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ABSTRACT
The creation of comic strips allow teachers to promote literacy, higher level thinking, and writing
skills through the interdisciplinary approach of combining language and art. If teachers are to help
students  become  literate,  critical,  creative  thinkers,  then  curricula,  teaching  strategies,  and
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instructional resources must be aligned to accomplish this objective. In the areas of reading and
writing, the task is to stimulate and activate children's thinking about explicit and implicit meanings
conveyed by textual  material.  A teacher's  use of  comic strips,  as a  method and a media of
instruction, can provide instructional sessions which both stimulate and activate students' thought
processes.
  I hear and I forget,

  I see and I remember,

  I do and I understand.

  (unknown)

    "Let's create a comic strip!" This imperative sentence coming from a teacher will, most likely,
perk the attention of elementary or middle school children. The obvious reason for this student
attention is that comic strips are fun. It reasons; comic strips have long since been nicknamed,
'the funnies.' However, the rationale for using the activity, whereby a class, or small group, or an
individual creates a comic strip, goes beyond the simple observation that it is fun.
    The creation of comic strips allow teachers to promote literacy, higher level thinking, and writing
skills through the interdisciplinary approach of combining language and art. If teachers are to help
students  become  literate,  critical,  creative  thinkers,  then  curricula,  teaching  strategies,  and
instructional resources must be aligned to accomplish this objective. In the areas of reading and
writing, the task is to stimulate and activate children's thinking about explicit and implicit meanings
conveyed by textual  material.  A teacher's  use of  comic strips,  as a  method and a media of
instruction, can provide instructional sessions which both stimulate and activate students' thought
processes. Al Capp (1992), the creator of the famous Li'l  Abner comic strip,  once wrote that
comic art was not the result of wild inspiration; it was the result of thinking.
    On first blush the use of comic strips as a selected media may seem inappropriate, but the
attributes  of  this  media  may provide  precisely  what  teachers  need to  stimulate  and activate
creative literacy activities in the classroom. Therefore, these attributes are worth noting.
    First, there is a wealth of research to indicate children's interest in comic media (Witty, 1949;
Norvell, 1973; Dechant and Smith, 1977; McKenna, 1986), and it can be induced that children will
attend to that which interests them. Second, the comic strip is readily available in the 62,327,962
newspapers sold daily in the United States (Hoffman, 1992), thus making the media relatively
economical to secure and peruse for sources of models. Third, research (Wright, 1979; Wright
and Sherman, 1994) indicates that most comic strips have low readability levels with a paucity of
words  and  sentences  which  are  linguistically  ideal  for  elementary  and  middle  aged readers.
Fourth, the nature of the comic strip - a series of panels progressively integrating pictures and
prose  -  contributes  to  the  activation  of  the  reader's  schemata  (Eisner,  1985),  providing  a
redundancy of information to enhance the reader's comprehension. Fifth, a number of educators
have  attested  to  the  comics'  flexibility  for  instructional  use  (Childrey,  1981;  Spiegel,  1981;
Thomas, 1983; Goldstein, 1986; Reed, 1988), thus providing a varied and supplementary media
for the purpose of introducing and practicing reading and writing processes.
    The art of education is in the blending of the cognitive processes with the psychomotor domain
to  create  the  mode  of  instruction  known  as  'Learning  and  Doing'  (Dewey,  1913).  This  is
accomplished in the development of a comic strip by engaging a variety of learning modalities
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including: visual, auditory and kinesthetic. Thus, the creation of a comic strip allows the student to
internalize the literacy skills while simultaneously attaining the mental constructs that form the
content for the comic strip.
THE PRODUCT
    First a definition and analysis of what a comic strip entails is in order so that the classroom
teacher has a clear understanding of the product that children will produce. The term comic strip
is somewhat descriptive because a strip of drawing paper or poster board is used and divided
traditionally into three frames or panels, each panel used for placing an illustration or cartoon
which, when read together, depicts an episode or story. The three picture panels can represent,
each in turn, the beginning, the middle, and the end of an episode or story. Thus, the single comic
strip divided into three separate picture panels represents the simplest form of a story structure.
The panels are populated by characters who carry on a dialogue and carry out the plot of the
story in a depicted setting.
    Most  school  age  children  will  have  had  some  experience  with  comic  strips,  via  either
newspapers, comic books, or bound reprints in book format. Most likely these same children have
focused on the message conveyed by the comic strip, but, in turn, have given little or no thought
to  the  process  of  constructing  the  message  or  to  the  artistic  medium  used  to  convey  that
message.
PROCESS OF AUTHORSHIP
    The first step in the process of developing a comic strip is the scripting of the story. This step
entails thinking and drafting an idea which, after editing, is placed in a format much like that of a
play or movie script. But before a script can be produced an idea for a story must be created by
the writer.
    Watterson (1995), the creator of the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip, stated that the way he
comes up with ideas, is to hold a blank sheet of paper, stare into space, and let his mind wander.
