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In the classroom, books can be used as media for
transmitting knowledge, studied as objects for their
own value — as might happen in a literature lesson
— or take pupils on ajourney with their imagination.
Educators have often debated about introducing new
books into the classroom because they have different
views as to which books fulfil those three roles
well, and the debates often reveal what books are
considered culturally or politically acceptable (Carter,
2008, pp. 52-55). Most educators have shunned
graphic novels because they supposedly lack merit as
a medium for knowledge or skills transmission or are
unfit for study as artistic objects (ibid., pp. 49, 54).
But do these assumptions have any rational basis?
To see if this is the case in Singapore, a study was
conducted in Singapore to look at the effectiveness
of using graphic novels to teach descriptive writing
in English Language lessons in a neighbourhood
secondary school.
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shown that students are very interested in graphic novels (Carter,
2007, p. 50). Research conducted by Frey and Fisher (2004,
pp. 19-25) showed the effectiveness of using graphic novels
to teach low-ability ninth graders — equivalent to Secondary
Three in Singapore — English in an urban American high school.
Scholars such as Stephen Cary, Stephen D. Krashen and Jun
Liu have conducted research that demonstrated how sequential
art like graphic novels aids learners of English as a Second
Language (Carter, 2007, p. 50). Many students in Singapore can
be considered to belong to this category since they do not usually
communicate in Standard English and often use a different
language, such as Chinese, Malay or Tamil, when at home.

28 Graphic novels — also popularly known as comics — comprise
pictures and words.

“The illustrations enrich and extend the text ... readers must not
only decode the words and illustrations but must also identify
events between the visual sequences ... Graphic novels often
address the same issues that can be found in the traditional
types of literature.” (Bucher & Manning, 2004, p. 67)

Children and adults have been reading them for over a century
because they combine words and visual images to stimulate the
imagination in ways that mere words are probably unable to do.

Examinations will change in the next few years after the 2010
English syllabus has been rolled out in schools. It clearly
demands that students be taught the necessary skills for reading
multimodal texts (MOE, 2008, p. 9). These are texts that combine
words with images, moving images or sound. It is imperative that
our students develop multimodal literacy skills because these
multimodal texts are what everyone, including adults, has to deal
with on a day to day basis in every aspect of our lives in both
work and play (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 3). For example,
most of our media is delivered via the internet, television, radio,
newspapers or magazines where words always interact with
pictures or sounds to produce meaning. Unfortunately, teachers
in Singapore are not yet familiar with teaching multimodal literacy
and school literacy practices remain based on the printed word
(Kramer-Dahl, 2005, p. 233). If our students are to be expected
to become independent, critical thinkers who can analyse these

Most educators have been using books as media to assist in the
teaching of skills or content. Books such as classical novels or
textbooks have always dominated education syllabi because they
are safe choices as they have been used by many generations
of teachers and are perceived to have more direct instructional
value. The content of textbooks is similar to that which appears
in national or international high-stakes examinations. Literature
texts may be selected because educators believe that they are
precious objects that should be studied for their cultural value
or because they contain some significant moral messages.
A booklist published annually by the University of Cambridge
Local Examinations Syndicate determines the texts taught to
Secondary Three, Four and Five students in Singapore. The
literature texts are often not written by Singaporeans but by more
esteemed writers who are usually from the West. Although the
teaching profession deals with the young on a daily basis, it is

notoriously resistant to renewal. Shakespeare, for example, has
remained in many education syllabi for as long as anyone can
remember.

Literature Review

On the other hand, teachers tend not to use graphic novels
because they are seen to be less useful for teaching. Educators
perceive them as merely focusing on the supernatural and/
or horror, and they are merely “expressions of the male power
fantasy” or tasty morsels that will lure students away from reading
other supposedly more serious genres of literature (Bucher &
Manning, 2004, p. 68). Yet there are examples of graphic novels

multimodal texts instead of taking them at face value, then we
have to make the teaching of multimodal literacy explicit instead
of assuming, as we have in the past, either that students will
naturally develop multimodal literacy outside of school or that
verbal literacy is the only important literacy.

