better ones was this portfolio of educational technology tools and activities done by Kristen Lentsch.
[image: image15.jpg]information in a fun
and intriguing way using
Flash Games.

various word
definitions using
Google SMS.

spelling words and
definitions using
Spelling City.
information in a
non-tradition PowerPoint
format using

recognize related
information using |———
Bubbl.us. organize

_(Sems)—]

information to make an
information booklet using
Flip book.





http://www.students.dsu.edu/dsu/kllentsch/EDFN465/EDFN465C-map.html
In addition to being useful for concept maps, cmaptools can also be used for creating portfolios, as Kristen did above. Another very nice feature of the cmaptools software is it’s ability to search for other concept maps built in cmaptools, which can be quite a time saver for teachers.
Spiderscribe is another useful tool for creating concept maps or online portfolios, but does not have the built in structure for creating prepositional phrases, as cmaptools does. A similar portfolio example, but done in Spidercribe can be seen below:

[image: image16.png]C-Map Portfolio search the map. Q updated over 1 year ago by Cody Linneweber Qg public with link to ¢





http://www.spiderscribe.net/app/?b2f742ddb71c5eead4a6a2a4766fb981
For the sake of capturing the entire image in one screenshot, I have shrunk the image size, but in normal viewing it can easily be expanding to see the text and linked artifacts.
Prezi is another popular tool which can be used to create both graphic organizers and portfolios of student work. While touted as being a replacement to powerpoint, the nonlinear nature of the tool was distracting for some viewers, and it now offers a sequencing tool to view objects image by image, in sequential order. Prezi does have the ability to link to text, video and images. The example below is a explaination of El Nino.
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http://prezi.com/mi-bzoehj6qj/oceans/ by Rikki Baxter
Comiclife is one of my favorite tools, and well worth the cost (around $20 per computer). Comiclife can turn photographs into “cartoonized” images, and can be used for instructional guides (see below)
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Comiclife can also be used to create engaging narrative (story based) comics to explain a topic. In my classes, students use the Imaginative Education Research group planning frameworks to help them do this.

A example with can be found below:
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http://www.homepages.dsu.edu/mgeary/comics/Planet-Solar-System-BuzzLightyear.pdf
Or 
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http://www.homepages.dsu.edu/mgeary/comics/Phin-Ferb-watercycle-Comic.pdf
Pixton is another great tool, but we discuss that tool further in chapter 4.
Makebeliefs is another useful tool for creating comics. While you can only create three panels at a time, the process can be repeated multiple times for creating a story. See the beginning of a story on trust below:
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Since there are only three panels available, the tool is a good starting place for younger students and basic storylines as well.
Bitstrips is a fairly new tool that has also been developed into a iPad app. It has a set of characters, but lots of options for modifications.
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 https://www.flickr.com/photos/spinningjennie/2658971199/sizes/z/
Powtoon is another tool rapidly gaining popularity as a device for making instructional videos. The interface has a good combination of robust features, as seen below.
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The audio can be a bit tricky, but the text will appear in real time as if someone is writing it as they speak, a nice feature for teachers using the flipped classroom model.
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There are a increasing number of tools available as apps that can be downloaded to android or iPad tablets, or as websites that can operate without having to download software onto your computer. Searching for terms like animation or comics in the Google Play store for Android systems or in the apps store for iPads will bring dozens, if not hundreds of choices. The ones shared here are just a few that my students and I have found useful.

There are dozens of reasons why kids like their comics, and a increasing large number of teachers do as well, but to get the full benefit of using comics, practice writing comics as well. It can help both you and your students better understand the visual perspectives needed not just to create good writing, but good sequential art and videos as well.