He stated,  "The trick  to  writing a comic strip  is  to  cultivate  a  mental  playfulness -  a  natural
curiosity and eagerness to learn. If I keep my eyes open and follow my interests, sooner or later
the effect yields questions, thoughts, and ideas - unexpected paths into new territory."
    Eisner (1995), the creator of the Spirit comic strip popular in the 1940's, suggested that ideas
for storytelling should draw on experiences and reality or on the fabrication of a problem. For the
comic strip storyteller, the 'what if' formula provides an avenue for a narrative, such as what if a
one eyed monster walked into the classroom, or what if the teacher suddenly became weightless
as she/he taught a lesson on the nature of gravitation, or what if a favorite pet could suddenly
talk.  Stan  Lynde  (1995),  whose  comic  strip  Rick  O'Shay  appeared  in  newspapers  for  three
decades, stated that one of his favorite methods of creating stories for the strip was to pose the
question "What if."
    Atwell (1987) described a mini lesson technique designed to help her students uncover and
share topics.  The mini  lesson illustrated that  writing is  idiosyncratic,  i.e.,  every writer  prefers
certain materials, subjects, and habits of mind. To provide students with insights into the workings
of her mind as a writer, Atwell modeled a story about her personal experience in learning to ride a
bicycle. Barr and Johnson (1997) recommended the same type of topic modeling, because that is
where they believed students should begin, with their own experience.
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    Topic identification should lead the student writer to conjure up an experience, an event from
life or from fancy to be communicated to an audience of readers via a comic strip format. But
regardless of the format, the student must view himself/herself primarily as a story teller. Story
telling is embedded in the human psyche, transcending the history of mankind. All children, all
adolescents, all adults have engaged in storytelling, relating a life episode, a humorous anecdote,
a naughty fib.
    To be understood, a storyline must have a structure that  matches the schema within the
listener's mind. Such an expected structure has a beginning, a middle, and an end. Like sentence
structure, story structure can be diagramed. Such a diagram would rudimentarily include 1) an
introduction of the characters and the setting, 2) a problem, and 3) a solution. Knowledge of such
a structure is useful in helping the student construct and manipulate those story elements for the
purpose of conveying thoughts in a clever and absorbing manner. The daily comic strip with its
beginning, middle and end three panel format exemplifies the rudiments of story structure.
    Likewise, the script for the comic strip can be planned around such a structure. It cannot be
stressed too strongly that the script is the single most important component of a comic strip.
Before the comic strip panels can be illustrated, there must first be a story to illustrate.
    According to McKenzie (1987) the outline of the written/typed script is organized in such a way
as to describe the action and dialogue that will be depicted in each comic strip panel. Usually the
script  begins with  a description of  the setting and characters therein.  McKenzie (1987),  Hart
(1995),  and Caputo  (1997)  have provided similar  examples.  An example  of  script  formatting
follows:
LEARNING TO RIDE A BICYCLE (AKA-FATHER KNOWS BEST!)
    Setting: The story takes place outside on a landscaped lawn with flower beds. A father and
mother are helping their young son learn how to ride a bicycle.
    Panel 1
    Scene: The father and mother are pretending to hold up the bicycle as the boy attempts to
pedal.
    Boy: Don't let go! Don't let go!
    Parents: We won't! (Hee-hee-hee, but they have!)
    Panel 2
    Scene: The boy looks back and is aghast that his parents are not holding him up. He screams!
    Boy: Aggghhh!
    Panel 3
    Scene: The boy and the bike are now intertwined, wrecked in the mist of a flower bed.
    Boy: Could I have my tricycle back?
    Authoring a script, like writing any other narrative composition, provides the writer with all the
necessary writing process stages, from conceptualizing the narrative to drafting, proffing, editing,
and publishing the finalized copy.  In creating the script  the student  must  also engage in the
thinking/writing skills of summarizing, and of establishing the story setting, characters, dialogue,
and events.
    As Eisner (1995) has stated, "The process of writing for graphic narration concerns itself with
the development of the concept, then the description of it, and the construction of the narrative
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chain in order to translate it into imagery. The dialogue supports the imagery - both are in service
to the story."
PROCESS OF ARTISTSHIP
    The process of  artistship includes conceptualizing how to illustrate and letter  the various
panels, then roughing them out, penciling, and inking them. It is a process very similar to that of
the  writing  process,  i.e.,  conceptualizing  the  narrative  and  dialogue,  then  drafting,  proofing,
editing, and finalizing the text.
    Therefore, the first step of artistship is that of visually conceptualizing how each panel will look
as the script is translated into a visual representation. To aid the visualization, it helps to lay out
the panels. Panels may vary based on size and number as needed.
    To help students to conceptualize the process of artistship, it may be necessary to, once again,
provide a visual model. The chalkboard or overhead projector are suitable for such an endeavor.
To this end, the teacher should refer back to his/her modeled script which delineated the dialogue
and action to be placed in each panel.
