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For the past one hundred years, the American public has been
entertained by the daily and the Sunday newspaper comic strips.
The comics are now recognized as a legitimate and unique pop
art form that chronicles the American culture. Research con-
cerning reading interests and preferences provide evidence that
the comics have a particular attraction to school age children.
Reading research also provides evidence that comic art medium
can be a viable instructional and recreational component in pub-
lic and private schools' literacy curricula. The daily and Sunday
comics possess a number of attributes that make them appealing
to students and appropriate for instruction. Research evidence is
cited that supports the accessibility, the suitability, and the read-
ability of the comics' section of newspapers. This article
provides a primary focus on the readability levels of 58 contem-
porary comic strips and cites specific web pages where weekly
comics can be viewed.

Blondie and Dagwood, celebrating their
75th anniversary in the comics, make room
for a score of houseguests from comicdom.
Can anyone imagine Hagar the Horrible,
staying in the guestroom? Funky Winker-
bean stands on an active landmine in
Afghanistan. Prince Valiant, hands secure-
ly tied behind his back, eludes a vicious sea
creature. Humor, drama, adventure, the
daily and Sunday newspapers provide it
all in the funnies' sections.

Newspapers have accommodated the
antics of beloved comic characters for over
a century (Horn, 1996; Blackbeard and
Crain, 1,995). Our great grandparents,
grandparents, and parents paused each day
to enjoy the antics and drama of the comics.
As a former newspaper delivery boy, the
first order of business before delivering the
paper was to read the latest installments in
the comics.

Much to the chagrin of some literacy
teachers, manyAmerican children learned

irony and foreshadowing, not from great
literary works but from the odd collection
of characters that inhabited the funny
pages. Generations may have learned to
read from Dick and Jane, but they per-
fected their reading skills through reading
Archie, Beetle, and Charlie Brown. For
many a youth the gateway to literacy was
through a daily appointment with the
beloved newspaper comics.

The Present Status of Comics
Ours is a society of pop culture, and

comic characters are a part of that cultur-
al heritage. Comic characters such as
Popeye, Superman, Batman, Peanuts, and
Garfield have become American icons.
Comic strip characters are ubiquitously
present outside the newspapers' comic sec-
tions. These characters inhabit bookstores,
toy stores, advertisements, television and
the cinema. We have commercialized our
comic icons (Gordon, 1998).
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As noted by Brice and Bhogat (1997),
since World War II scholars interested in
popular culture have devoted considerable
attention to the popularity of comic books
and comic strips. It was noted, like litera-
ture, secondary texts have documented the
history (Walker, 2002, 2004; Blackbeard
and Williams, 1975), the creators (Sheri-
dan, 1977; Marshall, 1989; Goulart, 1990)
and the cinematic and literary techniques
of the comic medium (McCloud, 1993,
2000). Heer and Worcester (2004) have
compiled a score of essays written by major
writers and intellectuals who have ana-
lyzed and embraced comic strips.

Even the United States government has
recognized the legitimacy of the comic
medium. In 1995, the Library of Congress
held an exhibition of comic strip art and
published an exhibit catalog (Katz and
Wade, 2005). The United States Postal Sys-
tem has issued stamps depicting the faces
of popular comic strip characters. Comic
strip text has been read into the Congres-
sional Records (Dorf, 1987). In a large
part, the attention the government has
focused on the funnies is merely a reflec-
tion of the American public's interest in
the art form.

The public's interest extends to the near-
est book retailer. Recently, the authors of
this article visited a local Barnes and Noble
Book Store. In the humor section there
were numerous reprints of popular news-
paper comic strips. One of the most
interesting finds was a three volume, boxed
set of the Complete Calvin and Hobbs
comic strip with a retail price of $150. New
and used book dealers sell reprints of pop-
ular strips. Such interest also carries to the
worlds of exhibiting and collecting art.

Ellinport (1999) has documented the
growing areas of exhibiting and collecting
original comic strip art. As in the world of
fine art, American comic strip art has been
exhibited in the Louve in Paris and in muse-
ums across our nation. Two museums that
exclusively exhibit comic strip art have
opened in the United States, one in Boca
Raton, Florida and another in San Fran-
cisco, California. Peters (2006) has
reviewed a museum show entitled, Masters
ofAmerican Comics that is currently tour-
ing the United States. This comic art
exhibition is slated for art museums in Los
Angles, Milwaukee, and New York City.