Comics are useful in the classroom for several reasons. The first
is that their multimodal nature makes them a perfect means of
teaching multimodal literacy. Comics use pictures and words
together to generate meaning. The reader cannot rely merely
on the words or the images alone to understand the storyline.
One extreme example of how a reader could make a mistake by
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Pulitzer Prize; Barbara Brown, a high school teacher in America,
used the book to teach race relations and to help students
understand the core text in their literature syllabus, William
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relying only on the words or the pictures is when the words and
pictures have divergent effects. This can create a certain kind
of irony and it is often used to great effect in political cartoons,
which incidentally, are already part of the History ‘O’ Levels
examination. Teaching graphic novels with a cross-curricular or
interdisciplinary approach can help students make connections
between their learning in multiple subjects, with English and
History being just two of the more pertinent examples (Carter,
2007, p. 51).

Many students already read comics as they are a part of popular
culture (Majid & Tan, 2007). Texts with elements of popular
culture seem less foreign to the students than the verbal texts
often used in schools and can engage the interest and intellect
of students better (Grainger, Goouch & Lambirth, 2005, p. 39).
Popular culture in and of itself need not necessarily be a bait to
lead students on to so-called legitimate works of art, though, for
there is much matter for analysis in advertisements, blockbuster
films, horror novels and, even the subject of our investigation,
graphic novels (ibid., p. 40).

Reading comics actually requires more complex cognitive skills,
since readers have to deal with the interplay of words and pictures
and attempt to construct logical transitions from one panel of a
comic to another (Schwarz, 2002, p. 263; Bucher & Manning,
2004, p. 68). In spite of this complexity, many young pupils who
have grown up reading multimodal texts like comics and webpages
might actually already possess the necessary skills to manage this
complexity whereas adults who are used to traditional verbal texts
might feel frustrated by the lack of a distinct
linear progression in a multimodal text.
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Dual-Coding Theory proposes that our brains are reliant on not
just verbal processes to produce meaning but on a complex
interplay between non-verbal and verbal faculties (Sadoski
& Paivio, 1994). Even when reading a purely verbal text that
has only words and no accompanying pictures or sounds, our
brains create mental images that aid us in imagination and
comprehension. The opposite is true when we view pictures
without words. In other words, to neglect the training of the visual
faculties of our brain with the visual images found in multimodal
texts would be to forsake an important aspect of our minds that
helps us decode texts that contain only words.

Furthermore, according to theories of multiple intelligences,
there are many pupils who learn more readily through listening,
kinesthetic action or viewing
reading verbal texts, and it is the visual learners who will benefit
substantially from the use of multimodal texts like comics (Carter,
2008, pp. 48-49). Our education system has given verbal
learners higher esteem for centuries, while the visual, aural
and kinesthetic learners have been put at a disadvantage and
scorned for their seeming incompetence and stupidity simply
because they cannot learn as readily, since schools almost

images rather than through

exclusively depend on using words to teach pupils knowledge
and skills (Jacobs, 2007, pp. 19-25).

Using multimodal texts gives pupils with different strengths a
chance to interact and test their theories against each other.
Visual learners are often resigned to their fate as slower learners
in the education system as they see their more verbally literate
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Handout given to the experiment’s Control group. Students were asked
to read an extract from Dave Chua’s novel Gone Case and answer a set of

Dave Chua.)
B

to answer a set of questions based on some extracts from the graphic-
novel adaptation of Dave Chua’s Gone Case. (Images reproduced with
permission from Dave Chua and Koh Hong Teng.)

questions based on the passage. (Passage reproduced with permission from

Handout given to the experiment’s Treatment group. Students were asked
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Rubric: How can we create vivid descriptions to create a specific mood or atmosphere (show, don't

tell)?

Was the description able to 'show’, rather than ‘tell’? Evaluate your partner's writing using this checklist.
There are a total of 12 marks. A student can score a maximum of 4 marks in each technique.

Descriptive Technique Checklist

Strong (4m)

Shows control and
skill. Many strengths
evident.

Maturing (3m)
Strengths outweigh
weaknesses.

Emerging (2m)
Isolated moments of ability.
Shortcomings dominate.

Struggling (1m)
Isolated moments of ability.
Shortcomings dominate.

Student chooses one strong sense of
mood or atmosphere and sticks to it.

Exceptionally clear;

focused on one mood.

