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ABSTRACT!!!
! Traditionally, the Holocaust has been taught to middle school students 

using a novel like Anne Frank: The Diary of Young Girl. However, with the recent 

adoption of the Common Core Standards many teachers must incorporate new 

ways of teaching content, including the use of graphic novels. This study 

examined how two teachers, an English teacher and reading teacher, worked 

collaboratively to create and implement a Holocaust unit that asked students to 

use comics to demonstrate their learning. While the premise of the study was to 

examine how teachers with no prior experience incorporated graphic novels into 

their classrooms, the study became something altogether different. I discuss how 

the teachers relied on me to teach students how to draw figures and explain the 

conventions of comics with the final goal of creating a research-based comic 

examining some element from the Holocaust. During this study I was present in 

the classroom four full days a week. Data collection methods included participant 

observation, interviews with staff and students and document collection and 

analysis. !

! Findings could be categorized three ways and include resistance, gender 

stereotyping and the accuracy and authenticity of student-created comic 

narratives. Resistance occurred from both teachers and students. The English 

and reading teachers resisted use of the term “comic” because they considered it 

not serious enough for a discussion of the Holocaust. The art teacher resisted 

participation because he felt that comics were a lower form of art that had no 

place in education. Student resistance came in the form of a young man who, for 
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example, did not believe that the school should be dedicating nine weeks to 

studying the Holocaust. A second significant finding focused on gendered 

stereotypes and how assumptions about gender were made visible through 

students’ comments and perceptions of drawing. Interesting gender differences 

also existed in the ways students drew their final projects with male students’ 

comics exhibiting depersonalization. Information was shared in an almost bullet-

point manner whereas female students spent more time developing characters 

and exploring emotions. The final area of focus was on the ways in which 

accuracy and authenticity of narratives were brought into question through failure 

to emphasize citation of sources and inclusion of bibliographies as part of the 

students' research project, thus devaluing the factual value of their comic 

Holocaust narratives. !

! !
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Introduction!
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!
! The Holocaust. An emotionally heavy topic that is difficult enough for 

adults comprehend let alone middle schoolers. What happens when an English 

and reader teacher, working collaboratively, decide to add a new twist to an 

otherwise traditional unit? At Oak Grove Middle School the Holocaust unit has 

been traditionally taught using Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl (1993) in 

conjunction with supplemental materials like documentaries and other small 

readings. Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer, the English and reading teachers, chose 

to adopt comics as a teaching tool for the Holocaust because of the recent 

adoption of the Common Core Standards. What happens when teachers step 

outside their comfort zone to change the way they deliver instruction to their 

students? This study will examine the outcomes of a nine-week unit during which 

teachers used comics to deliver instruction about the Holocaust to their middle 

school students.!
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! !

! Early on in my graduate work I engaged in a thorough exploration of the 

literature on comics. What I couldn’t help but wonder was why work on comics 

never appeared in comic format. To address this gap I developed a methodology 

I call visual sequential narratives. In Chapter 2 I provide a rationale for 
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developing and selecting VSN’s, highlight my sources of data and explain the 

process used for analysis. !

! In Chapters 3-5 I explore three themes that were revealed during my 

analysis of the data. Chapter 3 examines how resistance was manifested 

throughout the Holocaust unit. Resistance came in several forms. For the English 

and reading teachers, the resistance was to the terminology associated with 

comics while for the art teacher, resistance was evident in his unwillingness to 

collaborate during the unit because he didn’t view comics as a valued form of art.  

Resistance was observed in work with students as well. One particular student 

resisted everything associated with the Holocaust while another student resisted 

traditional storytelling by introducing an openly gay character in a narrative. !

! In Chapter 4 I discuss gendered stereotypes. During the unit there were 

several examples oh how students communicated their gender roles through 

their comics and perceptions of drawing. Interesting gender differences also 

existed in the ways students drew their final projects. Male students’ comics, as a 

whole tended to exhibit depersonalization. Information was shared in an almost 

bullet-point manner whereas female students spent more time developing 

characters and exploring emotions. !

! In chapter 5 I take up the important topic of accuracy and authenticity of 

student-created visual narratives. While in previous years, teachers spent a great 

deal of time explaining the students the need for crediting sources and building a 

thorough bibliography, this year teachers deemphasized the value of citations 

and bibliographies. The teachers almost seemed to feel as though, because the 
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research was appearing in graphic format, that the ability to fact-check student 

work was less important. I explore what implications this had for the accuracy of 

students’ work. !

!
! ! !!!!!! !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Chapter 2!
Research Methods!
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! I realize that developing a new method for research can be risky, but I felt 

it was a necessary risk. As an artist, writing research using only words, was not 

allowing me to being completely true to who I am. So, when I came across the 

idea of arts-based research my curiosity was piqued. Graeme Sullivan (2010) 

tells us “Arts-based educational inquiry therefore describes and interprets 

phenomena whereby seeing and sensing is the basis for compiling thematic 

patterns of evidence from which meaning is made vivid” (p. 56). This made a lot 

of sense to me, I could take my love of comics and merge it with my research to 

describe and interpret what I encountered in the field. Bart Beaty (2012) argues 

“The culture of postmodernism has, in fact, created the possibility of 

conceptualizing comics as a site for serious artistic creation” (p. 13).For the last 

seventy-plus years since the first article analyzing comics was released, papers 

have been written in a traditional essay format and I didn’t want my research to 

be just like everyone else’s, which is why I believe that Beaty is on to something. 

Comics are indeed a site for serious artistic creation and the reason why I am 
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proposing to “write” scholarly papers in comic format, or at least a hybrid 

between the traditional and comic.!

! Visual sequential narratives are narratives created using the sequential art 

format to interpret and convey what has been learned through research while 

maintaining the rigor required of scholarly writing. However, visual sequential 

narratives are deeper than that. Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly (2000) 

suggest “Experience happens narratively. Narrative inquiry is a form of narrative 

experience. Therefore, educational experience should be studied narratively” (p. 

19). Their description of how experience happens was how I began to envision 

visual sequential narratives working in research. Visual sequential narratives also 

rely on the use of what Clifford Geertz (1973)refers to as “thick description”. The 

author of VSN’s needs to be diligent and take copious amounts of notes, 

focusing on the environment, sounds, facial expression, etc. To make vivid the 

events being described and interpreted it is essential to have as many details as 

possible as narrative experiences unfold. Melissa Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) 

cautions “narrative storytelling cast the researcher as a raconteur, who - if 

necessary - created facts to fill the holes in the story” (p. 6). I knew this would 

inevitably happen because it isn’t always possible to capture every detail in a 

research setting and it may become necessary to resort to the imagination. Tom 

Barone (2001) writes “I would sometimes fill in holes in interviewees’ responses, 

pulling from my own imagination small descriptive details needed for composing 

a vivid story. In doing so, I remained faithful to the theme desired by the 

interviewees” (p. 169). The important part of Barone’s statement being remaining 
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faithful to the theme. Within visual sequential narratives it is possible to pull from 

the imagination to fill in gaps, but to get a point across sometimes it became 

necessary to exaggerate facial expressions or body language. Lydia Kokkola 

(2003) says “Literature, for [Art] Spiegelman at least, is a serious artistic form that 

may indulge in artistic license, but has the capacity to portray types of truths” (p. 

123). This is not to say those actions did not happen rather they were 

exaggerated in a way to draw emphasis to the theme which is being interpreted 

while still retaining the truth. !

! Another reason I wanted to use visual sequential narratives as a research  

method was to make the research accessible beyond higher education. Barone 

(2008) writes “I am imagining research projects that reach out to an audience 

that transcends one consisting of only colleagues and those alternative readers 

and viewers” (p. 35). As much as I want my research to be viewed by colleagues 

and peers, I would find much pleasure in knowing that educators and lay people 

are able to apply my findings to their own situations. Cahnmann-Taylor (2008) 

further explains:!

!
The use of accessible, vernacular and aesthetic language and 

image, helps to explicitly reach out to larger, more diverse 

audiences and to engage in what Barone calls “truly dialogical 

conversation[s] about educational possibilities.” (p. 9)!

!
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! I want this paper to go beyond the university which is why in both the text 

and sequential art portions I am choosing to avoid as much jargon as possible. 

My hope is that if the work easily understood then perhaps there will be more 

opportunities for discussion and learning.!

!
My Work!

! The work for this research study came about quite unexpectedly and has 

been a blessing to my academic career. It was the summer of 2012 and I was 

about to enter my final semester of coursework and knew that I should have had 

a more concrete grasp on what I wanted to do for my research. I wanted to 

explore comics in education at a deeper level, but up until this point I had no site 

located or potential projects identified. My wife had recently finished her research 

at Oak Grove Middle School and was doing some consulting work with the 

faculty over the summer which led me to an amazing experience.!
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!
!

!

! Admittedly, I was not too excited at first. I was not present at the meeting 

to participate in the discussion of what the teachers were looking for. I truly 

wondered what I had gotten into after catching only bits and pieces through text 

messaging. However, the prospect of working in a middle school again and with 

comics overrode any apprehension that I had. Oak Grove Middle School was 
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located in the town of Centennial and had 420 students enrolled at the time of the 

study. As I progress with this work, note that the name of the school, and names 

of all the  participants are pseudonyms to uphold anonymity.!

! Access to the school site was quite easy for two reasons. First, I had a 

personal connection to the school. And second, I had a familial relationship with a 

faculty member who was still employed by the district. !

! When I was younger I attended Oak Grove Middle School, which housed 

the fifth through eighth grade, and therefore knew many of the teachers still 

working in the building. Additionally, an extended family member has been 

employed in Centennial School District for 26 years with the last 14 in an 

administrative role. During that time he has fostered many strong friendships with 

several of the administrators. Not to mention, many of the staff members from the 

Centennial School District attended my wedding and have been following my 

wife’s and my journey through graduate school. These relationships have 

afforded some luxuries such as being able to enter the school and visit past 

teachers or meander through the halls looking for a relative if he is not in his 

office. Once the study was under way and when meeting people for the first time 

I was often introduced according to my family relationship. In some cases this 

was seen as a positive and gave me more credibility, but at other times I was 

viewed as someone who would “report back” to that relative. These feelings of 

trust and misgivings were largely based upon the relationships that my relative 

had developed over the years in his position. He can be quite rigid in his 

demeanor and does not appreciate “slacking off on the job”, and while that would 
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be considered an asset in his position some staff members interpreted this as 

brusque.!

! Soon after I had agreed to work with the English and reading teacher, I 

was talking with my relative about the Holocaust unit using comics and how I 

would need to set up and appointment with the superintendent, Mr. Jones. Our 

conversation just happened to be occurring outside the doors to the district office, 

which was located within the middle school, when Mr. Jones came out of the 

office. We exchanged pleasantries and he asked about my family and graduate 

school. Without warning, my relative mentioned to Mr. Jones about the project 

that the English teacher, Mrs. Callahan, and the reading teacher, Mrs. Boxer 

wanted to work with me on. He responded quickly with a “Great, just send me an 

email with some details,” and like that I was in. !

! After gaining access to the site with little in the way of problems, I made 

further contacts with faculty in the school. As requested, I emailed the 

superintendent and outlined the project that I would be undertaking in greater 

detail than our initial brief conversation allowed for. I then emailed the curriculum 

director, Ms. Floor, notifying her of my proposal and that I had received 

permission from the superintendent. She proceeded to inform the middle school 

principal, Mr. Redd, about my research agenda and the length of time I would be 

in the school. Going through the leadership hierarchy for permission took from 

June until August when I was finally able to get contact again with Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer about setting up a time to discuss my role in the classroom. 

Unfortunately, both teachers said that they were too busy setting up their 
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classroom and planning the start of their school year to discuss a unit that would 

be taking place half way through the year. It was decided that I would meet with 

Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer during the second week of January. This would 

give us two weeks of planning time prior to the start of the third quarter when the 

Holocaust unit was scheduled to begin.!

! By the first meeting, taking place in January, 2013, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. 

Boxer knew that I would be in and out of the English and reading classrooms. 