Like fine art, original comic strip art is
sought after by collectors and can com-
mand unusually high prices. Original
Sunday strip art by renowned cartoonists
such as Winsor McCay (Little Nemo),
George Herriman (Krazy Kat), and Alex
Raymond (Flash Gordon) have sold for
$20,000 or more. Several universities have
collections of original comic art. These
institutions include Boston University,
Syracuse University, Michigan State Uni-
versity, and Ohio State University.

It appears that the American comic strip,
which was once viewed as a lowbrow art
form, is being viewed in a new light by
academics and the public. Comic strip pop-
ularity has lead to its acceptance as a
legitimate and unique art form.

During the past three decades, comic
art specialty shops have popped up in cities
and college towns across the United States.
In 1992, these specialty comic art shops
registered sales of $400 million (Heath and
Bhogart, 1997).
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Table 1
Readability of Daily Comic Strips

TITLE NUMBER of NUMBER of READABILITY RANGE of AVERAGE TYPE

SENTENCES SYLLABLES ESTIMATE ESTIMATES ESTIMATE GAG/STORY

Andy Capp 12.9,14.5,11.7 127,121,129 2nd,lst,3rd 1-3 2.0 Gag

Baby Blues 12.3,16.0,19.6 118, 121,127 2nd.,lst.,lst 1-2 1.3 Gag

Baldo 14.5,11.5,13.7 127,130,119 2nd,3rd,2nd 2-3 2.3 Gag

Ballard Street 11.3,9.4,11.1 145,149,150 6th,7th,7th, 6-7 6.3 Gag

Beetle Bailey 12.1,15.6,14.2 124,139,136 2nd,3rd,3rd 2-3 2.7 Gag

B.C. 10.5,14.7,14.4 151,138,135 7th,3rd,3rd 3-7 4.3 Gag

Bizarro 10.3,8.1,8.5 149,128,144 7th,5th,7th 5-7 6.3 Gag

Blondie 11.6,10.6,10.6 137,130,127 4th,4th,3rd 3-4 3.7 Gag

Boondocks 6.8,12.8,11.2 134,134,127 6th,3rd,3rd, 3-6 4.0 Gag

Cathy 11.7,16.5,9.3 144,119,135 5th,lst,Sth 1-5 3.7 Gag

Candorville 5.6,14.5,8.5 142,130,157 8th,2nd,9th 2-9 6.3 Gag

Crankshaft 13.9,12.0,10.3 127,150,138 2nd,6th,5th 2-6 4.3 Story

Curtis 13.3,12.2,13.3 141,144,123 4th,5th,2nd 2-5 3.7 Gag

Dennis the Menace 8.7,9.2,8.5 123,133,138 4th,5th,6th 4-6 5.0 Gag

Dilbert 8.3,8.2,11.6 143,147,141, 7th,7th,Sth 5-7 6.3 Gag

Donald Duck 13.4,10.2,14.5 127,137,135 2nd,5th,3rd 2-5 3.3 Gag

Doonesbury 14.0,14.7,7.7 156,135,146 7th,3rd,7th 3-7 5.7 Story
Drabble 13.7,18.0,13.5 139,127,132 4th,2nd,3rd 2-4 3.0 Gag