Every sentence
contributes to the
mood.

Most sentences are

focused on onhe mood.

The mood is somewhat unclear.
Most sentences don't contribute
to the mood.

The descriptions don't focus
on creating any sense of mood.

Student uses vivid descriptive sen-
tences that appeal directly to senses
like sight, sound, taste, smell or touch.

Student always uses
descriptions that ap-
peal to all senses.

Student mostly uses
descriptions that ap-
peal to most senses.

Student only pays attention to
some senses, not all, OR the
student does not use much
description that appeals to the
senses.

The sentences simply ‘tell’
us what is there but there is
no detail that appeals to our
senses.

Student uses vivid adjectives, nouns or
verbs that are specific in their meaning

Student always uses
exceptionally precise

Student mostly uses
precise words.

Some words are precise but
most of them are general.

The words are too general and
not precise.

(e.g. 'fly' rather than 'run’, 'slouched’ words.

rather than 'sit').

Total Score:
Give Your Comments:

(o

Checklist given to help students evaluate each other's writing.

peers constantly perform well while they find the verbal texts
used for every lesson insurmountable. With multimodal texts like
comics, pupils can collaborate and pupils whose visual literacy
had constantly been ignored can now play a more active role
in class by helping their classmates. This sort of collaborative
learning, which can include elements of peer teaching, can foster
a culture of democracy in schools where pupils recognise each
other’s strengths and learn that they have to rely on each other
(Chai et al., 2011, p. 44).

Research Methodology

The research was undertaken by teachers of Yishun Secondary
School. It can be classified as an Action Research project since
the researchers are the actual practitioners on the ground who
are looking to improve the knowledge base of their professional
community. Although research conducted by academics is more
common, Action Research has a long history as a valid research
methodology in the social sciences, especially in the field of
education research. It has contributed much knowledge to both
the communities of academics as well as those of professional
practitioners (Jungck, 2001, p. 340). When conducted in the
proper manner, the findings of an Action Research project do
not merely have local relevance but can be generalised for wider
populations (Hui & Grossman, 2008, p. 4).

Twenty-three male and 13 female Secondary Two pupils from
the Express stream in Yishun Secondary School participated in

this experiment. The hypothesis was that using graphic novels
would have a greater effect on teaching pupils descriptive writing
skills in an English Language lesson compared to using only a
purely verbal text. The pupils had previously learnt the basics
of descriptive writing earlier in the year that the research was
conducted but not the more advanced descriptive skills that
this lesson covered. A pre-test was first conducted in which the
students had to write a brief response to the question, “Write a
description of your neighbourhood to convey a particular mood.”
This was chosen as it eliminated the possibility of assessment
bias since it made no assumptions about prior knowledge and no
student would be at a disadvantage (Witte, 2011, p. 108).

This pre-test was marked using a 12-mark rubric with distinct
numerical grades for each fulfilment of the desired skills of
descriptive writing. Rubrics contain criteria and performance
scales that help pupils or assessors define the important
components of a performance or product. Analytic rubrics divide
the criteria into separate scoring sections, whereas holistic
rubrics combine the criteria to give a general grade (Witte, 2011,
p. 151). In this case, an analytic rubric was used since both the
pupil as well as the assessor had to be absolutely sure which
particular descriptive skills were areas of weakness or strength.
The rubric was designed based on those for creative writing
(Witte, 2011, p. 193; Hanson, 2009, p. 106).

To satisfy the conditions for a true experimental design, we had
to assign the pupils randomly to one Control and one Treatment




group, and to make the groups as equivalent as possible.
Stratified random sampling of the students was conducted,
dividing them into the two groups using their pre-test scores
so groups would have an identical mix of students with similar
scores (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p. 100). Therefore, it can be
assumed that the samples of both groups were mechanically
matched and thus equal in their proficiency in descriptive writing
(ibid., p. 236).