Though they knew I was coming, they chose not to attend the planning session. 

It was decided beforehand that the Holocaust unit would only be discussed in the 

English and reading classrooms and not include science and social studies. The 

middle school librarian, Mr. Fields, attended the meeting to assist with procuring 

comics for the upcoming unit. Until this first meeting took place, I was unaware 

that Mrs. Callahan would be having a student teacher for the ten weeks that the 

Holocaust unit would be taught and she was also present at the meeting. The 

student teacher, Ms. Godric, was in the student teaching phase of her elementary 

education degree from the local university. The first order of business was 

introductions beginning with Ms. Godric who mentioned she had little to no 

experience with comics previously. Despite the lack of knowledge, it was clearly 

communicated to Ms. Godric that she was to of be involved in all facets of the 

classroom and planning throughout the length of the unit. When I introduced 

myself I briefly stated the purpose of my study, and stressed my desire to be 

more than a passive observer. I offered my knowledge and skills as a resource to 

support the teachers or the work that the students would be involved in. The 
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attendees of the meeting were excited because I brought years of experience in 

reading, writing, and researching comics and more recently conducting research 

through the comic medium. Furthermore, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were 

eager to gain valuable insights into infusing art into content areas such as 

English and reading. Unexpectedly, I was deemed the resident expert, by Mrs. 

Boxer, to whom all questions regarding art and comics would be referred to. Little 

did I know that one comment would shift my role in the study for the next several 

months.!

! The initial meeting also provided me with a space to address how I should 

introduce myself to students. Ms. Floor and Mr. Jones, the curriculum director 

and the superintendent respectively, did not feel a need for me to be introduced 

to the school as a whole for several reasons. 1) I was already a familiar face 

within the building and had an excellent rapport with the teachers. 2) My research 

was going to be largely confined to two classrooms in the eighth grade section of 

the middle school. It was therefore decided that at the start of the third quarter, 

the beginning of the Holocaust unit, I would introduce myself to the eighth 

graders in their English class over the course of five 44 minute periods so I could 

speak to all 107 students. There was not a specific reason for doing this in Mrs. 

Callahan’s classroom other than she offered her room as my “base of 

operations”. The room was large enough to accommodate a large class as well 

as provide a space where I could write notes, conduct observations and 

eventually prep for teaching. Mrs. Callahan’s English room was only one 

classroom away from Mrs. Boxer’s reading classroom allowing for easy 
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movement between the two classrooms. As a group we further discussed options 

for moving between classrooms. This was an important conversation because 

the Holocaust unit the teachers were about to embark on was to be a 

collaborative effort and with many activities going on, it was important for me, and 

the teachers, to know where I was going to be and when.!

! The introductions to the students were brief. I explained my study in terms 

that were appropriate for eighth graders and then I allowed the students to ask 

me any questions that they might have concerning my presence in their 

classroom. Having gleaned some insights into middle schoolers’ minds from 

years of teaching that age group, I was not surprised when the questions were 

geared towards my wife (who most knew from her research study the previous 

year), my kids, and why I would want to come back to the school I had attended. 

After the students had exhausted their questions I proceeded to explain the 

student consent form in detail and the parental consent form. With the students 

having not yet begun the Holocaust unit, I did not feel I could wait a long period 

of time to identify students who would be interested in joining the study because 

the unit was only ten weeks long and taking place mid-year. After much internal 

debate I concluded this situation would be better suited in casting a wide net for 

participants and narrowing the focus down to a few as the unit progressed. This 

strategy took pressure off me to look for specific themes and allowed for the 

study to unfold more naturally. Therefore when I addressed the students about 

participation I was extending the invitation to everyone to participate in some 

fashion. During this portion of my talk I again highlighted the purpose of the study 
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as well as explained what the expectations would be of the students in the study. 

I handed each student a student consent form and a parental consent form to 

take home and consider participation emphasizing that this study was voluntary 

in nature and would in no way have an impact upon their grade or relationship 

with myself or their teachers. Knowing that a lengthy deadline for returning the 

consent forms would lead to many not being returned, I set the deadline to be the 

end of the current week if they were interested in participating. Approximately 

mid-week I was asked by Mrs. Boxer how many of the 107 students had returned 

the student and parent consent forms. At this point I had only received several of 

the consent forms. She nodded her head and addressed the students about the 

consent forms. Mrs. Boxer made it clear that this was a class project and by 

participating in the research study they would be demonstrating the knowledge 

acquired throughout the unit. By the following week I had 107 signed consent 

forms from students and parents. Only two students refused to sign the consent 

form and three students requested to be removed from the study once the unit 

was unit was underway. In the end I was able to use student participation in 

various degrees while narrowing down to a select few over the course of the ten 

week unit.!

!
!
!
!
!
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Data Collection!

! To truly understand the classrooms I would be immersed in, I collected 

data from a variety of sources in a method commonly known as triangulation. 

Denzin (1978) argues the importance of utilizing multiple methods:!

!
Because each method reveals different aspects of empirical reality, 

multiple methods of observations must be employed. This is termed 

triangulation. I now offer as a final methodological rule the principle 

that multiple methods should be used in every investigation. (p. 28) !

!
I completely agree with the aforementioned statement. In my situation I did not 

believe I would get reliable results by focusing only on the students’ end product 

or what I observed which is why it was vital for me to have multiple data sources.!

! One method of data collection was interviews. The interviews with 

students, teachers and community member gave the participants in my study an 

opportunity to share stories and their own understandings related to the nature 

comics and the Holocaust in a semi-structured manner that yielded extremely 

rich information. On the importance of interviews, Patton (2002) says:!

!
We cannot observe behaviors that took place at some previous 

point in time. We cannot observe situations that preclude the 

presence of an observer. We cannot observe how people have 

organized the world and the meanings they attach to what goes on 
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in the world…the purpose of interviewing, then, is to allow us to 

enter into the other person’s perspective. (p. 341)!

!
! I found this to be true in that while I was able to acquire many unique 

events in my observations I was often left wondering why a student did their 

project a certain way or why one of the teachers felt so apprehensive about 

teaching the comic portion of the unit. For example, Mrs. Callahan shared:!

!
“I think another success, and I don’t know if it’s for the kids or me, is 

knowing that this is an option, another project-type option. It might 

not be something that everybody chooses, but by requiring all the 

kids to do it we found out that they could.”!

!
! In planning the interviews I had anticipated that the interviews with the 

teachers and community member would last an hour. I came to the interviews 

with a list of grounding questions and potential follow-up questions. I offered to 

make the interview questions available, but both the teachers and the 

community member declined instead preferring to speak in the moment. In 

each adult interview the allotted time was exceeded with several of the 

interviews breaking the two hour mark. !

! I began the interviews with the teachers and community member in the 

same way. I asked them to sign the consent form, if they had not already done 

so, and then asked permission to record the session. I asked questions, the 
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teacher or community member responded, and the session ended. While the 

sessions were engaging and insightful, the interviews remained focused and I 

felt that the teachers and community member took the process seriously and 

regarded this study as valuable. The interviews with the teachers and 

community members took place shortly after the school year had ended, 

approximately ten weeks after the completion of the Holocaust unit. I 

attempted to schedule the interviews sooner, but the teachers and community 

member could not fit the time into their schedule.!

! The interviews I conducted with students looked slightly different from 

those I completed with their teachers. Similar to the teacher interviews, I 

double-checked to make sure that the student and parent consent forms had 

been signed. When seeking permission from the student and the parent I also 

sought permission to record the interview as well. The formal interviews were 

conducted after the completion of the Holocaust unit and were held in a 

conference room located in the library. This gave the students the opportunity 

to speak freely, without fear of being overheard and repercussions from their 

answers. The formal interview was not the only instance where I engaged in 

conversation with the participants. Constantly, throughout the ten week unit, I 

was conducting mini-informal interviews as I worked with the students in their 

classroom. Some conversations were mundane and strayed off topic, while 

other times the conversation was laser focused on the topic at hand. For 

example, one boy and I were conversing about the Volkswagen Beetle and I 

mentioned how I would like to have a late model bug to fix up. This boy, 
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unknowingly to me at the time, was a fanatic about cars. He knew more history 

about cars than I could ever dream of and shared that Hitler was responsible 

for the creation of Volkswagen as a way to help fund Nazi Germany’s war 

efforts. Even the name Volkswagen means “people’s car”. Conversations like 

this would have been missed had I been sitting idly in the corner of the room.!

! Another form of data that I relied on for this study was the collection and 

analysis of documents that included student work, emails and teacher 

produced documents. In the case of emails related to students or the unit 

these were forwarded on to me by either Mrs. Callahan or Mrs. Boxer.!

! Documentation in the form of student and teacher created artifacts also 

became sources of data for my study. While in the classroom, I asked for 

copies of the handouts, PowerPoints, rubrics, etc. I found this helpful because 

I was able to have a firm grasp on what the students were doing, enabling me 

to participate further. I was also able to critically examine how the teachers 

were thinking about the scope and sequence of comics in the context of the 

Holocaust unit and gauge their understanding. Student work was also 

desirable. It was in the English and reading classrooms where the students 

were drawing storyboards, researching, writing reflections and crafting their 

final comic that became a major source of data. It was the culminating project, 

the students’ research based comic that was a trove of information. Examples 

of student work will be shared in subsequent chapters.!

! Interviews and documentation are vitally important to the data collection 

process, but I believe there was much to be learned through observation. 
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Observation allowed me to see the actions of students and teachers and if 

those actions matched their perceptions, which were shared during the 

interview process. In a later section I will unpack my shifting role in these two 

classrooms, but I believe it is necessary to define what participant observer 

means to me in this situation. !

! Participant observation is not sitting idly in the corner of the room, 

notebook in hand and refraining from engaging with students. I believe in 

being active, teaching and learning with the participants. Circumstances from 

time to time dictated higher or lower levels of engagement. As an example, if a 

speaker was talking to the students I relied on acquiring my information 

passively in visual manner. At all times I carried a black composition notebook, 

my laptop or iPad. Depending on the setting one medium worked better than 

the other. When in the classroom and walking around the room assisting 

students it was much easier to make quick notes in my composition notebook 

than with a laptop. However, the laptop became crucial when sitting down with 

students and I was recording a conversation because I was able to make 

notes to go along with time stamps in the app. Over the course of the ten 

weeks and diligence working with the in-process memos, I was able to begin 

recognizing themes rising from the collection of field notes which would shape 

the dissertation.!

!
!
!
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Analysis!

! The data that I gathered in my research study came in several waves. 

During the first two weeks I accumulated many handouts, PowerPoints and 

samples of student work from previous units. The collection of data tapered off 

during the middle portion of the study. It was at this point the data sources I relied 

on were my observations and the many informal conversations I had with the 

students and the teachers. !

! With the data ever growing, it was imperative that I keep my research 

questions at the forefront my mind. What are the challenges that educators might 

encounter in teaching an arts-based integrated unit using comics? Where does 

an educator go for quality resources on teaching with comics? What are student 

opinions on using comics in their education? Those key questions aided me in 

my study and focused my attention as the stacks of accumulated data swallowed 

up my portion of the bedroom I share with my wife.!

!
According to Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995): !

!
Jottings capture bits of talk and action from which the fieldworker 

can begin to sketch social scenes, recurring incidents, local 

expressions and terms, members’ distinctions and accounts, 

dialogue among those present, and his own conversations. (p. 31)!

!
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! Using strategies borrowed from ethnography, my notebook became 

littered with countless words, phrases and descriptors to help my recall of the 

situations I found myself in. In this fashion I was able to get words on the page 

quickly, yet still retain the significance of the conversation or event. After the 

last class period each day I would take my jottings and write a short 

description of what happened over the course of the day. Later in the evening I 

would expand upon that summary and begin to include more details, 

descriptions of what occurred, the conversations I had with students and those 

I overheard. In this way, as Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995) contend, “Writing 

field notes immediately after leaving the setting produces fresher, more 

detailed recollections that harness…involvement with and excitement about 

the day’s events” (p. 40). It was after finishing the field notes that I would go 

back and add my commentary and interpretations in the margins. Employing 

the memoing technique while engaged with the daily research prevented me 

from forgetting any ideas, questions or interpretations when writing up the 

longer and more detailed field notes.!

