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53: Not Just a Pretty Picture 
Graphic Novels in the Classroom 
Shorny Morgan suggests some ways in which 
graphic novels can be used to encourage 
private reading and develop reading skills. 
A version of this article was published in 
Issue 4 of Teaching English, and is available 
online to members of NATE, along with the 
entire archive of NATE magazines. 

 

Supporting reluctant readers  
The vast majority of schools have a wide range of learners on the ‘reading enjoyment’ 
spectrum, ranging from those who view reading with loathing and fear to those who could be 
classified as book-worms. It can be extremely difficult to guide young people on the reluctant 
end of the spectrum to an enjoyment of reading if they have not experienced this process in a 
positive light at home or in their previous classrooms.  

During silent reading time, many teachers focus on forcing novels with minute print into their 
clammy hands, hoping that they will suddenly experience an epiphany moment. Doing so often 
leads to disengaged non-readers stuck on the same page of their book for months on end, 
staring around the room and counting down the minutes until this arduous period is over. For 
those learners who have little positive experience of reading – the vast expanse of digits 
across an endless sea of pages – we might need to consider alternative ways to engage them 
in literature, other than the conventional novel.  

The graphic novel is one such alternative. Graphic novels merge the concepts of comic book 
and narrative fiction to produce often stunning artistic pieces of work with complex narratives. 
Art Spiegelman, author of Maus, one of the most celebrated of graphic novels, commented 
that a graphic novel is a ‘comic book that needs a bookmark’ – using artwork as well as the 
written word to take the reader on a riveting journey through a multi-layered narrative. (Note 
that, although many graphic novels contain written text, the narrative of some graphic novels is 
purely visual, such as Shaun Tan’s The Arrival.) 

These relatively accessible, multi-layered narratives, with their illustrations and their clearly 
laid-out narrative sequences, can be highly motivating, especially for boys. They can act as 
gateway texts, bringing reluctant and fearful non-readers to the wonderful world of words.  

Whether graphic novels have written text or not, their illustrated narratives have the potential 
to develop reading skills. Those which include written text along with illustrations can motivate 
reluctant readers to read the written word, often helping them to absorb higher level 
vocabulary than the novels we may conventionally provide reluctant readers with. On the other 
hand, those which do not contain written text still encourage readers to engage in the process 
of inferring complex meaning from text. 
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Supporting EAL and SEN learners 
It’s not only reluctant readers who can gain from graphic novels. Learners who join my class 
with little English language experience find reading arduous and rather off-putting. Graphic 
novels are a useful way into reading texts for them as the detailed illustrations provide 
contextual detail for unearthing the meaning behind the narrative, making reading a less 
daunting experience. If they do not understand certain words, the illustrations provide support 
and the motivation to continue working through the narrative.  

Autistic learners, too, can find the illustrations in graphic novels a useful stimulus for exploring 
the ambiguities which emerge within texts, especially in terms of emotions of characters. This 
is especially useful when exploring a text as a whole class, as learners can work together to 
decode character emotions and to infer meaning from the illustrations, helping such students 
to access these aspects of a text by modelling the process collaboratively. 

 

Inferring meaning and decoding ambiguity 
The value of graphic novels, however, goes beyond simply encouraging reluctant readers and 
supporting those who may have difficulty reading or inferring meaning from written texts.  The 
illustrations contained within graphic novels contain a wide range of features we would expect 
learners to explore within written texts: symbolism, intertextuality, layers of meaning, 
metaphors and puns. By exploring these in graphic novels, we can help students at all levels 
to develop skills of deduction and inference which are transferable to written texts. In this 
regard, it’s notable that some schools around the country are beginning to incorporate a 
graphic novel unit into their long-term plans, most commonly at KS3.  

Graphic novels can also be used alongside more complex literary texts to help students 
decode their complex language. For instance, I have used ‘manga’ versions of Shakespeare 
plays alongside the play texts themselves; several versions are available, but I find most 
useful the ones which make direct use of Shakespeare’s language. The classes I have used 
these with have relished the opportunity to visualise the narrative in this way. Drama, of 
course, also works well – but having the illustrations and quotations from the play on a single 
page is an excellent way to support learners’ discussion and exploration of meaning. 

 

Developing creativity and opening new worlds 
Graphic novels can be used in a multitude of ways to aid the development of students’ creative 
writing skills.  They can be used as stimulus to conventional activities such as writing the next 
part of the story or writing an alternative ending, character-based writing such as diary entries 
or monologues, and non-fiction texts based on the events of the novel. The graphic elements 
of the novel can provide an extra level of support in helping students to visualize their 
narratives. 

Using illustrations can also provide stimulus for helping students to focus on developing their 
skills of description to support plot. One way of doing this is to focus discussion on a chosen 
illustration, asking students to verbalise – for instance – where the character is, what the 
character is about to do, how the character feels, and several other questions – and then 
‘zooming in’ on the character’s emotions by written a detailed description of how this character 
feels, focusing solely on this moment in time. In this way, students begin to understand how to 
create a focused, descriptive piece of writing concerned with more than merely plot. 
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Drama might be introduced alongside this process, exploring the characters’ emotions through 
freeze frames and then bringing these freeze frames to life by requesting one character in the 
freeze frame to speak their thoughts in one or two sentences. This thought-tracking process 
enables a whole class to see the image in the graphic novel brought to life and to consider 
together, collaboratively, how characters may feel and why.  

Such strategies of course are not only beneficial in aiding learners’ inference skills and 
creative writing techniques, but also in developing their ability to empathise. We should 
constantly be seeking ways to help the young people in our classrooms to consider the lives of 
people in different situations and how they may deal with these – and graphic novels have the 
power to open up vividly a set of new and powerful imaginative worlds for teachers and 
learners of all kinds.   

Indeed, as I hope to have demonstrated, these beautiful texts have the power to engage us  
and our students - in many ways. 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 