    In laying out the strip's panels a rough rule of thumb is make the length of the strip three times
larger than the height.  Therefore,  if  one made the decision to model  via the chalkboard and
decided that an appropriate height to be twelve inches, then the length of the representative strip
would be thirty-six inches. Each panel would have a square shape of twelve inches by twelve
inches. On the other hand, if the demonstration is by overhead projector, then the representative
strip on the transparency would be approximately three inches by nine inches.
    The next  step in  the process of  artistship is  the breakdown (Whitaker,  1994).  The panel
breakdowns are analogous to the writer's outline. Usually, each panel is divided into two sections.
The upper section of the panel contains the dialogue and the lower section graphically depicts the
characters and action.
    Generally, the dialogue is lettered in each panel before the art work is attempted. According to
Thomson and Hewison (19985) there are several steps to lettering in dialogue. The first step is to
draw parallel lines the height of the letters. Next rough in the letters. In comic strips upper case
letters are used. Dialogue from the first person speaking in the panel is placed at the left side of
the panel, and the dialogue from the second speaker is placed at the right side. Finally, a balloon,
called a word balloon, is drawn freehand around each speaker's words.
    In modeling the above process at the chalkboard, one can use a yardstick to create the parallel
lines. After the demonstration of the above process is the appropriate time to allow students to
attempt their creation of the panels and lettered dialogue. Students can accomplish this by using
notebook paper, number 2 pencils, and a ruler. As students work through the process, the teacher
can monitor their efforts and provide encouragement and assistance as needed.
    After the panels are lettered attention is then directed to graphically representing the script.
Camera angles need to be considered for  it  is  the camera angle that tells  the reader where
he/she is in relation to the image in each illustrated panel.  One can manipulate the way the
reader views the episode or story by changing the camera angle in each panel.
    There are three basic camera angles: the close-up, the medium-shot, and the long-shot, each
of which, the teacher should explain and model for his/her students. The close-up shot fills the
panel and brings the image near, establishing a sense of intimacy with the reader. Close-ups tend
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to focus on faces and can magnify a character's emotions. The medium-shot sets the image at a
natural distance from the reader, making it  accessible but not intimate. Medium-shots are the
most commonly used, since they provide general information, and keep the story moving. The
long-shot provides the reader with more information, allowing the reader to see a more complete
image. Long-shots are generally used for establishing the story setting and for action scenes. Of
course, camera angles can be adjusted to view the images from the front, side, back, top, and
bottom. Thus, camera angles enable the artist to manipulate the reader's viewpoint.
    Once the script is visualized mentally in graphic form, the visual plan goes through a three step
process similar to that of scripting the episodes. The thumbnail sketches are short hand drawings
much like a writer's outline. Thumbnails can be done on scratch paper and are used to try out
what  and how much is  needed in  each panel.  Art  work  can be very  sloppy and unfinished,
representing possible camera angles and compositions within the panel.
    Once the thumbnail drawings depict what the mind's eye sees, the next step is to pencil the
roughs within the separate panels. The roughs are comparable to the writer's drafts. At this point,
the artist spends more time on the drawings, but still  has the luxury of erasing and changing
his/her mind concerning camera angles and compositions.
    When satisfied with the rough breakdowns, the artist then finishes the panels. The finishes are
comparable to the writer's editing. The artist does this by tightening the penciled figures. That is
he/she produces clean, finished drawings that will be easy to ink.
    Any penciled style of drawing is acceptable in producing a finished comic strip. A look at the
comic section in a local newspaper, reveals drawing styles that range from the abstract, to the
cartoony, to the realistic.
    The final step in creating a comic strip is that of inking the penciled drawings. According to
Pellowski (1995), a wide variety of pen points, brushes, and magic markers can be used. The
inking process involves inking over every single penciled line, blacking in shadowed areas and
inking in the letters in the dialogue balloons.
    There are a few books that have been published for intermediate and middle school students
that provide instructional guides for creating comic strips. The following is a brief bibliography of
these available books:
    1. Lee, Stan and Buscema, John (1984). How to Draw Comics the Marvel Way. New York:
Fireside Books.
    2. Markow, Jack (1972). Drawing Comic Strips. New York: Pitman Publishing Corporations.
    3. Mercadoocasio, Gwenn. (1994). How to Draw Comics. Connecticut: Longmeadow Press.
    4. Pellowski, Michael Morgan. (1995). The Art of Making Comic Books. Minnesota: Lerner
Publications Company.
A FINAL THOUGHT
    It doesn't take Dick Tracy or the Shadow to figure out what students enjoy. We remember our
own early experiences in acquiring literacy through reading Blondie, Archie and all of our other
comic strip friends. And who hasn't dabbled a time or two or thought about creating their own
comic strip? Why not capitalize on the natural interest of students for comic strips by using them
to promote literacy, higher level thinking, and writing skills through the interdisciplinary approach
of combining language and art. The results may not be peanuts!
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