Between the pre-test and the day of the lesson which included
the post-test -— which was conducted a week after the pre-test -—
the pupils were not taught descriptive writing so as to reduce the
risk of maturation of the pupils’ writing abilities. On the day of the
intervention, the pupils were divided into their groups, with the
Control group being taught texts from Dave Chua’s novel Gone
Case (Chua, 2002) which received the Singapore Literature Prize
Commendation Award in 1996 (Lee, 2006). The Treatment group
was taught with a graphic-novel adaptation of Gone Case, also
written by Dave Chua and illustrated by Koh Hong Teng (Chua &
Koh, 2010). These texts were chosen because they were closely
related in terms of subject matter, namely life in Housing and
Development Board neighbourhoods, which incidentally were
where most of the pupils lived. The local setting did not demand
the knowledge of foreign slang and it engaged the interest of the
students who did not have many encounters with Singaporean
literature.

Immediately after the lesson, pupils in both groups were given
a post-test where they wrote brief descriptive responses to the
same question given in the pre-test. They were assessed with
the same rubric. A survey was conducted after the post-test to
find out what the pupils thought about the lesson.

Data Analysis

Quantitative Analysis of Pre-test
and Post-test Results

Pre-
test

Using the conventional p-value of
Mean

p=<0.05, a paired t-test comparing the
pre-test and post-test scores of the
Treatment group shows a statistically
significant gain (p=0.002). However,
a paired t-test comparing the pre-
test and post-test scores of the
Control group shows no statistically
significant gain (p=0.348) (Table 1).
The results of this independent
t-test show that the mean for the
improvement of the Control group
was 0.118, while the mean for that
of the Treatment group was 0.737.
Considering that the highest possible
score is only 12 marks, the difference
of 0.619 or 5.16% is relatively large
(Table 2).

The hypothesis predicts that the Treatment group would show
a greater improvement and that is why we analysed the scores
using a one-tailed p-value. Although some would argue that the p
score of 0.053 is slightly above the conventionally desired 0.05,
it is close enough that we can reject the null hypothesis, which
is that graphic novels would have no larger effect on teaching
descriptive writing compared to verbal texts. To not reject the null
hypothesis in a case like this would be to commit a Type Il error,
which is to fail to reject a null hypothesis that is false, since “there
is nothing sacred about the customary .05 significance level”
(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p. 231). The 0.053 significance level is
largely due to the small sample size and a larger sample size is
expected to yield a significance level below 0.05. As our results
can be considered statistically significant, we can not only accept
the hypothesis that using graphic novels had indeed helped in
teaching the pupils in the experiment descriptive writing skills
more than using only normal verbal texts but also generalise
these results to infer that using graphic novels can help students
learn descriptive writing better than using verbal texts.

Qualitative Analysis of Survey Responses

The responses to the survey were summarised and analysed
(Table 3).

The survey shows that while students in both groups found
the verbal text and the multimodal text from the graphic novel
interesting, a larger proportion of students within the Treatment
group, which used the graphic novel, agreed that the lesson
helped them achieve the learning objectives of improving their

Table 1. Paired T-Test Results Comparing Pre-test and Post-test Scores

Post-
test
Mean

Number of Standard
Observations | Deviation
(Number of

Pupils)

Standard
Error Mean

P (One
tail)

5.176 5.294 1.219 0.296 0.348
5.053 5.789 0.991 0.227 2

Table 2. Independent Sample Test Results on Improvement Scores

Mean
of
Improve-
ment
Scores
] A Gl I

Standard | Standard
Deviation | Error Mean

Number of
Observations
(Number of
Pupils)

0.991 -1.660 0.053

31




descriptive writing (Questions 5, 6 and 7). The responses
included, “Through pictures, | can learn better”, “I like the
‘Singapore flavour’ in the comics” and “It helped me to use
imagination to include inside the novel. | now can make my
novel more interesting and real”. While the survey sample is

small and we cannot easily make generalisations on larger
populations based on this data, we believe that it can be used
to give some indication that the use of graphic novels engaged
the imagination of pupils in the Treatment group and helped
them improve between the pre-test and post-test more than the
Control group did.

Limitations

There were a few limitations to the experiment. Only one class
of pupils was available for the experiment. The sample size of
36 pupils fits the class size for most Singaporean classrooms
but to generalise with this small group size is an issue. The
research had to be conducted within the school’s existing
schedule and so a few days after the pre-test, the groups were
separated and taught by different teachers — each with two
years of teaching experience — in two separate classrooms at
the same time. Two pupils from the Control group were absent
on the day of the post-test. The survey had to be conducted
a few days after the post-test due to schedule constraints.
In addition, the results collected for the Treatment group

Table 3. Summary of Survey Responses

contained one additional response because this pupil did not
report that he had been absent during the lesson and post-
test, and the anonymous nature of the survey prevented the
researchers from identifying and removing his response from
the consolidated responses.