! About two weeks into my study I had a growing collection of field notes 

that I would revisit every couple days. During these readings I prescribed 

some initial codes to what I was seeing. I was looking for patterns in what I 

saw in the study or what other scholars have presented. A few of the key code 

words I included were violence, authenticity, commitment, marginalization and 

resistance. !
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! I noticed an evolution in my writing as the study progressed. I became 

more aware of acquiring information that would either support or dismiss 

developing theories. I used the field notes to write questions to ask students in 

class and also the formal interview questions when the unit was complete. If 

there was something I was curious about, I would ask the students, teachers 

or community member and ask them to share their explanation.!

! Going into the study my sole focus was on the planning and 

implementation of a Holocaust and comics unit, but other issues such as race, 

gender and class became apparent as the weeks passed. Emerson, Fretz and 

Shaw (1995) write, “[pay] close attention to any occasion which people 

explicitly talk about and/or act toward each other on the basis of race, gender 

and/or class” (p. 135). Over time my codes became more refined and some 

did not reveal themselves until after the study was complete, such as gender. 

For example, when analyzing the completed student comics I noticed a 

difference between how the boys told their Holocaust stories as compared to 

the girls. Noticing how the stories were told differently was important to the 

analysis process because it showed how gender stereotyping was integrated 

into the students work.  !

!
Generalizability!

! In the image below the reader is shown a page with multiple panels in 

which animals are generalized to a larger population. Art Spiegelman (1986) 
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drew upon an animal metaphor where mice represented the Jewish people and 

cats the Germans/Nazis in his Pulitzer Prize winning graphic novel Maus. !

! A wide assortment of generalizations could be made from these panels. 

For example, at first glance we could generalize since all Germans are drawn as 

cats, Spiegelman must be saying that all Germans were Nazis. This is 

preposterous thinking of course. Research into the Holocaust reveals a large 

number of German citizens did not participate in the Nazi atrocities. As of this 

writing, I have not come across any articles or interviews of Spiegelman 

suggesting as much. So, why then did Spiegelman generalize? He could have 

taken a more realistic approach thereby eliminating the need for drawing animals 

such as mice and cats. This would, however, eliminated the carefully crafted 

metaphor he was exploring, the metaphor being the food chain. In the food chain !

metaphor cats devour the mice and the dogs (Americans) chase the cats 

(Spiegelman, 2011), the natural order of reality. There are a couple of reasons 

why Spiegelman might have generalized. First, the technique of generalizing and 

stereotyping is often used in comics to keep the readers’ attention, minimizing 

confusion so that they will not have to keep flipping between pages to identify 

characters. Secondly, stereotyping characters is often done to engage the 

audience. In his seminal work, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott 

McCloud (1993) states “When you look at a photo or realistic drawing of a face, 

you see it as the face of another. But when you enter the world of the cartoon, 

you see yourself” (p. 36). Perhaps this is another reason why Spiegelman used !

!

�31



Fig. 2.1 - Maus!

the metaphor of simply drawn animals, for the reader to interject themselves into 

the text and become emotionally entwined with the narrative. !

! Even though the images in Maus rely on generalizations, Spiegelman 

stayed true to the narrative as best as he could. He conducted thorough 

interviews with Vladek, his father, meticulously writing notes and transcribing 

those interviews. Spiegelman travelled to Poland, France, and Germany 

researching the archives of World War II history. At Dachau and Auschwitz, he 

recorded observations through sketches seeking the the essence of what 

transpired. Spiegelman chose to look into the past to understand past 

experiences. The experiences of his father and mother during the Holocaust, 
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even his own relationships with his mother and father. Whether intentional or not, 

Spiegelman used what Elliot Eisner (1998) calls retrospective generalization.!

! Retrospective generalizations ask the researcher to examine past 

experience in order to formulate a generalization which can teach a lesson 

(Eisner, 1998). The process of developing a generalization in my study, according 

to Eisner, would be to critically examine every detail collected through 

observation or interview and carefully scrutinize all documents collected in the 

anticipation I will be able to develop a generalization that can be applied in future 

settings. Graeme Sullivan (2010) further elaborates:!

!
 Although generalizability is a key feature of most quantitative 

studies where results are inferred from the specific to the general, it 

is important to acknowledge that research findings grounded in 

observations of real-world action, events and artifacts rely on the 

acceptance that outcomes can be interpreted as connections 

between the specific and the specific. (p. 54)!

!
! The specific findings I have recorded throughout my study can be 

transferred in more general settings for educators. As an example, the common 

core standards have been adopted in the majority of the states and within the 

language arts standards graphic novels are specifically addressed. This study 

would be able to give insight on how two teachers worked collaboratively to 

integrate comics into their curriculum to fulfill this standard. A second area where 
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results can be inferred from the specific to the general has to do with the 

Holocaust itself. Many schools teach the Holocaust as part of their curriculum 

and this study will hopefully give educators possible new ideas in ways of 

teaching the Holocaust, but also highlight some of the pitfalls they might 

encounter along the way. As the thesis moves forward I will explain as carefully 

as I can the situations I am addressing and provide details so the reader can 

apply the findings to their own work. !

!
Researcher Identity!

! One of the most difficult aspects of the study was navigating my 

researcher identity. When I was in the early stages of designing the research 

study, I thought I might take on what Harry Wolcott (2008) calls “non-participant 

participant observer”. In this way I could sit in locations throughout the classroom 

and take in the teachers instruction about comics and the Holocaust, student 

conversations and the kind of work that the students were engaged in. With this 
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role I would make everyone aware of what I was doing without taking a more 

active role in the study. However, after the first planning meeting with Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer, the realization that I could sit back and remain 

detached would not be feasible. Over the course of the planning session Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer revealed how little they knew about comics. For 

example, The Holocaust unit was to begin a mere two weeks from the date of 

this planning session. Neither teacher knew of any Holocaust comics to include 

in their classes, both were uncomfortable in their knowledge of the conventions 

comics used and neither had read a comic in years. It quickly occurred to me that 

I would need to become more engaged and take on the active role of participant 

observer. I was hesitant to take on this role because I was concerned becoming 

an active participant in the classroom might increase the potential that I might 

miss interactions with teachers, students or another vital piece of information that 

my study could benefit from. My fears of not being able to observe as much as 

possible increased drastically a week later. During the second planning session 

Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer asked if I would be willing to plan and instruct the 

first week of the Holocaust unit which was to be the introduction of comics. If I 

had the students do any drawing or other activity I would also need to develop 

the supplemental worksheets (I will detail the exact nature the Holocaust unit in 

the next section). Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer attested that their skills and 

knowledge were not very high on this topic and they wanted someone who was 

an “expert”. Wolcott (2008) suggests, !

!
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Many who pursue fieldwork, involvement proves the more difficult 

aspect of the assignment, not because it is difficult to enter into the 

activities of others who interest us, but because it conflicts with 

deeply held and uncritically examined notions of how we believe we 

should act when we are trying to be “scientific”. (p. 51)!

!
! Within two weeks my researcher role had shifted twice. I went from non-

participant participant observer to participant observer. Now, one week before 

the Holocaust unit was to begin my researcher role was shifting again. This 

time from participant observer to something more along the lines of “facilitator 

participant observer”. This concerned me greatly. It is difficult enough as it is to 

observe the details and going-ons in a classroom, but to concentrate on 

teaching while attempting to stay in my researcher role made me question how 

I should act and be “scientific” as Wolcott says. Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 

(1995) tell us, “Field researchers can focus on observing key events or 

incidents” (p. 27). To avoid missing essential data I did a couple of things. 

First, I audio recorded all the class periods where I was teaching. Recording 

each class period gave me the opportunity to go back and review the 

instruction. In this way I could recall student questions and what exactly I said 

to the students. Second, when I began to move about the room to help 

students individually I would carry my composition notebook. As I had 

interactions with the students, and observed the classroom in general I would 

make jottings in the notebook.!
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! As I stated earlier my role as a researcher fluctuated considerably 

throughout the ten week study. Throughout the study my role bounced 

between facilitator participant observer and the participant observer role. It 

was a constant challenge reminding myself which role I needed to be any 

given day. That being said I believe having the opportunity to teach while 

conducting my research afforded me data that I might not have otherwise 

acquired. As an example, teaching about the conventions of comics was 

something I knew a lot about and I fielded some profound questions from 

students wanting to know more details and how they worked. This gave me 

insight into their thinking and level of understanding. I do not believe that if 

Mrs. Callahan or Mrs. Boxer were teaching students’ questions would have 

been as deep because of their limited knowledge.! !

!
Trustworthiness!

! While in the field I often thought of the 1990’s television show The X-Files 

(1993) when in the opening sequence the tag line, “the truth is out there” flashes 

on the screen. However, Carspecken (1996) notes, !

!
Our aim is to produce truth claims that have met their validity 

requirements and that are therefore well supported. We never claim 

to have the final “truth” of any issue pinned down, however, 

because we agree with the pragmatists that any assertion will 

always be fallible. (p. 57)!
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!
! Knowing that I would never have the “truth” nailed down in any aspect of 

my study, instead I strove to assert what Carspecken (1996) refers to as validity 

claims. In this way I was able to make claims that the data recorded was true to 

what occurred, I conducted the analysis properly and my use of analyzing 

techniques was sound. To hold myself accountable for what I was writing I 

engaged in member checking whenever appropriate. Member checking provided 

my participants an opportunity to read texts in which they were written and give 

feedback either verbally or written. In one instance I was writing specifically about 

an encounter Mrs. Callahan had with a male student. When I had finished writing 

up the interaction I offered her the text to read and respond to. I wanted to be 

able to tell the story accurately as I saw it, but still capture the essence of how 

she felt as well.!

! Member checking, while necessary, became complicated and not always 

feasible by nature of what I was studying. In some situations, I did not request 

participants, specifically Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer, to inspect what I had 

written. I was concerned that if the English and reading teachers read stories 

where I critiqued their planning, teaching or classrooms they would ask to be 

removed from the study or revoke their invitation to come into their classroom. !

! To further increase the trustworthiness of this project I employed multiple 

data sources as the approach to sharing the account of this research experience. 

For this study, my triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) methods relied heavily on 

observations while document analysis and interviews rounded out the narrative 
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with further details of the participants experiences. As argued by Graeme 

Sullivan (2010), “[T]here is more merit in trying to expose something to failure 

rather than trying to confirm its probable truth” (p. 37). Incorporating multiple 

streams of data gave me an opportunity to verify if the experiences are truly 

reliable or a fluke. Applying the concept of falsifiability, a concept grounded in 

scientific inquiry, additionally lends itself to increased trustworthiness.!

! Ideally, spending a long period of time in the research setting increases 

validity of the study. However, ten weeks is a relatively short period in field. Over 

the course of the study I was able to foster relationships with the participants and 

collect data that directly related to my research questions, but what eluded me 

was the ability to conduct long term observation of the participants for a myriad of 

reasons. Had I been able to observe the participants in their natural setting 

outside the scope of the Holocaust unit I could have witnessed their everyday 

experiences affirming that the presence of a researcher was not affecting the 

performance of the participants. Though I did not engage in member checking 

with every participant, a quarter of the year was dedicated to the participants, 

voluminous field notes, time and patience in coding the work, which I believe 

allows me to share the events that occurred in the setting in a truthful way.!

! Throughout this work, my participants were constantly at the forefront of 

my mind. While I am the one sharing the stories, the participants own the 

experiences. Which means using the visual sequential narrative methodology 

requires a dedication to observing as much as possible. Barone (2000) says 

“detailing familiar minutiae of daily life as lived within a particular moment of 
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history and societal context” (p. 250). When literally drawing research findings I 

had to constantly be aware that the images portrayed in each panel were 

accurate of the actual events. It would be quite easy to have the creative mind 

take over and apply details that did not exist. In some settings creative license is 

a valuable tool, in educational research applying creative license would have a 

detrimental affect upon the research. I did take a few liberties with facial 

expressions and body language, however, the essence of the transpired events 

is true to what was observed. In designing each panel I referred to my field notes 

and made use of what Huberman and Miles (2002) refer to as descriptive validity. 

