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A GUIDE TO USING  
GRAPHIC NOVELS  

IN THE CLASSROOM
GRAPHIC NOVELSGRAPHIC NOVELS  

What Are Graphic Novels?

Graphic novels are books that tell a complete story or multiple stories (anthologies) using a combination of text 
and illustration—visual arts. Graphic novels use comic-strip format and characteristics, including panels, frames, 
speech balloons/bubbles, and thought balloons/bubbles, in a sequential way to develop a story in readers’ minds.

Why Incorporate Graphic Novels into the Classroom?

Graphic novels are powerful. They facilitate and support students’ abilities to visualize and comprehend 
complicated ideas and connect to texts. Using graphic novels in the classroom improves learning outcomes, mak-
ing reading more interesting, meaningful, and engaging. Graphic novels are more approachable for students than 
traditional word-heavy texts. Images support comprehension and increase the success rate of reading critically and 
finishing books.

Graphic novels demonstrate a variety of story elements—setting, plot, character develop-
ment, and central themes and ideas. They also contain elements of visual arts, allowing students to develop literacy 
by interpreting images for meaning. By reading graphic novels, students develop varied insights into how meaning 
is communicated and interpreted.
 
Students actively participate in reading by linking images to a narrative, making inferences from panel 
to panel. This type of book allows readers to pay greater attention to what authors state explicitly and where they 
need to infer, or read between the lines, to come up with details and the bigger picture. 

Graphic novels are written to incorporate literature ties across genre, themes, and curric-
ulum content areas, adding another layer to lessons. The visual format and elements in graphic novels support all 
readers, including struggling students who are apprehensive about engaging with literature.
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Characteristics of Graphic Novels

Layout—The layout is the configuration of all the elements on the page—the way the frame, panels, speech bub-
bles, etc. are arranged to tell the story.

Panel—The panel is the box containing the image and text in a graphic novel or comic.

Word balloons/Speech bubbles—Word balloons/speech bubbles are where the characters speak. It is 
where you find the dialogue or conversations between characters in a scene. It looks like a bubble and is coming 
from the character’s mouth.

Thought balloons/Thought bubbles—Thought balloons let us know what the characters are thinking. 
It is usually shaped like a cloud and is coming from the character’s head.

Caption—A caption is a box or a section of text that gives detail on the background and setting of the scene. It is 
separate from speech and thought bubbles, and it sits at the top or bottom of the panel.

Frame—The frame in a graphic novel is the border around the panel.

Gutter—The gutter is the space in between the panels. Gutters separate panels in a graphic novel.

Special effects—Special effects can be sounds or anything happening in the background. Examples are laughing 
(HAHAHAHAHAH) or a car coming to a halt (SCCCRREEEECCHHH!). These words are usually bolded and easy 
to identify.

Close-up—A close-up is a special effect that zooms into an image, like a character’s face. This effect conveys a 
personal connection between the reader and the character when a character reveals his/her thoughts or feelings.

 

                        © 2020 by Richard Fairgray from Black Sand Beach #1: Are You Afraid of the Light?
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Now It’s their Turn: ACTIVITIES FOR STUDENT COMPREHENSION
Here are several activities to use with your students. They can be modified and applied to any graphic novel and can 
be used in a classroom setting or as part of individual instruction. See the following reproducible sheets you can easily 
share with students.

Compare and Contrast

Ask students to compare and contrast the characteristics of Noodleheads Fortress of Doom, Carlton Crumple  
Creature Catcher #1: Catch the Munchies!, Dolphin Girl #1: Trouble in Pizza Paradise, and Black Sand Beach #1: Are 
You Afraid of the Light?.
 
This activity can be used with all graphic novels, comparing and contrasting whichever you are using in your  
classroom, for as many as you wish. See separate sheet.

Graphic Novel vs. Movie

Reading a graphic novel is like watching a movie. Ask students to imagine that The Postman from Space is a movie. 
Discuss the questions as a group or use this as a writing activity. Please add to or omit questions as applicable. See 
separate sheet. 

Informational—Mythology and Nonfiction Graphic Novel Spotlight

Some graphic novels teach us about mythology or things that happen in the world of science and social studies. 
Students may think of them as film documentaries. 