Conclusion

The findings suggest that graphic novels can be a useful tool to
aid learning in the Singaporean classroom. There are significant
pedagogical implications. Multimodal texts like graphic novels
should not replace traditional verbal texts completely, but they
can be used as complements to traditional texts in education
(Carter, 2007, p. 51). Considering that students need to develop
literacies in reading multimodal texts, educators who wish to
meet this need by using graphic novels need to know how to
read graphic novels critically and learn how to choose the right
resources that readers will appreciate and that will achieve
learning objectives (Bucher & Manning, 2004, p. 68). Schools
cannot assume that educators will be able to achieve this without
training and the provision of resources in the school like a library
of graphic novels.

There are implications outside of the classroom as well. Educators
and public libraries have a symbiotic relationship and if public
libraries stocked more graphic novels, pupils and educators

Question Strongly | Strongly Agree Agree Neutral | Neutral Disagree | Disagree
Agree Agree (Control) | (Treatment) | (Control) | (Treatment) | (Control) | (Treatment)
(Control) | (Treatment)

The lesson materials...

1 ...helped me use my 4 (23%) | 11 (55%) 10 (59%) | 7 (35%) 3(18%) |1 (5%) 0 0

imagination to form a mental

image of the story

2 ...were interesting 3 (18%) | 6 (30%) 9 (53%) |14 (70%) 5(29%) |0 0 0

3 ...made me want to read 3 (18%) | 8 (40%) 5(29%) |7 (35%) 5(29%) |3 (15%) 1(6%) 1 (5%)

more comics/ graphic novels

4 ...made me want to read 2 (12%) |6 (30%) 4 (24%) |4 (20%) 10 (59%) | 5 (25%) 1 (6%) 1 (5%)

more novels

After this lesson, | am better

able to...

5 ...use a strong sense of 2 (12%) |7 (35%) 10 (59%) | 9 (45%) 5(29%) |3 (15%) 0 1 (5%)

mood in descriptive writing

6 ...use all my senses (sight, 3(18%) |7 (35%) 11 11 (55%) 3(18%) |1 (5%) 0 1 (5%)

sound, taste, smell, touch) in (65%)

descriptive writing

7 ...use vivid descriptive words | 2 (12%) | 7 (35%) 12 (70%) | 12 (60%) 3(18%) |1 (5%) 0] (0]

with specific meanings in

descriptive writing
2 (12%) |7 (35%) 6 (35%) |4 (20%) 8 (47%) |5 (25%) 0 1 (5%)

Total respondents: 17 (Control group), 20 (Treatment group). Percentages are rounded to the nearest unit.




Strongly | Strongly
Disagree | Disagree
(Control)

would have better access to them and be able to read them for
pleasure or use them in the classroom. The lack of access to
graphic novels, which tend to be relatively more expensive than
verbal texts, is one difficulty that educators face when trying to
include graphic novels in a curriculum. Schools and libraries can
also convince parents of the educational value of graphic novels
and reassure them that these can help their children cultivate
good reading habits as well as multimodal literacies.

We often distrust the products of popular culture such as comics
that children seek voluntarily and enjoy outside of the curriculum
(these also include film and animation). These traditional
assumptions about how certain genres or text types are useless
for education must be reassessed. The research literature has
shown that the graphic novel can be an effective medium for
teaching knowledge and skills as well as a literary object for
in-depth study. The research project at a Singapore school
appears to confirm these findings. Part of the graphic novel’s
effectiveness arises from its potential for engaging the interest
and imagination of the reader. With the right lesson design, any
text that can bring the reader on a journey can be used. If we
ignore the descriptive and narrative power of graphic novels and
continue to teach pupils the way our generation and theirs have
always been taught (i.e. with texts showing nothing but words),
then it should be no surprise if they grow up unable to effectively
decipher neither pictures nor even words.

Non-
response
(Treatment)

Non-
response

(Treatment) | (Control)
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