Descriptive validity according to Huberman and Miles is “[W]hat the researcher 

reports having seen or heard (or touched, smelled and so on)” (p. 45). As a visual 

arts researcher it was necessary to record observations that might not directly 

relate to my research questions. For example, at one point during the unit a boy 

named Lex Lenin was on a computer in Mrs. Callahan’s room conducting 

“research” for his final project. What piqued my interest was his body language. 

He was rocking his chair back on two legs, reaching his arm behind is head to 

get the attention of a nearby friend while still looking at the screen. Sounds of 

muffled laughter began to arise from the back of the room, bodies hunched over 

the desk and keyboard blocking any outsiders view of the monitor. The field 

notes I took were extensive and included details encompassing the senses 

beyond the visual using Geertz's (1973) “thick descriptions”.  Writing highly 

detailed field notes which includes all five sense lends itself well to the creation of 

a comic. The notes refresh my memory and aid me in reliving the experiences 
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thus creating a more accurate drawing of what occurred. My field notes, interview 

recordings and transcripts as well as classroom recordings, student work and 

documentation provided by the teachers has resulted in the complex 

understanding of what results from teaching the Holocaust when using comics.  !

!
Holocaust Unit at a Glance!

! I would like to conclude this chapter with an explanation of what the 

Holocaust unit looked like and the order in which it progressed. Doing so will help 

the reader to understand the progression of the unit from introduction to the 

finale, a completed research based graphic novel.!

! As I mentioned in an earlier section the Holocaust unit was a collaborative 

effort between the English and reading teacher. The intended result was for the 

students to be exposed to the Holocaust from two slightly different angles. The 

first week of the unit I was asked to stay in Mrs. Callahan’s English classroom 

and introduce graphic novels, a term that I will discuss further in Chapter 3. 

During this first week there was to be no instruction on the Holocaust, rather I 

discussed the conventions employed by artists in the comic field and as a class 

we practiced figure drawing, telling a story with pictures, lettering and finally 

designing a one page comic complete with text and image. The reading class this 

first week was focused much more intently on the Holocaust. Students chose a 

Holocaust themed novel to read such as: The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, 

Number the Stars, The Book Thief, Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl, 

Soldier X or another with the teachers permission. In regards to the novel, 
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students were to take the total amount of pages and divide by six. Mrs. Boxer 

then explained to the student rather than writing traditional chapter summaries 

they would create a summary of the section in comic format using three panels. 

Students did have the option of using more panels and were rewarded with extra 

credit if they did so. The reading class also saw the students splitting up into 

small groups and reading a section from an article on the Holocaust. Students 

were required to write notes pertaining to important information and present to 

the whole class their notes about the section.!

! Week two saw the English class viewing the Gerda Weissmann-Klein 

documentary One Survivor Remembers. At the same time the reading class was 

examining Weissmann-Klein’s documentary as a primary source and 

understanding what this means for research. Back in the English classroom, the 

remainder of the week had students examining different ways of note taking, 

understanding inquiry questions (in preparation for their research project) and 

how to cite sources using the website easybib.com. While in reading class Mrs. 

Boxer read the picture book Angel Girl (2008) by Laurie Friedman and discussed 

how to develop a beginning, middle and end for a story. I was also asked to 

participate in a drawing activity based on Angel Girl by listening to the story only. 

After the story was finished I took what I had heard and visualized it in comic 

format on large sheets of paper. Using the think aloud strategy and the 

information they learned about comics from the previous week I was able to 

complete one panel while the students watched on. I should also note that there 

was no discussion about the fraudulent nature of Angel Girl. From later 
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conversations it was clear that the teacher was unaware that there was any 

controversy surrounding this book.!

! Week three in English class was spent discussing plagiarism and taking 

two class periods to practice sketching, figure drawing and other details students 

might run across. For example, in one English class period I assisted students in 

how to draw a character sitting at a table and a train car. The last two days of the 

week were spent watching the documentary I’m Still Here: Real Diaries of Young 

People Who Lived During the Holocaust (Producer Sirulnick & Toffler, Director 

Lazin, 2005). The final day that week had students discussing the different 

literary perspectives such as: external, internal and immediate which the students 

were supposed to include in their final project. The reading class spent half the 

week dedicated to reading their novel, drawing their summaries and sharing their 

book in small groups with students who were reading other titles. The last part of 

the week asked the students to read an excerpt from Adolf Hitler: World Leaders 

Past & Present (Dennis Wepman, 1987). Students then engaged in a “what if” 

discussion that focused on three specific questions: 1) What if Hitler had been 

encouraged and allowed to do art? 2) What if Hitler had not been excluded (from 

the university) and told he wasn’t good enough? 3) What if he was given the 

chance to pursue his love of art? The discussion, facilitated by Mrs. Boxer, was 

designed to last for two class periods, filling up the remainder of week three.!

! Week four of the Holocaust unit had the English class continuing their 

discussion of literary perspectives. Students had a review about the literary 

perspective terms followed by reading short passages and applying the 
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perspectives to those texts. The ensuing day found the students applying the 

literary perspectives to graphic novels. Students were asked to find three 

different graphic novels from the collection, provided by the school librarian and 

the city library, in the room and write down what perspective was employed and 

how they came to their decision. The remaining days of the week were spent in 

the computer lab with the librarian. During these class periods students were 

navigating multiple websites and evaluating what constitutes a quality website 

and evaluating the trustworthiness of those sites. In the reading class, students 

worked in their book groups for one class period. The following day Mrs. Boxer 

planned an activity where students assessed primary source materials using 

Gerda Weissmann-Klein to facilitate understanding. Midway through the fourth 

week the students were introduced to the final project. Mrs. Boxer introduced the 

research based graphic novel to the students and explained how all the graphic 

novel related material that they have learned about so far was going to be put to 

use in a much larger way. Students would be drawing a minimum of six pages in 

narrative format using the conventions used in comics. The narrative would be 

based off the intense research gathering that they were about to begin. Students 

would also be expected to show four different “camera angles” to maintain reader 

interest. Mrs. Boxer additionally made students aware that this will be graded by 

rubric and it would be made available soon. She then had the students take the 

remaining class time to determine their research topic and pin down their 

research question. With two days left in the week the students spent one day in 
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their book groups and the other beginning the process for registering for high 

school classes.!

! Week five had the English class organizing their topic on the first day. 

Students were expected to begin writing down ideas, questions or resources that 

they would like to explore related to their chosen topic. The students spent three 

days in the computer lab. All three days were dedicated to using online sites and 

writing a bibliography of multiple sources in MLA format. The reading class for 

week five had students finishing up their novel and submitting their completed six 

section comic summaries. Two days were allocated to Nazi propaganda. One 

day was spent watching a documentary focusing on Josef Goebbels called The 

Goebbels Experiment (2005). The other class period was spent unpacking the 

documentary, viewing Nazi propaganda posters and discussing how and why 

Goebbels’ work was effective. For the final class period of the week Mrs. Boxer 

wanted to bring in an art critique. The students spread out their completed 

novel’s section comic summaries upon their desks and then proceeded to move 

about the room viewing their peers work. Mrs. Boxers’ knowledge of art critiques 

was limited so she asked for a suggestion I quickly recommended using the 

critical response protocol. Critical response has five specific questions: 1) What 

do you notice? 2) What does it remind you of? 3) What emotions do you feel as 

you respond to this work? 4) What questions does it raise for you? 5) What 

meaning or understanding is intended or conveyed in this work? Critical 

response relies upon students observing details and offering suggestions 

themselves instead of being told by a teacher how images should be interpreted 
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or what the artist might have intended. Mrs. Boxer in the end modified some of 

the questions to reflect successes and areas for improvement within the section 

summaries.!

! Week six focused more specifically on a presenter who was coming in to 

talk to the students. In English class the first day of the week was spent 

preparing the students for what they might hear the following day. Informing 

students that his presentation will depict gruesome details using graphic 

language. Mrs. Callahan further elaborated that he will occasionally curse and it 

is up to the students to be mature and handle this complex topic responsibly. The 

presenter arrived the following day. His presentation was split into two parts. In 

the first half of the presentation he created a narrative rich in details. His goal 

was to try to help the students understand what it might be like to have your 

world turned upside down as the Nazis’ invade your town and herded like cattle 

into a boxcar rolling down the tracks towards Auschwitz. The second half of the 

presentation addressed how the Holocaust is alive today, Rwanda and the 

Bosnian War are two such examples he gave. In the final moments of the 

presentation he asked each student to write him a letter that outlines how they 

see the Holocaust alive in the world, their community and in themselves and 

what they will do to end it. The next two days in the English classes were spent 

crafting those letters to the presenter and finalizing them so they could be mailed 

out. In reading, during the first class period of the week students were to survey 

their classmates about common questions regarding the Holocaust. Students 

would record the questions on a worksheet to be used later in the week. The 
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following day the Holocaust presenter visited as mentioned above. The day after 

the presentation was used to debrief what the students had heard, what they 

learned and how they would apply it. The final day of the week students went 

back to their common Holocaust questions worksheet and were required to write 

answers to each of the questions. !

! Week seven was the beginning of the research phase for their final project 

in both the English and reading classes. At the end of each research session 

students completed a worksheet that asked them to draw a picture of what they 

might include in a panel, narration box and any dialogue that might occur based 

upon the data they collected that period. The rationale: at the end of the research 

period the students would have a collection of key points addressing their topic 

and it would make the final project more manageable. With the key points 

already fleshed out students could then fill in the gaps with additional information 

they had collected. At mid-week the students in every reading period presented 

their answers to the common Holocaust questions from the previous week. There 

was also another review of cheating/plagiarism conducted by Mrs. Boxer. The 

fourth day of this week in English had the students taking a break from research 

to explore what it meant to be a bystander in the Holocaust. For example, turning 

around and pretending that nothing was happening as long as the Nazis left you 

and your family in peace. The discussion revolved around how people can be 

complicit in the atrocities by their own inaction. The final day of the week Mrs. 

Boxer allocated class time to address how the students should keep their 

research organized and where to keep information safe.!
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! Week eight saw a scaling back of the research. In English, research was 

conducted on day one, but on day two, Mrs. Callahan had me give a mini-lesson 

on how to design a page using panels for a graphic novel. The following three 

days students were to go back to collecting their research. When this process 

was complete students were to move on to creating a rough draft of their graphic 

novel on 8.5”x11” paper. The thinking was to have students draw out their entire 

graphic novel on printer paper first. Students were to design the panels, place 

text/images and get an overall handle on how each page would look. This gave 

them an opportunity to refine their ideas before attempting the final copy thereby 

increasing the chances students would have a successful final product. The 

reading class spent the first day using a reader’s theater play and if time was left 

Abe’s Shoes in the same manner. The following day Mrs. Boxer presented a 

PowerPoint on history of Holocaust shoes and ordinary things of the Holocaust 

that speak volumes as to what really occurred. There was also a short video 

documentary. The third day Mrs. Boxer returned to reader’s theater play and had 

the students finish the play. !

! Week nine in both classes were work days. The first part of the week 

students were expected to finish up their rough drafts of their graphic novel. In 

English, half-way through the week, I gave a short talk to each class period about 

writing a proper artists statement. While I talked about how to write the 

statement, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer suggested some questions that they 

wanted addressed such as: why the students chose their topic, what they learned 

from their topic and how creating a comic helped them learn (if it did). The 
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students were informed that the artists statement would be included in the 

graphic novel as the last page. On the fourth day of the week in reading class I 

gave a presentation on how to create a cover page for their graphic novel. After 

both mini-lessons students returned to working on their graphic novel. The 

expectation was students would be starting their final draft by mid-week.!

! Week ten had students working on the final version of their graphic novel. 

I made myself available to help students whenever possible during this time. 