Read I Am Hermes! Mischief-Making Messenger of the Gods by Mordicai Gerstein, a new twist on stories from Greek 
mythology, or The History of the World in Comics by Jean-Baptiste de Panafieu, illustrated by Adrienne Barman, a 
journey through time told with humor. Students can answer the questions, “Graphic Novel vs. Movie,” as applicable, 
and consider the unique characteristics of informational text as well. See separate sheet.

General Discussion Questions for After Reading
•	 How is reading a graphic novel like watching a movie?

•	 What kind of inferences did you make as you were reading? Go back to the text and find specific examples.

•	 Go back to a specific scene and discuss how this scene impacted the book.

•	 Discuss the themes from the story. Find scenes that reflect the central ideas and themes that are introduced in 
the text? 

Creativity Corner: Create a Comic
Ask your students to think of a simple story with a beginning, a middle, and an end. Using the sample reproducible  
sheet (students can also create their own, using a ruler and a pencil), they can create their own comic! This can  
be on a nonfiction topic you’re teaching in the classroom or any topic of their choosing.

Guide written by Marla Conn, MS, Ed., reading/literacy specialist and educational consultant.
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Reproducible
Name ________________________________

Graphic Novels—Let’s Compare and Contrast!
Here are some awesome new graphic novels. Use these or your own favorites to get started.

May be reproduced at no charge.@HolidayHouseBks @PixelandInkBks
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Twelve-year-old Dash and his best friend, 

Lily, are spending the summer at Black Sand 

Beach, where Dash’s family has a house. 

But nothing is as it seems. The beach house 

is a shack, Dash’s weird relatives are there 

too, and the neighbors are super creepy.  

And then ghosts start calling out to Dash 

from the lighthouse . . .

RICHARD FAIRGRAY 
is a writer, artist, and colorist, best known 

for his work in comic books such as  

Blastosaurus and Ghost Ghost, and pic-

ture books such as Gorillas In Our Midst, 

My Grandpa Is a Dinosaur, and If I Had an 

Elephant. As a child he firmly believed he 

would grow up and eat all the candy he 

wanted and stay up as late as he liked. By 

drawing pictures when he wasn’t meant to 

and reading all the things people told him 

not to, he has made his dream come true.

Richard splits his time between Los Angeles 

and Surrey, British Columbia, where he is 

able to work furiously, surrounded by plas-

tic skeletons, dogs, friends, loved ones (and 

possibly the most comprehensive collection 

of Courtney Love bootlegs on the planet).

The FIRST book in  

the middle-grade  

GRAPHIC NOVEL series  
by Richard Fairgray.

P
hoto courtesy of R

aym
ond G

oldstone   

Jacket art © 2020 by Richard Fairgray
Jacket design by Sammy Yuen

NEW YORK
pixelandinkbooks.com
@pixelandinkbks
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1By Richard Fairgray, creator of the bestselling  

BLASTOSAURUS comic series
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May be reproduced at no charge.

Reproducible

Name ____________________________________

Graphic Novel vs. Movie 
Reading a graphic novel is like watching a movie. Imagine that The Postman from Space, or another favorite  
graphic novel, is a movie. Discuss the following questions or write your answers on a separate sheet of paper.

Graphic Novel Title __________________________________
1.	 Who is the story about?  

2.	 Who is the main character? How do you know? 

3.	 Who are the supporting characters? How are they related to the main character? 
	
4.	 Who is telling the story? What is the point of view? Does the author use more than one narrator? 

5.	 Where does the story take place? Does the setting change during the story? 

6.	 When does the story take place? 

7.	 Is the setting important to the plot? Why? 

8.	 What do the characters do, say, think, and feel? Find examples from the graphic novel. 

9.	 How does the dialogue between the characters help their development? What does it say about their personalities? 

10.	 How do the actions of the characters affect the plot? How do the characters’ personalities affect the outcome? 

11.	 As you read the graphic novel, what types of predictions are you making about the characters and the plot? 

12.	 What are the characters’ strengths and weaknesses? 

13.	 What is the problem or conflict? 

14.	 What is the most exciting part of the story? What does the turning point or climax reveal? 

15.	 How does the problem get resolved? Summarize the conclusion.  

16.	 How does the author show growth or change in the characters throughout the story? 

17.	 Does the author use flashback, flash-forwards, or foreshadowing in the story? Why? What does this accomplish? 
	
18.	 Which events does the author emphasize? Why? 

19.	 What are some of the features of the graphic novel? How does the illustrator show emphasis?  
	 (Captions, close-ups, special effects?) 

