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Additional research on comics and graphic novels to encourage reluctant readers.
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As longtime special education teacher Cindy Montgomery of Mississippi
says on her website The Virtual Vine ( www.thevirtualvine.com/
<http://www.thevirtualvine.com/> ), "If they don't learn the way you
teach, teach the way they learn." As educators, we know this admonition
is philosophically sound, but many of us find it tough to do--especially
when "their way" is in direct conflict with what we consider to be the
right way.

After addressing thousands of IRA members throughout the United States
on how to "Turn the Reluctant Reader Into a Ravenous Reader," I
understand why so many teachers refuse to use comics and graphic novels
in their curriculum. They are convinced comics do not constitute the
"good books" Mark Twain spoke of when he said, "The man who doesn't read
good books has no advantage over the man who can't read them."

Clearly, comics and graphic novels do not constitute what most of us
consider to be good literature. However, before we can make kids read
what we want them to, we must first make them want to read. If hooking
kids on books requires us to do it their way, via comics and graphic
novels, so be it. The end justifies the means.

Although I cannot guarantee student reading scores will rise when comics
and graphic novels (storybooks with pictures) are used to supplement the
literacy program, I do believe that it is a reasonable expectation.
Teachers using these tools say many of their reluctant readers,
especially boys, are being transformed from "I hate to read" kids into
"This book rocks" students.

All of us remember when comic books were at the bottom of the literary
chain. Kids read them under the bedcovers with a flashlight, and parents
and teachers likened them to yesterday's garbage. But that was before
the graphic novel Maus won the 1992 Pulitzer Prize for relating the
experiences of author Art Spiegelman's father during the Holocaust. The
reading public began to notice that Spiegelman and other
writer-illustrators were producing serious, ambitious work in this
genre.

It is important to understand that comics should supplement a balanced
literacy program, not replace it. Effective methods for accomplishing
this purpose include:

• Maintain a wide selection of comics in the classroom and make them
accessible for free choice reading.

• Use at least one comic a month for a class literacy project.
Incorporate writing and art into accompanying lesson plans. (See the New
York City Comic Book Museum site mentioned in the sidebar for ideas.)

• Graphic novels explore many of the same themes and topics as do
traditional books. Give students the option to choose--sometimes.

• Avoid showing disdain for comics, either by word or facial expression.

• During the course of the year, encourage students to give both oral
and written reviews of comics they have read.

I believe we can encourage reluctant readers by meeting them on their
own turf and teaching them their way--at least part of the time.


RESOURCES AND IDEAS


Try this class project. Choose (by popular vote) a topic students want
to explore and develop the theme into comic format through team writing
and illustrating. The completed project should be mass-produced so that
every class member receives a published copy. Teacher and educational
researcher Michael Bitz uses this project annually with students at
Scranton Elementary in Cleveland, Ohio, USA. You can check out the
details and read more about Bitz's perfect teaching tool at
www.tascorp.org/mediacenter/media%5fcover
<http://www.tascorp.org/mediacenter/media%5fcover>  age/061504comic.

Those of you who work with young children should check out
http://sidekicks.noflyingnotights.com. The site offers a core list that
contains "the best of the best" for kids, a question-and-answer section
for teachers and librarians, and several informative links.

Middle and high school teachers should visit
http://my.voyager.net/%26sim;srai teri/graphicnovels.htm. Steve Raiteri,
a librarian from Xenia, Ohio, USA, lists more than 1,000
student-appropriate comics for young adults. The site also includes a
recommended starting collection and a section devoted to the wildly
popular Japanese comic form called manga. Manga, known for its highly
stylized and intricate artwork, spans a wide range of topics.

Finally, all teachers should check out www.nyccomicbookmuseum.org/
<http://www.nyccomicbookmuseum.org/>  education/education.htm to find
suggestions for incorporating writing and art activities into your comic
book enhanced curriculum. Click on "Back to the Drawing Board:
Once-Banned Comic Books Now a Teaching Tool," and let your imagination
roll.
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By Jacquie McTaggart

Retired teacher Jacquie McTaggart of Independence, Iowa, USA, is the
author of From the Teacher's Desk and maintains a website at
www.theteachersdesk.com <http://www.theteachersdesk.com> . She is a
frequent presenter at IRA state and regional conferences.
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