Many questions were “How do I draw a person running,” or “How do I show 

bread sitting on the stairs?” Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer tried to stay away from 

anything related to drawing, deferring to me. If I was not present, Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer would tell the student to work on another section until I returned.!

! The above outline of the Holocaust unit taught by Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. 

Boxer is intended to help the reader understand the activities that took place and 

the lessons taught. The subsequent chapters will detail the findings that resulted 

from the study of this Holocaust unit, the teachers and the students.  !

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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Chapter 3!
Resistance in Multiple Forms !!

! Resistance can be found in many forms. A person might resist a physical 

assault by fighting back while someone else might resist unjust laws through civil 

disobedience as was the case during the civil rights movement. Resistance can 

be powerful and lead to profound changes or it can impede progress and slow 

things down. In this chapter I’m going to present four unique cases of resistance. 

The first case is centered around Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer and their choice 

of whether to use the word comic or graphic novel. In the second case the 

resistance comes from the visual arts teacher and his refusal to participate in the 

Holocaust unit. The third case has to do with a special education teacher, her low 

expectations, and bringing students in her program down. In the final case I will 

detail a student who resisted the Holocaust unit and more. Sharing these cases 

will bring to light some of the struggles that occurred throughout this unit.!

!
Semantic throwdown: Comics versus graphic novels!

! Attending the initial planning session in January of 2013 were Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer, myself and eventually Mrs. Callahan’s student teacher 

and the librarian. The meeting got underway a little early so Mrs. Callahan and 

Mrs. Boxer decided they should discuss the activities they would like to do 

throughout the unit as this was the first time this unit would be taught jointly 

between English and reading. I, meanwhile, was listening and watching. Since 

this meeting was officially the start of the research study I felt that it would be 
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best to sit back and take in how Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer would plan the 

unit. I was also curious how they would eventually work in the comics. !

! Finally, the conversation between Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer turned to 

comics. This was the part of the meeting I was looking forward to. How would 

these two teachers, with limited knowledge of the comics medium, incorporate 

them into a  serious unit like the Holocaust? However, the conversation that 

ensued was not what I expected.!
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! I was quite taken aback by the exchange that just occurred. I realized at 

that moment the teachers had built up an argument against the word “comic” 

prior to my joining this study. I informed Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer the only 

real difference between a comic and a graphic novel was that a graphic novel is 

a self-contained story with a beginning, middle and end. While a comic  is 

traditionally viewed as being serialized and having a story arc that goes on for x-

number of issues. Beyond that difference, both employ sequential art and the 

same conventions such as narration boxes and text/thought balloons. Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer seemed to understand this difference, but said they 

wanted to make sure that they were using the language contained in the 

common core standards and that I was consistent in my word choice. Making 

sure I was consistent, seriously? I felt a brief flash of anger. I was the one coming 

into the classroom with the background knowledge in comics and they wanted 

me to be consistent with terminology? Confused, I asked for clarification. Mrs. 

Callahan shared how during our email and verbal communications (personal 
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communication, June 2012 - January 2013) I only used the word comic. True, I 

did only use the word comic. Mrs. Callahan brought out the Wisconsin Common 

Core Standards for English Language Arts (2013) from a pile of papers in front of 

her, flipped to the page she needed and handed me the packet. The standard, 

under Literature and Stories for grades 6-12, read, “Includes the subgenres of 

adventures stories, historical fiction, myths, science fiction, realistic fiction 

allegories, parodies, satire and graphic novels” (p. 57). I consented and made it 

known that I would use the term graphic novel for the sake of consistency. As a 

comic scholar I wanted to argue my point, but I acquiesced because I was a 

guest in the classroom and did not want to be asked to leave. Fortunately, the  

researcher portion of myself did not want to influence the outcome events, no 

matter how much I personally disagreed with their chosen term. I was willing to 

let this play out and see what transpired.!

! Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer had several more reasons for using the 

term graphic novel. Their top reason was wanting to limit the amount of negative 

attention the project might receive from students, colleagues, administrators and 

parents. The second reason for wanting to use the term graphic novel was 

because the stereotype of superheroes in tight spandex when the word comic 

was used. Their final reason was that a “graphic novel” sounded more 

“academic” than a comic. I carefully wrote down their rationale for using the term 

graphic novel, knowing that I would be addressing this at a later time. I can 

appreciate the teachers willingness to stand up for what they believe in and 

wanting to prevent their classroom from unwanted or negative attention.!
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! So, why would an English and reading teacher resist using a term such as 

comics? All three of their reasons boil down to one thing: the stereotypes the are 

associated with comics. So where do these stereotypes come from? Looking 

back in history, comic book readership had been steadily growing the first half of 

the 20th century until it reached its peak in 1954. That year changed comics 

significantly when Dr. Fredric Wertham wrote a book titled, Seduction of the 

Innocent: The Influence of Comic Books on Today’s Youth. In his book Wertham 

criticizes comics “for their sexually lurid and violent content” (Beaty, 2012, p. 23),  

which he claims were one of the causes of juvenile delinquency. A United States 

Senate Subcommittee shortly thereafter took up the investigation of juvenile 

delinquency holding hearings on the matter. Randy Duncan and Matthew J. 

Smith (2009) write, “The Subcommittee concluded that American kids were being 

fed “a concentrated diet of crime, horror, and violence” that had to be 

eliminated...the basic message that filtered through the mass media: Comic 

books are bad for children,” (p. 39). In Nebraska there were comic book 

burnings, and attitudes of parents, including some of the youth, towards the 

medium shifted, even the industry itself adopted a “comics code”, a sort of self-

censorship. The industry which had produced some amazing work was suddenly 

forced to change their stories, invent new less controversial characters or face 

becoming irrelevant. It makes sense then that the stories of the late 1950’s 

through the mid-80’s became humorous, over the top silly and downright campy. 

Batman, which had been a serious comic from it’s inception in 1939, was turned 

into a circus in the comics and which was then translated for television in the 
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1960’s. It is no wonder why many adults at the time viewed comics as frivolous 

and the domain of children. In 1986 three titles that began swinging the 

pendulum away from avoidance and towards acceptance. Batman: The Dark 

Knight Returns (1986), Watchmen (1986) and, Maus: A Survivor’s Tale (1986) 

showed the range and quality of stories that could be told in this medium. Now 

nearly thirty years later, titles such as Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic by Alison 

Bechdel (2006), Craig Thompson’s Blankets (2003), and American Born Chinese 

by Gene Yang (2006) are commonplace in public and school libraries in the 

“graphic novel” section. With more titles coming every month it seems that 

everyone is writing a graphic novel these days. !

! Writing a detailed history of comics from their humble beginnings is a 

book, or two, in of itself. But, the very brief understanding of how comics have 

been viewed leads to and understanding of why they are stereotyped as silly, 

filled with tight spandex wearing heroes, written and illustrated by failed writers 

and artists. How different are comics from graphic novels? Stephen E. 

Tabachnick (2009) suggests that “The terms comic book novel, graphic novel, 

comicbook, comic book, comix, sequential art, and just comics are often 

interchangeably and defy precise definition” (p. 2). Defining comics is a tricky 

business where one theorist will argue an idea and critics will say it is too narrow. 

While another theorist promotes a different definition and critics argue it is too 

inclusive. Charles Hatfield (2009) asserts “The search for airtight definitions is 

counterproductive, even self-defeating: since no literary genre can be 

exhaustively defined” (p. 21). If there really is no difference between the two why 
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does it matter which word was used in the classroom? I informed Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer that there was no difference between the two. By refusing to use 

the word comic the teachers are devaluing the medium, suggesting that it is 

childish, immature and not appropriate for schools. Graphic novels by 

comparison are different, they are more “refined”. Douglas Wolk (2007) contends 

“The class implications of “graphic novel” almost instantly led to the term’s 

thorough debasement. As a ten-dollar phrase, it implies that the graphic novel is 

serious in a way that the lowly comic book isn’t” (p. 63). That is exactly what Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were after, serious. The two of them wanted to make 

sure their team of teachers felt they were taking the unit seriously, they wanted to 

assure administrators the work they were doing was serious and not a cause for 

alarm, and they wanted parents to understand their child would be engaged not 

with a comic, but a graphic novel. Wolk (2007) further adds “To this day, people 

talk about ‘graphic novels’ instead of comics when they’re trying to be deferential 

or trying to imply that they’re being serious” (p. 63). Regrettably, many people 

turn to the word graphic novel. The students in this study did the same work at 

the same quality whether it was called a comic or graphic novel in the end. 

However, the teachers in this study felt that if they used the term graphic novel it 

elevated the quality of the work being done by the students. !

! Beaty (2012) writes “The visual element serves primarily as an adjectival 

modifier for the literary element. In other words, comics achieve their aesthetic 

value in these frameworks through the library, not the gallery” (p. 34). Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer relied on the word “novel” to qualify what they were 

�56



doing as valuable. Their resistance to the term comic was understandable, but 

misguided. Using only the term graphic novel Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were 

teaching their students that appreciation and understand of this medium comes 

through the literary connection and in doing so lessens the importance of the 

visual components. Comics are, after all, visual narratives. !

! !

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
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The art teacher won’t help and the students are frustrated!
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! The above visual sequential narrative was based upon the dialogue I had 

with Mrs. Callahan in January of 2013 and as a visual arts teacher, this whole 

situation frustrated me. Once the planning sessions were over and the 

components of the unit were starting to come together, I curiously asked if the art 

teacher, Mr. Gibbs, had been asked to participate in the Holocaust unit. I asked 

this question for two reasons. One, it would create a more interdisciplinary unit, 

and two,  someone else could do the drawing instruction during the first week 

and freeing me up to pay attention to the students in the classroom. !

! Before asking the art teacher if he would be willing to participate, Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer sought out their eighth grade principal, Mr. Redd, to see 

if there was a way he could procure some funds to cover a substitute teacher 

while Mr. Gibbs was demonstrating drawing techniques. Mr. Redd said he had 

funds available and if Mr. Gibbs agreed then they could go ahead with finding a 

substitute. Upon finding funds, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer sat down (I was 

present, but listening) and discussed what they would like him to teach if he 

agreed. Figure drawing, basic understanding of sequential art which included 

telling a story in pictures and knowing how to appropriately use panels and other 

conventions necessary to comics. Having a plan, it was designated that Mrs. 

Callahan would go up and talk to Mr. Gibbs during her prep period. I was unable 

to stay and go to the art room with Mrs. Callahan so I told her I would be in early 

the following day so we could talk before school started. !

! I arrived early the next day expecting that the art teacher would commit at 

least a few days. I was wrong. Mrs. Callahan was in the hallway outside of her 
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room when I arrived, she motioned for me to follow her into her room where she 

promptly closed the door. She then proceeded to inform me of the conversation 

she had with Mr. Gibbs. Mrs. Callahan was visibly upset as she shared what 

happened, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, here was an art teacher who 

was not only completely dismissing a form of popular culture and media arts, but 

he was blowing off his colleagues. Unlike Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer who 

were resistant to a word, Mr. Gibbs was resistant to the entire comics medium. !

! I was intrigued by Mr. Gibbs response though I could tell Mrs. Callahan 

was upset over being brushed aside. The attempt to recruit Mr. Gibbs was 

unsuccessful but that did not mean the unit itself was doomed. I had a studio 

degree, I was a visual arts teacher and I was quite familiar with comics. Now 

instead of observing and mingling with the students I would be instructing, this 

was not an ideal situation, but there was no alternative. !

! I attempted to make contact with the art teacher through an email in the 

hopes of interviewing him. I wanted to ask him why he thought comics were less 

of an art form than traditional fine art and why popular culture should not be used 

to teach students. It did not take long until he responded to my request with a 

one word response, “No”. I can only speculate as to why he refused my request. 