@HolidayHouseBks @PixelandInkBks
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Reproducible

Name ____________________________________

 

Informational—Mythology and Nonfiction Graphic Novel Spotlight
Some graphic novels teach us about things that happen in the world of science and social studies. When you read 
these texts, it is also like watching a movie, but more like a documentary. 

Read I Am Hermes! Mischief-Making Messenger of the Gods by Mordicai Gerstein, a new twist on stories from 
Greek mythology, or The History of the World in Comics by Jean-Baptiste de Panafieu, illustrated by Adrienne  
Barman, a journey through time told with humor. Answer the questions, “Graphic Novel vs. Movie,” as applicable, and  
consider the unique characteristics of informational text below. You can write your answers on a separate page.

1.	 What is the purpose for writing this graphic novel?

2.	 How does the author introduce the topic?

3.	 What is the main idea?

4.	 If the main idea is not explicitly stated (which it most likely is not), how do you know 	
	 what it is?

5.	 Summarize the text as you read. What is the author saying about the topic?

6.	 What do you find interesting?

7.	 Have you ever learned about this topic before?

8.	 What do you already know about the topic?

9.	 What images or visuals are helpful to understanding the topic?

10.	 What is the tone of the graphic novel?

11.	 How does the author present his/her ideas? How does the illustrator demonstrate 	
	 these ideas visually? 

12.	 What informational text features are used to support meaning?  	  	  
	 (headings, diagrams, glossary, labels, charts, maps, timelines, etc.)

May be reproduced at no charge.@HolidayHouseBks @PixelandInkBks
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May be reproduced at no charge.

Reproducible

Name ____________________________________

Creativity Corner: Create a ComicCreate a Comic

Think of a simple story that you can tell using 5 to 7 panels. Use the sample panel below or create your own design 
using a ruler and a pencil. Make sure your story has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  Do the same for a nonfiction 
topic you are learning about.
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Add These Graphic Novels to Your Classroom Library!

Grades 1–4
The Noodlehead Series (All: Holiday House)

HC: 9780823435661 
TP: 9780823437689 

E-Book: 9780823436071

Every morning is the same for Bob. 
He puts on his uniform, drives to work,  

and makes small talk with his coworkers. 

Nice and simple. Every day.

This morning, though, there’s a glitch  
at the post office. Bob is going to be covering  

a new route. And poor Bob has no clue that  
this is a day he will never forget. . . . 

A hilarious space adventure in five acts from 
celebrated graphic novelist Guillaume Perreault

ISBN: 978-0-8234-4519-6

9 7 8 0 8 2 3 4 4 5 1 9 6

5 2 2 9 9

US $22.99 / CAN $29.99

E
A

N

US $22.99 / CAN $29.99HolidayHouse.com

Holiday House Publishing, Inc.

Printed in China

Guillaume Perreault  
is an illustrator, children’s picture 
book artist, graphic novelist, and 
advertising artist. He illustrated  
Sleep, Sheep!, which was named 
a Best Books for Kids and Teens, 
starred selection, by the Canadian 
Children’s Book Centre. He lives  
in Gatineau, Quebec, Canada.

Cover art © 2020 Guillaume Perreault

For Bob, being a postman  
from space is routine.  
And he loves routine.  
Easy and peaceful,  

that’s how Bob likes it. 

But today, there’s a glitch . . .

PostmanOuterSpace_JKT_10-10-19_F.indd   1 10/10/19   12:50 PM

Author and illustrator  

Mordicai Gerstein  is the  
recipient of the Caldecott Medal for  
The Man Who Walked Between the Towers.  
His books have received many awards and  
have been named to Notable and Best  
Illustrated lists by The New York Times.  
Mordicai has also designed and directed  
animated films for television. He lives in  
western Massachusetts with his wife, Susan. 