Family Circus 10.2,10.0,10.1 126,125,127 3rd,3rd,3rd 3 3.0 Gag

For Better or For Worse 14.8,15.2,11.5 127,135,134 2nd,3rd,4th 2-4 3.0 Story

Fox Trot 8.3,10.1,16.3 118,133,127 3rd,4th,2nd 2-3 3.0 Gag

Funky Winkerbean 13.4,12.3,11.6 123,122,134 2nd,2nd,4th 2-4 2.7 Story

Garfield 16.7,15.8,15.7 127,123,129 2nd,2nd,2nd 2 2.0 Gag

Gasoline Alley 12.7,17.4,14.8 128,132,135 3rd,2nd,3rd 2-3 2.7 Story

Get Fuzzy 20.5,12.3,14.5 141,123,127 3rd,2nd,2nd 2-3 2.3 Gag

Hagar the Horrible 13.1,10.6,11.3 131,130,133 3rd,4th,4th 3-4 3.7 Gag

Heart of the City 7.5,9.9,14.7 122,123,136 4th,3rd,3rd 3-4 3.3 Gag

Hi & Lois 18.5,16,3,13.6 133,116,126 2nd,lst,2nd 1-2 1.7 Gag

In the Bleachers 18.6,14.1,13.4 126,121,134, lst,2nd,3rd 1-3 2.0 Gag

Judge Parker 12.4,13.8,12.8 118,135,123 2nd,3rd,2nd 2-3 2.3 Story

Lockhorns 12.4,12.4,12.3 142,144,136 4th,4th,4th 4 4.0 Gag

Love Is_. 14.8,11.4,11.5 131,131,123 2nd,3rd,2nd 2-3 2.3 Gag

LuAnn 10.2,12.8,14.8 128,133,137 3rd,3rd,3rd 3 3.0 Story

Mallard Fillmore 12.7,12.0,6.6 153,157,155 7th,7th,9th 7-9 7.7 Gag

MarkTrail 93,11.6,12.4 132,125,132 4th,3rd,3rd 3-4 3.3 Story

Marmaduke 14.3,11.3,15.3 123,127,126 2nd,3rd,2nd 2-3 2.3 Gag

Marvin 17.4,14,4,11.9 136,134,147 2nd,3rd,6th 2-6 3.7 Gag

Mother Goose and Grimm 13.2,10.4,10.5 129,133,127 2nd,4th,3rd 2-4 3.0 Gag

Mutts 11.3,10.8,8.1 146,139,134 6th,5th,6th 5-6 5.7 Gag

Non Sequitor 9.4,10.6,12.8 136,141,135 5th,6th,3rd 3-6 43 Gag

One Big Happy 15.1,11.4,10.0 133,135,128 3rd,4th,4th 3-4 3.7 Gag

Opus 10.5,11.8,16.7 163,144,124 10th,Sth,lst 1-10 5.3 Gag

The Other Coast 14.3,15.1,14.4 140,156,143 4th,4th 4-7 5.0 Gag

Peanuts 13.4,16.2,16.0 118,153,114 Ist, lst 1-7 3.0 Gag

Pearls Before Swine 10.7,14.9,13.5 125,146,118 3rd,5th,lst 1-5 3.0 Gag

Pickles 14.0,15.8,10.9 121,125,116 2nd,2nd,2nd 2 2.0 Gag

The Piranha Club 1.5,14.8,10.8 155,153,134 7th,4th 4-7 5.5 Gag

Pluggers 9.5,12.0,13.1 133,147,148 5th,6th,6th 5-6 5.7 Gag

Prince Valiant 7.7,7.4,7.3 141,150,157 7th,8th,9th 7-9 8.0 Story

Red and Rover 13.3,8.4,11.2 123,127,140 2nd,4th,5th 2-5 3.7 Gag

Rex Morgan, M.D. 12.7,15.0,16.4 152,133,148 7th,Jrd,5th 3-7 5.0 Story

Rose is Rose 14.0,13.0,11.0 140,146,137 4th,Sth,4th 4-5 4.3 Gag

Sally Forth 9.8,11.0,11.0 141,124,128 6th,3rd,3rd 3-6 4.0 Story

Sherman's Lagoon 16.8,15.7,17.1 135,133,134 2nd,2nd,2nd 2 2.0 Gag

Shoe 13.0,10.1,14.2 132,128,133 3rd,4th,3rd 3-4 3.3 Gag

Snuffy Smith 16.0,14,5,14.3 131,127,122 2nd,2nd,2nd 2 2.0 Gag

Wizard of Id 10.7,10.9,16.6 151,144,128 6th,2nd 2-6 2.7 Gag

Zits 9.0,15.0,11.8 138,133,149 6th,3rd,6th 3-6 5.0 Gag
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The Appeal of Comics
Decades of reading interest research

provides credence to the status accorded
comic art by the children of our society.
Witty (1949) and Witty and Sizemore
(1955) have reported the comic section of
the newspapers as the favorite section by
85% of the children respondents and that
90% of children between the ages of 8 and
13 read comics frequently. Norvell's (1973)
longitudinal study on school age children's
reading interests produced results similar
to those reported by Witty. Dechant and
Smith (1977) found comic strip materials
to be popular with intermediate, junior
high school, and even primary age chil-
dren. McKenna (1986) found that comics
were the strongest reading interest of 576
junior and senior high school struggling
readers. Worthy, Moorman and Turner
(1999) studied the reading preferences of
419 sixth graders. Results of the study indi-
cated that comics were among the student's
reading preferences. Thus, scholarly
research over the last fifty years indicates
that our nation's children and adolescents
have strong preferences and interests in
comics and have embraced comics as a
legitimate art form.