While I do know his reasoning for refusing to participate, I do not know how he 

came to those opinions. I want to emphasize that what follows are several 

possible reasons for his rationale based on research of media arts in art 

education and the conflict between popular culture and the fine arts.!
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! Mrs. Callahan reported Mr. Gibbs as saying, “You can’t take them (comics) 

seriously, especially as an art form. They are crude, childish drawings. They are 

a good example of what failed artists do” (personal communication, January 

2013). This is not an uncommon argument from people who do not entirely 

understand the medium. Paul Lopes (2009) quoting Chris Claremont, a long-time 

writer of comics, says “The problem with comics in America, unlike anywhere 

else in the world, is that from the beginning they have been viewed as trash/pulp/

children’s literature. They look like crap, you use ‘em and you throw ‘em 

away” (p. 188). From their humble beginnings, comics were printed on newsprint 

which gave them a cheap appearance. The newsprint also limited the early 

comics durability, which is why it is so difficult to find a high quality comic from the  

first half of the 20th century. This argument of cheap and trashy also crosses into 

other disciplines. In the field of literature, Louise M. Rosenblatt believed that 

comics were trashy writings that were about as far from literature as you could 

get. (1995, pp. 59-60). Rosenblatt and other critics are only partially correct in 

their assessment that comics are trashy writings and art. To lump all comics into 

the “crap” category is highly naive. Looking at the field of literature there are 

many books that have no plot, horrendous writing style and generally do nothing 

except waste the reader’s time. Does that mean all books written should be 

deemed trashy? Absolutely not, to do so would be foolish and neglect the works  

of Shakespeare and Edgar Allen Poe to Cormac McCarthy and Toni Morrison. I 

argue that the same goes for the field of comics. I freely admit there are comics 

that are poorly written and drawn, but that does not mean all comics are 
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intrinsically trashy. Comics such as Marjane Satrapi’s (2003) Persepolis, Art 

Speigelman’s (1986) Maus: A Survivor’s Tale, and Gene Yang’s (2013) Boxers & 

Saints along with the likes of Chris Ware’s (2012) Building Stories and Brian K. 

Vaughan’s (2003) Y: The Last Man demonstrate the power of comics in both the 

literary and artistic sense. Additionally, the comics I just mentioned have been 

received with critical acclaim from the literary field with Maus: A Survivor’s Tale 

winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1992, Gene Yang’s American Born Chinese winning 

the Printz Award in 2007 and Boxers & Saints a National Book Award Finalist in 

2013. In the field of comics Jeff Smith won the coveted Eisner Award for best 

writer/artist in 1994 for his comic Bone and Vera Brosgol’s (2011) Anya’s Ghost 

won the Eisner for best publication for young adults. To argue that a medium is 

all trashy is a poor argument especially in this day in age. !

! Comics in their current form have only existed for a little over a century, 

compared to literature which has been around for many centuries, they are a 

relatively young medium that is growing, evolving and expecting more of 

themselves. The one thing they are not is a place for failed artists and writers to 

go. Mr. Gibbs, the art teacher, presumed that the field of comics is the domain of 

people whose drawing skills are limited. His argument, based upon the many 

high quality texts released, is naive. Beaty (2012) analyzed French critic Thierry 

Groensteen’s reasons for comics being devalued as a cultural form. First, they 

are intrinsically infantile and consumed by adults who are seeking to prolong their 

adolescence, and second, comics are associated with one of the most degraded 

branches of the visual arts, caricature. Like the visual arts, there are numerous 
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styles to comics. Some are beautiful while others make you question what is 

actually going on in the panels. Mr. Gibbs’ failed artist critique might refer to the 

“cartoonish” style present in most comics. Bill Griffiths (2003) at one point said 

“There’s high art and there’s low art. And then there’s high art that can take low 

art, bring it into a high art context, appropriate it and elevate it into something 

else”. In 1991 the Museum of Modern Art addressed this same issue and 

presented a show entitled High and Low. Beaty (2012) says the “High and Low 

show focused on how comics have influenced developments in the fine arts, but 

not vice versa…According to the logic of High and Low, the vast bulk of comics 

history can only inspire art as a sort of mutely passive muse; it is not art itself” (p. 

58). It seems that Mr. Gibbs is not aware of comics influence in the fine arts. 

Lichtenstein, whose paintings appropriated comic style, is a prime example. 

David Carrier (2000) argues “Comics must be evaluated in their own terms. To 

treat comic strips as small modernist paintings with words added would be unfair 

when in fact their essence—also their history—is very different” (p. 110). 

Comparing comics to the fine arts is unrealistic for a variety of reasons. As 

Carrier wrote, their history is completely different. The fine arts have a much 

longer tradition than do comics. Understanding comics as a serious visual 

sequential medium will in time be more widespread. But the truth of the matter is 

the principles that govern the fine arts cannot always be translated to comics 

medium. !

! As I prefaced at the beginning of this article Mrs. Boxer and Mrs. 

Callahan’s colleague Mr. Gibbs did not want to participate in the study. Ahead of 
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writing this section I carefully thought through all the possibly reasons for Mr. 

Gibb’s opinion on the “childish nature of comics”. The only conclusion I could 

come to was that his training as an artist had to have been formalist in the most 

strict sense which led to a hardening of his definition of what constituted art and 

the value of studying it. !

! Mr. Gibbs second argument was, according to Mrs. Callahan,“I only teach 

traditional techniques, the fine arts. Not what’s hot at the moment stuff” (Personal 

communication, January 2013). Again, it seems the formalist training is emerging 

through his choice of words, which makes me believe that my assessment in the 

last section is on target. The second part of his statement “Not what’s hot at the 

moment stuff” is clearly a references to popular culture and its place in the arts. 

Paul Lopes (2009) writes “Pierre Bourdieu claimed for any popular art holding 

pretensions to high art status—you alienate popular audiences at the same time 

as you fail in the eyes of legitimate institutionalized arbiters of high art. One 

audience views you as a snob, the other as a middlebrow pretender to high art 

status” (p. 149). Only teaching the work of “dead white men” risks losing the 

students’ engagement with art forever. However, the integration of popular culture 

can be the hook to get students engaged which can lead to deeper discussions 

about a variety of topics. If, as a teacher, you completely ignore what the 

students enjoy there is a likely chance that the students will view the content as 

being on a pedestal, something that is better than what they like, creating a 

highbrow/lowbrow status. But, it does not have to be this way. James Bequette 

and Colleen Brennan write (2008) “starting where the pupils are rather than 
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where the adults are became a way for the schools to get “plugged in” to 

students’ backgrounds, to understand them, and teach better” (p. 333). Plugging 

into what students are interested in is key, it is what we talk about in teacher 

education. How can we get the students interested in required class topics, the 

answer is to meet them where they are. Paul Duncum (1997) contends, “What art 

education needs is a paradigm shift that both acknowledges the hegemony of the 

mass media and approach the media with appropriate conceptual tools” (p. 71). It 

is my belief that Mr. Gibbs represents the 20th century art teacher, something art 

education as a field is attempting to move away from. The avant-garde teachers 

of the new millennium are doing everything they can to connect with students, 

this includes using comics in their teaching. Mr. Gibbs inflexible teaching style 

and insistence on teaching content that ignores the visual culture in which 

students are active participants may be another reason why comics remain a 

distant cousin of the arts. Beaty (2012) explains, “Comics have been defined not 

as art, but as art’s mass cultural ‘other’ by institutional forces in the art world; 

and, second, the tenuous and often distant relationship that exists between 

consecrated or emergent forms of fine art and comics” (p. 25). Comics are like 

the family member everyone knows but avoids at all costs. The art world knows 

comics are all around, but tries to pretend they are not present and not 

influencing their work. For Carrier (2000) “Comics stand to museum art rather as 

pop recording does to classical music” (p. 114). This is a fitting metaphor for this 

analysis. Mr. Gibbs belief in not teaching what’s hot at the moment clashes with 

the longstanding belief that studying fine art is how students should learn. While I 
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agree that the fine arts do need to be taught, comics can be, and are, a great 

way to draw students in. For example, instruction could begin by reading the 

1962 DC comics All-American Men of War issue #89. !

Fig. 3.1 All-American Men of War #89!

! Once the students have finished reading the issue there would be a 

discussion about which elements and principles of art and design are used such 

as line, color, balance, etc and further discussion could break down the comic 

and discussing what makes up each panel. Taking this idea and pushing it even 

further the instructor could bring in Roy Lichtenstein’s 1963 Whaam!!

Fig. 3.2 Whaam!!
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! Students could then discuss topics such as appropriation, asking whether 

the comic book image was art before Lichtenstein appropriated the panel format 

for this painting? Does it deserve to be in a museum like the Tate? There are so 

many avenues discourse can take using comics that there is no reason why 

popular culture cannot be integrated into art and general education classrooms. I 

wonder now that my study is finished what Mr. Gibbs’ response would have been 

to the students completed graphic novels?!

! In the interest of full disclosure, due to my familial relationship at Oak 

Grove Middle School, I had access to many of the classrooms in the school and 

therefore I was familiar with Mr. Gibbs’ art room and I was able to portray it in the 

visual sequential narrative even though he was not a part of the study. Reflecting 

back to that day when Mrs. Callahan informed me that the art teacher not be 

participating in the unit, I don’t know that I could have done much more to get him 

involved in the study. Perhaps I should have carved out some time to speak to 

Mr. Gibbs face to face instead of sending a request for an interview through 

email. As frustrated as I was not being able to converse with Mr. Gibbs, I believe 

that the comments he made did reveal his underlying belief about what art is and 

is not. Duncum (2001) explains, “Failing to consider a global culture represents a 

retreat from the kind of imagery that impacts on youngster’s minds and 

emotions…Continuing to focus exclusively on the art of the institutionalized art 

world simply denies students their most immediate experiences” (p. 8). Mr. Gibbs’ 

refusal to assist Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer was unfortunate, but it did not 

have a direct impact on the students or the study.!
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Low expectations in Special Education!

! Oak Grove Middle School has the reputation of being one of the top 

schools in the region for special education. Families from neighboring districts 

open enroll their children just to get the services they need because they are 

presumed to be better. The percentage of students in special education is at 14% 

as of 2013 with a majority of the students in the special education program 

mainstreamed.!

! In the context of special education and this Holocaust comic unit, 

resistance was found on two levels. First, the special education teacher who 

came in with the students resisted the notion that her students were capable of 

doing more than she was willing to let them handle. Second, students in the 

special education program resisted their teacher because of her overbearing 

demeanor, which resulted in conflicts on an almost daily basis.!

! Mrs. Smith was the special education teacher assigned to come in with 

several of the students throughout the day. Most days it was not uncommon for 

class to begin and Mrs. Smith not be present though her students were. She 

could often be found in the hall chatting with teachers or  in the special education 

room socializing with the other special education teacher unaware of the time. 

Mrs. Smith had the reputation of being loud and confrontational and I argue this 

worked its way into the classroom more than it should have. Her role had both a 

positive and negative impact on the students which I will elaborate upon.!

! When I began my study in January of 2013, I was told that Mrs. Smith was 

part of the planning team. Her role was to understand the activities that would be 
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taking place in class and work on modifications for her students. However, Mrs. 

Smith did not make it to any of the planning sessions. I asked Mrs. Callahan 

about this and she replied that the special education department, though they 

were supposed to, never attended the planning meetings. Inquiring further, I 

asked if there was any pressure from administrators to force them to attend. The 

principal for the eighth grade, Mrs. Callahan said, was a really close friend of one 

of the special education teachers and so, no there was no pressure to attend 

meetings. I was essentially told that the special education department could do 

what they wanted, and I witnessed that as the study unfolded.!

! When Mrs. Smith walked into the classroom there was a noticeable shift in 

body language in all students. The students who were in special education knew 

how to deal with her for the most part, they knew they could talk back only so 

much before her already loud voice turned into a yell silencing the entire class. 

Deborah Gallagher (2008) claims “Power and social control can be accrued in 

two ways. The first and most obvious is through physical force. Far more 

effective, though, is a second strategy—one that achieves control through the 

creation of a psychic prison” (p. 66). This was how Mrs. Smith exercised her 

control over her students, she would yell at them and humiliate them when they 

did something she didn’t like At this point in the school year Mrs. Smith had 

already established a “psychic prison” for each of her students. I remember one 

specific instance where the special education students were working on the final 

draft of their comic and trying to write their narration and dialogue in the 

appropriate boxes. Mrs. Smith walked up to one of the students in her charge 
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and in a loud voice said to him “You handwriting is not good enough to be doing 

what the other students are doing” (Personal communication, March 19, 2013). 