I am Hermes.

I love the world!

I am the god of sports,  

business, sleep, liars,  

thieves, and mischief!

This is my story—told by me!
Mischi e f-making Messenger of  the Gods

M O R D I CA I  G E RST E I N
CAL DE C O T T  M E DAL I S T

ISBN: 978-0-8234-3942-3

9 7 8 0 8 2 3 4 3 9 4 2 3

5 1 8 9 9

E
A

N

US: $18.99 / CAN $24.99

GERSTEIN

Printed in China

HolidayHouse.com

Holiday House Publishing, Inc.

0812  Reinforced

A hilarious,  
fast-paced  
graphic novel,  
executed by a master.

i am hermes cvr_f.indd   1 9/26/18   1:00 PM
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by Je n-Bapt s e d  Pa af eu

il u
s ra e  by Adrie ne Ba ma 

Prepare to take the long, surprising, and 
utterly magnificent journey from the  
birth of our planet to the earliest cells  
on Earth to the explosion of life and  
development that hasn’t let up for 4.6 
billion years.

Award-winning science writer Jean-Baptiste  
de Panafieu and artist Adrienne Barman 
deliver this epic tale of natural history 
with humor and scientific accuracy. Covering  
all the major geological periods as well 
as the evolution of many diverse species 
of flora and fauna, History of the World 
in Comics is a one-stop guide to Earth, 
narrated by a scientist, a storyteller, and 
their hilarious young companions.

Reinforced * 10UP 

Jen-Baptse d Paafeu is an award- 
winning science writer, documentarian, and 
professor of natural science. In France, he 
has won the Prix La Science se Livre and 
the Prix du Livre Scientifique for his writing. 
He lives in Paris, France. 
 
Adriene Bama is a graphic novelist,  
designer, and illustrator. Her popular books  
include Creaturepedia and its companion 
Plantopedia. She lives in Geneva, Switzerland.

Cover art © 2020 by Adrienne Barman

A very long time ago, somewhere  
in infinite space . . . life began.

Printed in China

HolidayHouse.com

Holiday House Publishing, Inc.

HISTORY of the W
ORLD in COMICS

Twelve-year-old Dash and his best friend, 

Lily, are spending the summer at Black Sand 

Beach, where Dash’s family has a house. 

But nothing is as it seems. The beach house 

is a shack, Dash’s weird relatives are there 

too, and the neighbors are super creepy.  

And then ghosts start calling out to Dash 

from the lighthouse . . .

RICHARD FAIRGRAY 
is a writer, artist, and colorist, best known 

for his work in comic books such as  

Blastosaurus and Ghost Ghost, and pic-

ture books such as Gorillas In Our Midst, 

My Grandpa Is a Dinosaur, and If I Had an 

Elephant. As a child he firmly believed he 

would grow up and eat all the candy he 

wanted and stay up as late as he liked. By 

drawing pictures when he wasn’t meant to 

and reading all the things people told him 

not to, he has made his dream come true.

Richard splits his time between Los Angeles 

and Surrey, British Columbia, where he is 

able to work furiously, surrounded by plas-

tic skeletons, dogs, friends, loved ones (and 

possibly the most comprehensive collection 

of Courtney Love bootlegs on the planet).

The FIRST book in  

the middle-grade  

GRAPHIC NOVEL series  
by Richard Fairgray.
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Jacket art © 2020 by Richard Fairgray
Jacket design by Sammy Yuen
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HC: 9780823436736 
TP: 9780823440146

E-Book: 9780823438105
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HC: 9780823439379
TP: 9780823444373

E-Book: 9780823441334

HC: 9780823440016
E-Book: 9780823443888

HC: 9780823440023
E-Book: 9780823448739
Available in September

Grades 2 & Up

HC: 9780823445196 
TP: 9780823445844

Grades 3–7

HC: 9780823439423 
TP: 9780823446742 

E-Book: 9780823442034

HC: 9781645950011
Available in August

HC: 9781645950172
TP: 9781645950189

Available in September

HC: 9781645950004
TP: 9781645950028

Grades 5 & Up

HC: 9780823445783
TP: 9780823445837

Available in November

TP=Paperback