Youth's preference and interest in comic
strip art suggests that the funnies can be a
viable medium for promoting and devel-
oping literacy in our public and private
schools. This viability is related to the
innate characteristics of the art form. First,
comics are readily available in daily and
Sunday newspapers and can be economi-
cally extracted, collected, and transported
to the classroom. Second, there is research
to indicate that the newspaper funnies are
suitable for school age children (Berger,

1973; Wright and Sherman, 1996). The
American newspaper comic strips are
deplete of explicatives and violence, yet
deal with contemporary themes. Third, the
linguistic readability levels, based on
semantic and syntactic complexity of
newspaper comic strips have provided esti-
mates ranging between first and seventh
grades (Wright, 1979; Wright and Sher-
man, 1996), thus, making the funnies a
viable literacy source for classrooms that
contain students with a wide range of read-
ing abilities. Such reading abilities
according to Clymer (1959) could range as
much as six to twelve years among stu-
dents between the fourth and the twelfth
grade.

To complement the two past readabil-
ity studies, the authors completed a third
readability study of 58 current comic strips.
The Extended Fry Readability Graph (Fry,
1977) was used to obtain the readability
estimates for each strip. Three one hun-
dred word samples were used for each
comic strip and cartoon appearing in either
daily or Sunday newspapers between the
months of September and December 2005.
Data of the study appear in Table 1. The
following information was included: 1) the
name of the comic strip, 2) the number of
sentences in each of the three samples, 3)
the number of syllables in each of the three
samples, 4) the readability estimate of each
sample, 5) the range of the estimates, 6) the
average of the estimates, and 7) whether
the strip or cartoon was gag or story ori-
entation.

A gag designation relates to a comic
strip or cartoon that has one to four pan-
els ending in a humorous punch line and
has no discernable lengthy plot. Story des-
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Table 2
Orientation of 58 Comic Strips and Cartoons

Strip Orientation Number Percent

Gag 47 81%
Story 11 19%

ignation indicates the comic strip has a
sophisticated plot, which integrates the
separate daily episodes and moves them
to a final resolution over a period of sev-
eral weeks.

Table 2 provides an analysis of each
comic strip's orientation. Forty-seven
(81%) of the strips included in the study
had a gag (humorous) orientation. Eleven
(19%) of the strips had a story orientation.
It appears that the term funnies is appro-
priate in describing contemporary
newspapers' comic pages.

The Future of Comics
One alarming statistic is that newspa-

per circulation is in decline. Today, just
more than half of our population read a
daily newspaper, and that number is declin-
ing. At the beginning of the 21st century,
readership was lowest in our country's two
fastest growing minorities -Asian and His-
panics. Less than half of the people
between the ages of 18 and 24 read a daily
newspaper (The State of the News Media
2004, n.d).

However, as newspaper readership
declines, more and more readers seek infor-
mation through new technologies. The
resilient comics have responded. Now
most of society's favorite comics can be
accessed electronically. Newspapers main-
tain an on line format where comics can

be accessed. Adults and students can get
their daily dose of the funnies by logging
on.

In addition, the comic strip syndicates
that own the rights to the various comics
make them available on their web sites.
Table 3 presents the syndicate and some of
the comics affiliated with the syndicate.
One caution for teachers is that the on line
formats usually contain advertisements
that should be scrutinized before students
are permitted to access the on line pages.

As society evolves from the tradition-
al newspaper to electronic news the comics
march on to entertain, inform, and pro-
mote literacy for new generations of
readers.
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Table 3
Comic Strip Syndicates

Syndicate Selected URL
Comics

King Feature

Tribune Media
Syndicate

Creators Syndicate
Comics

Spider-man
Andy Capp
Beetle Bailey
Flash Gordon
Hagar the Horrible
The Phantom
Popeye
Zits

Annie
Mother Goose and Grimm
Broom Hilda
Dick Tracy
Brenda Starr
Gil Thorpe
Shoe
Gasoline Alley
Fred Basset

The Wizard of Id
B.C.
One Big Happy
Momma
Ballard Street
Miss Peach
Rugrats

www.kingfeatures.com/comics

www.comicspage.com

www.creators.com/comics.html

www.unitedmedia.com/comicsUnited Media Alley Oop
Dilbert
Marmaduke
Nancy
Peanuts
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