The student flushed in embarrassment as his peers turned to look at him. 

However,  Fig. 3.3 shows the students work after it was completed. !

Fig. 3.3 Gas Chambers!

Looking at the words the student wrote on the gates of Auschwitz and how he 

wrote the word gas chambers it is clear that his handwriting is not as bad as Mrs. 
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Smith believes. Yet, Mrs. Smith flexed her power and escorted him out of the 

classroom to the computer lab to type up all the dialogue for the narration boxes 

and speech/thought bubbles. The student would later glue the strips of text down 

on the comic. In this case, Mrs. Smith modified the project in a way that was not 

necessary. Her low expectations of the students in special education were 

revealed by thinking and making choices for them, in this instance, modifies a 

project for a student who is more than capable of doing what his peers are doing. 

Mrs. Callahan noticed the low expectations by Mrs. Smith as well. In an interview 

she commented  “I think [the kids abilities] were underestimated and [they were] 

not allowed to reach their full potential due to outside influences that took it upon 

themselves to say you only have to do this much or you only have this 

much” (Personal communication, August 23, 2013). There definitely seemed to 

be a limiting of what the students could do in the classroom. I observed students 

who wanted to put in extra effort being told that they didn’t need to do more. 

Even though Mrs. Callahan did not agree with what Mrs. Smith was doing she 

chose not to say anything to avoid an argument. Unfortunately, there was no way 

to discuss her attitude and notions of educating students with special needs 

because Mrs. Smith refused to participate in the study. !

! Mrs. Smith’s interaction in with Sarah, a middle school student, is detailed 

below.!

!
!
! !
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! Frequently, Mrs. Smith would clash with her students, and though her 

students’ arguments were valid, she never backed down and would always win 

through sheer power. Allan Johnson (2006) contends “When subordinate groups 

get fed up and express rage, frustration, and resentment, there’s always the 

danger that powerful others won’t like it and will retaliate with the epithets” (p. 

58). In the case of Sarah, she was fed up being told to do less and lashed out. In 

typical fashion for Mrs. Smith, she disrupted the learning environment for all 

students when she yelled at Sarah to get out of the classroom. The reader can 

also see in the visual sequential narrative above, how the disruption continued as 

she continued yelling at Sarah in the hallway. Johnson’s argument aligns 

perfectly with this situation because Mrs. Smith pulled out all the stops and 

proceeded to throw the epithets at Sarah to remind her of her place. Ellen 

Brantlinger (2008) writes:!

!
 “As with any hegemonic relation, subordinates internalize the 

negative messages about themselves that have been constructed 

by the actions and ideologies of dominant class individuals. Some 

lack the power and stamina to protest, so passively fit into 

degrading and damaging routines. Others resist with actions that 

are counterproductive to their learning, social adjustment and future 

prospects” (p. 235). !

!
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! Sarah knew how the system worked, she understood the hierarchy and 

special education was at the bottom. Her vocal resistance ended up with her 

being removal from class. While she would continue to resist Mrs. Smith through 

arguments, Sarah also attempted a more passive route of resistance through her 

comic.!

! Sarah demonstrated resistance in her comic in two ways. The first is by 

sharing a narrative that has a connection to her own life, a connection that Mrs. 

Smith is unaware of because she doesn’t make an attempt to get to know her 

students. The second way Sarah resists is by actually sharing her narrative. 

Unlike other students who mentioned that there were homosexuals in the 

concentration camps in passing, Sarah was the only student who had a gay 

person as the central character. She used the comic as a vehicle to bring 

attention to this marginalized, little discussed population of Holocaust victims. !

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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!

Fig. 3.4 I Can’t Die Alone (cover)!
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!

Fig. 3.5 I Can’t Die Alone (page 1)!

�80



!

Fig. 3.6 I Can’t Die Alone (page 2)!
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!
Fig. 3.7 I Can’t Die Alone (page 3)!
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Fig. 3.8 I Can’t Die Alone (page 4)!
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Fig. 3.9 I Can’t Die Alone (page 5)!
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!

Fig. 3.10 I Can’t Die Alone (page 6)!
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!

Fig. 3.11 I Can’t Die Alone (page 7)!
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!

Fig. 3.12 I Can’t Die Alone (page 8)!
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! Sarah openly discussed, after she was sent into the hall, how Mrs. Smith 

doesn’t really know her. In listening to conversations between Sarah and Mrs. 

Smith in class, this was evident when she would ask Sarah “What is your topic?” 

Sarah replied with “How prisoners were treated and ultimately killed”. This was 

not the answer Mrs. Smith was looking for, so she stomped over to where Mrs. 

Callahan and I were standing and observing the exchange. In her loud voice, 

Mrs. Smith exclaimed that she is “content to let her fail” (Personal 

communication, March, 18, 2013). However, if Mrs. Smith had looked carefully 

and knew more about the Holocaust herself the topic of Sarah’s comic would 

have been clear. The cover of Sarah’s comic (Fig. 3.4) uses multiple colors in a 

variety of shapes and patterns with the intention to reference the rainbow flag 

without being too obvious. On page one of her comic (Fig. 3.5) the main 

character, Garin, is in a Nazi concentration camp. The reason for his 

imprisonment is being identified as gay, as denoted by the upside down pink 

triangle sewn onto the prison uniform. The third panel featuring Garin is in the 

shape of an upside down triangle emphasizing that this topic is indeed about the 

persecution of gays, the upside down triangle is a motif that Sarah repeats 

throughout the comic. Mrs. Smith did not understand the topic that Sarah was 

presenting and wanted her to change the topic to something that was more 

obvious, but Sarah resisted and continued to share the story that had a 

connection to her own life. Below is the artist statement from Sarah, the final 

page of her comic!

!
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Fig. 3.13 I Can’t Die Alone (Artist Statement)!
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! Sarah had a direct connection to her topic, but Mrs. Smith was unaware of 

this because she didn’t take the time to know her students beyond what the 

students’ IEP’s said they cannot do. !

! Sarah was a smart girl, she knew what she believed in and stood up for it 

and so she undertook another form of resistance, sharing a story about a 

character who is gay. Sarah could have opened herself up to being ridiculed by 

other people who do not share the same beliefs as her. One example of this is 

another student, Lex Lenin, and his opposition to gays, but I will discuss him 

further in the next section. Sarah has, according to  Bronwyn Davies (2003) 

“gained access to a discourse which constitutes homosexuality as ‘natural’ and 

therefore acceptable in the same way that heterosexuality is” (p. 133). I 

questioned Sarah about her motivations for doing a comic about the persecution 

of gays. Her response was “I chose my topic on what was like not common. How 

it would stand out to people and what it meant to me, how it affects other people 

and how a lot of the time they can get shunned” (Personal communication, June 

3, 2013). Sarah intentionally chose a topic that nobody else was addressing, and 

was doing what she could to bring to light issues that did not garner much 

discussion, at least in this eighth grade Holocaust unit. She mentioned how gays 

get shunned because of their sexuality. My assumption is that she has witnessed 

first hand the verbal persecution and shunning of gays and it bothers her to the 

point where she wants to do something about it, which is commendable. What I 

wondered, even after multiple discussions, is why her story is fiction, especially 

when there are notable gay survivors of the Holocaust such as: Karl Gorath, Gad 

�90



Beck, and Pierre Seel with powerful histories that could have been told. The 

conclusion that I arrived at was though Sarah was resisting what her peers were 

doing by sharing a story that had a gay main character, she was still 

apprehensive about the attention it might receive. By creating a fictional story she 

was able to weave her belief that gays are equal and this marginalized 

population deserves to have their stories told in a way that was more subtle than 

a real life example. In Sarah’s comic we only know the main characters name 

(Garin) and there is only the briefest mention of his lover named Rex, which is 

easy to overlook. Additionally, in the dream sequence (Fig. 3.8) of the top panel 

we are unable to make out the sex of either person. In fact the only other way to 

identify this as a story about a gay prisoner is the upside down pink triangle. 

Creating a story that is heavily dependent upon the readers background 

knowledge and careful reading skills demonstrates her hesitance to be 

completely forthright in her advocacy, perhaps for fear of Mrs. Smith coming 

down on her again. If a person read this comic quickly without closely scrutinizing 

the text and images or had limited knowledge about the history of the pink 

triangle this story could have been construed as being about a heterosexual 

person longing for his girlfriend or wife. !

! Looking at the ways resistance was lived out by the students in special 

education and their special education teachers could fill a book. I thought it 

intriguing how a special education program with the reputation of being one of 

the best in the area could have a teacher who is willing to put down students just 

to flex her power and keep the students doing what she wants. The students, 
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though I specifically addressed the case of Sarah, tried to resist the power that 

Mrs. Smith had through more confrontational means, but when that did not work 

they were intelligent enough to find ways to resist her power in a covert way. !

!
What do we do, now?!

!
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! One of the biggest frustrations for Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer was with 

Lex Lenin. For eighteen weeks before my arrival and the start of this unit, he had 

been picking on other students, challenging the teachers and being disrespectful 

to his peers and elders. As I mentioned, this had been going on well before I 

arrived for the study, so at the first planning session I was informed about Lex by 

Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer. They shared examples of his behavior and 

attitude in English and reading and how he does academically well in the majority 

of his classes, except for English. Ironically, at the beginning of the school year 

he was placed in the gifted and talented program for English at the request of his 

parents even though his English grade in past years and this current year 

hovered consistently in the ‘B’ range. Mrs. Callahan showed me samples of his 

work to highlight the grammar errors, spelling mistakes and lack of fundamental 

mechanics when it came to writing. !

! However, it was a class assignment of Lex’s that in the fall of 2012 would 

make a big statement to his teachers. About eight weeks prior to the start of the 
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Holocaust unit, the students were involved in an English unit on how to write a 

persuasive essay. I will not go into the detail of that unit as it doesn’t pertain to 

this study, except for the final product. Lex had focused his persuasive essay on 

“Why we shouldn’t teach about the Holocaust in schools”. This took Mrs. 

Callahan by surprise for multiple reasons. First, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer 

had at no point informed the students about the Holocaust unit. She was 

convinced that he must have an older “contact” that provided him with that 

information. Second, his essay was extremely well thought out in opposition to 

learning about the Holocaust. In all their years of teaching neither Mrs. Callahan 

or Mrs. Boxer had a student who voiced their opinion so strongly against learning 

about the Holocaust. I read through the entirety of Lex’s essay and it did not 

outright say “I do not believe that these events happened”. Rather, he argued 

that the Holocaust unit should not take up more class time than other units and it 

would be a waste of his time because it is not a topic that interests him. Lex had 

planned to resist the Holocaust from the start and Mrs. Callahan took notice. She 

graded his persuasive essay and assigned him a B+ grade. His lowered grade 

resulted more from not using correct grammar and punctuation than the content 

of his essay. According to Mrs. Callahan “He fulfilled the project 

requirements” (Personal communication, January 14, 2013). !

! Lex apparently relaxed a bit once the persuasive essay unit was 

completed, but when it came time for the Holocaust unit to begin Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer both noticed him getting more agitated, slouching in his seat and 

casting glares at anyone who mentioned the Holocaust. In early conversations 
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with the teachers they were convinced that he did not actually believe the 

Holocaust occurred. I received all this information on Lex in about twenty to thirty 

minutes during the planning session. As a researcher I was required to listen, 

record their thoughts and feelings, but stay unbiased. I will admit for as much 

negative information I was getting about Lex, it became extremely difficult to 

push that knowledge aside and not let it influence what I saw or heard.!

! Putting it simply, Lex demonstrated resistance throughout the Holocaust 

unit in multiple ways. In this section I am going to highlight three specific ways 

Lex’s resistance was manifested through the language used to describe why he 

didn’t believe the Holocaust should be taught, his attitude towards gays, and 

finally his resistance to limiting the violence in his Holocaust comic.!

! I shared how Lex earlier wrote an essay detailing his opposition to 

learning about the Holocaust for ten consecutive weeks. This was not a single 

event and came up frequently throughout the unit of study. He was willing to 

share his opinion on this matter either verbally or through body langue every 

chance he got. !

! One example revolved around a guest speaker on the Holocaust. The 

speaker, Robert Hays, talked to the whole eighth grade in the library for seven 

hours on one day. The first three and a half hours Robert spent sharing a story 

based on the research he has done on the Holocaust and his travels to Germany 

and Poland specifically the camps of Dachau and Auschwitz-Birkeneau. Robert’s 

presentation is emotionally gripping, using descriptive language he brings to life 

events of the Holocaust, imagining what it would have been like to see Jews 
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being herded into trains like cattle, SS guards beating uncooperative people, and 

life in the camps (as a side note, Robert did not preface that while students were 

able to get a mental picture of what happened, it was impossible to truly 

understand the emotions and horrors that the victims endured). This was more 

than just a penned speech. Robert had the story memorized and made use of 

body language to simulate an SS guards club attacking a German Jew and made 

use of voice inflections, yelling like a guard, whispering like a prisoner not 

wanting to be caught and calmly talking like Josef Mengele, the notorious 

Auschwitz physician who performed unspeakable experiments on the prisoners, 

wouldn’t hurt anyone. The majority of the students were enraptured with the 

presentation, sitting erect in their seats, spontaneously covering their mouths in 

shock and a few crying. Then there was Lex, but I will come back to him in a few 

moments.!

! The second half of the presentation occurred after the students’ lunch 

break. This part of the presentation was focused on how the Holocaust is alive in 

today’s society. Robert cited examples such as Rwanda and the Bosnian war, in 

both cases genocide was a factor. He then tried to bring this down to a local and 

individual level by explaining how the Holocaust started because of hate and how 

there is a “spark of hate in all of us, and you don’t have to be white to hate; you 

have to be human” (Personal communication, February 26, 2013). After the 

presentation, Robert asked every student to write him a letter explaining how 

they see the Holocaust as being alive today and what they can do to change this. !
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! The context of Robert’s presentation is important to this analysis because 

Lex’s resistance to the Holocaust is apparent throughout and afterwards. I am 

now going to provide some of the reactions (bodily and verbally) that Lex had 

throughout this presentation as well as excerpts from his letter to Robert and 

responses Lex gave during an interview.!

! When I arrived in the library I stood in the back of the room so I could 

document all the students, their reactions, postures and it also afforded me a 

decent spot to see the speaker. Waiting for the speaker to begin, Mrs. Boxer 

came up to me and let me know that she asked Lex to move from the spot he 

had chosen by his friends to a new spot in the front. She claimed that “There 

would be problems if he sat by his friends” (Personal communication, February, 

26, 2013). Her assumption might have been correct, but once the presentation 

got underway it did not appear it mattered who he was sitting by, he was going to 

talk. At first it seemed like Lex was receptive to the presentation Robert was 

giving. He was leaning forward, elbows on his knees and making eye contact as 

Robert painted a picture about the Jews being lined up to get on the train, how a 

Jewish grandmother was clubbed in the jaw by a Nazi guard because a family 

member spoke up. My initial reaction was that he was engaged, but as I watched 

him more closely it didn’t seem to fit. Other students covered their mouths, their 

ears or eyes widened. Lex’s eyes seemed to look almost bored while Robert 

continued his narrative. Moments later in the story another Jew speaks up over 

the guard clubbing the grandmother. The guard yelled “Get the hell out of here 

and mind your own business!” Lex switched positions, he leaned back in his chair 
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and stretched his arms over his head and legs out as far as they would go, and 

smiled. The reaction was so out of place compared to the other 106 students that 

I couldn’t help but notice and think, maybe he doesn’t deny the Holocaust, but he 

isn’t exactly hiding his enjoyment of hearing people getting injured. After this 

Lex’s body language has an observable shift. His elbows are on his knees, and 

his head drops forward eyes looking at the floor and he doesn’t raise them to the 

speaker for the rest of the day. Shortly before lunch, Robert is at the point in his 

narrative where the Jews are being funneled into gas chambers and how the 

guards above would be dropping Zyklon-B into the rooms, killing everyone. 

Abruptly Lex sits up and whispers something to the neighbor to his right. When 

he pulls back I can see both students laughing. Robert, didn’t know what was 

said either, but he stopped his presentation to scold the two boys for being 

disrespectful. Lex, not making eye contact, slouches in his seat and folds his 

arms across his chest. Later when I asked about this situation Lex says he 

doesn’t remember what was so funny, yet the way he says this makes me think 

he does, but is not willing to share. !

! Lunch came and went and the student walked back into the library in a 

somber mood, except for Lex who was trying to joke with friends, jumping on 

their backs and punching their shoulders, that is until Mrs. Boxer got on him for 

goofing around. Students returned to their seats as Robert began the second half 

of his talk, this time focusing on how the Holocaust is alive today. The talk was 

going really well, almost everyone was paying attention, but it was hard to tell 

how focused Lex was because he was slouched in his chair again with arms 
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folded across his chest and his chin was also on his chest. Due to Lex’s 

unwillingness to talk about how he was feeling or what he was thinking I was 

unable to determine why he sat in this position, but because of the past behavior 

I have witnessed, I am speculating that he is still irritated at Robert for calling him 

out during the first half of the presentation. Unfortunately, his being called out 

earlier didn’t seem to make a whole lot of difference. In trying to describe how the 

Holocaust was alive and relevant today, Robert was sharing a news story that 

happened in a mid-western state about a seventeen year old girl who was raped 

by a bunch of male teenagers. Similar to before, Lex perked up, smiled and 

whispered something to the same neighbor. This time, his neighbor friend didn’t 

respond, which seemed to take the fun out of it for Lex, and so he slouched back 

in his seat looking angry again. As Robert finished, he challenged every student 

to write him a letter explaining how they see the Holocaust relevant today, either 

in themselves or their community. This “assignment” would be completed within 

the next couple of days in English class and Mrs. Callahan would mail the letters 

to Robert for him to read. In closing Robert read a line from a past student letter 

that stuck with him “It is not a long road from the start of racism to the gates of 

Auschwitz” (Personal communication, February 26, 2013). Hate is what Robert 

was trying to get the students to see and Lex showed his towards one specific 

group, gays.!

! In the following days, Mrs. Callahan helped the students compose their 

letter to Robert. What follows is an excerpt taken directly from Lex’s letter 

including grammar and spelling errors:!
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!
In me I think that the spirit of the holocaust is in me, but only as a 
Flame. It is about gays. I don’t hate them with every fiber in my 
body, but if they don’t bother me, I won’t bother them.!

(Student letter to Robert Hays, March 1, 2013)!!
! The teachers and I were expecting Lex to express his resistance, but what 

caught everyone by surprise was his flame of hate towards gays. When this letter 

was submitted I had only known Lex for about five weeks, so I needed to ask 

Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer if this was something that they encountered 

before. Neither could remember a time when Lex had voiced his opinion on gays. 

In his letter Lex claims he doesn’t hate them with his entire being, but he is not 

welcoming either. His personal preference is for them to keep as far away from 

him as possible and this was something that I was now going to keep an eye on 

because there were several students in the eighth grade who identified as gay. 

As for Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer, they wanted to have a discussion with the 

gifted and talented coordinator, but she insisted that he was being honest just like 

the speaker asked and therefore didn’t do anything wrong. In hindsight I don’t 

recall Mrs. Callahan telling the students she would be reading the letters that 

were drafted to Robert Hays. Lex might have been writing, believing nobody at 

the school would find out and he would never see Robert again. !

! Lex’s initial resistance to the Holocaust lead to his revealing a resistance 

towards gays. His issues towards gays rivaled his irritation towards learning 

about the Holocaust and that became evident a few weeks later.!

!
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! I did not realize what I was walking into as I made my way to the group of 

students that had congregated around him. What struck me as curious was that 

Lex had just returned from a week-long excursion to Honduras and missed five 

days of school so he was already behind on his research. The boys that Lex 

generally hung out with were wonderful while he was gone. All of them asked 

deep questions that pertained to their comic or the Holocaust and their behavior 

was perfect, but when he returned the dynamic shifted to being silly again. He 

instigated playful punching and name calling similar to the Robert Hays 

presentation when students were returning from lunch. I wish I could have been 

here the entire year to see how this group formed, because at this point in the 

study I’m not sure who was trying to impress who. Lex was sitting at one of four 

computer stations in Mrs. Callahan’s room and should have been researching 

the Flossenbürg concentration camp. I made my way across the room and as 

the narrative shows, he quickly minimized the windows and like so many times 

before, he refused to talk. Mrs. Callahan was not in her room when this 

occurred, she was down in the library assisting some students with research 

and since I was a licensed teacher she felt she could leave without any issues 

arising. !

! I made notes based on what I saw and what was said, or rather not said, 

so I could report what happened to Mrs. Callahan. In my researcher capacity I 

did not feel it was right for me to correct Lex’s behavior and demand that he 

share what he was viewing. When Mrs. Callahan came back towards the end of 

the hour we sat down and I shared the event with her. She looked at me and 
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asked for my opinion on what we should do. I took a moment to gather my 

thoughts because I didn’t want to lead her into doing something that she 

wouldn’t normally do, so I asked her, “He initiated a disturbance among the 

group of boys by looking at something and we don’t know what it was. Is there 

anybody that can find out?” (Personal communication, March 19, 2013). She did 

indeed know of someone, the district IT director. After I had left she composed 

an email to the director requesting Lex’s log of recent search’s. A day later Ralph 

Plumbod came into the room and let us know that “technically” Lex was not 

looking at anything inappropriate. Low and behold Lex had googled “Nazi torture 

of gays”, this brought up a list of over 300,000 sites he could choose from. 

Ralph handed us the paper with all of Lex’s keystrokes and left. Mrs. Callahan 

had a look of disbelief on her face and she wondered aloud if he was actually 

enjoying this. He intentionally went out of his way to search for a specific group 

that had been tortured by the Nazi’s. It was true that there were gay people at 

the Flossenbürg concentration camp, though they were in the vast minority, 

compared to Soviet prisoners, German criminals and Jews. Lex’s search was 

very specific and didn’t appear to address the Flossenbürg camp at all. Looking 

at the paper Ralph handed us we could clearly see that there were no 

keystrokes logged for other groups tortured by the Nazi’s.!

! Mrs. Callahan sat in silence for a long while before she began to speak. 

She recounted many of Lex’s behavior such as his letter to Robert Hays where 

he stated that he wanted the gays to stay away from him, making jokes that were 

insensitive like he did during the presentation and how he punches his friends in 
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a “playful” manner. Now he is looking up the ways Nazi’s tortured the gay 

population in the concentration camps and made sure his friends saw what he 

was looking at. She went on to further comment how he doesn’t interact act with 

the female population (I noticed this through my own observations and from 

conversations with Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer) it could be that he attempting 

show his masculinity by making fun of gays, or laughing at them being tortured 

so the other boys in his grade won’t think he is gay.!

!  Mrs. Callahan’s perception of Lex’s behaviors was a deviation from the 

norm for typical male behavior. For her, a fourteen year old boy should be talking 

to girls and because Lex wasn’t she assumed that it reflected upon his sexual 

orientation. Kumashiro (2002) says “The school needs to be an affirming space 

where Otherness is embraced, where normalcy (cultural or sexual) is not 

presumed” (p. 34). By not talking to the girls she considered his behavior deviant 

from the norm. There is nothing that says guys have to talk to girls, or they 

cannot be physical with each other in a non-sexual way. It was intriguing to watch 

the conversation go from shock over the content Lex was looking at to 

questioning his sexuality on the stereotypes of what makes a normal male. 

Kumashiro (2002) writes “…educators could acknowledge and address the fact 

that students do bring sexuality into schools for a variety of reasons, such as to 

resist norms and to denigrate Others” (p. 36). Mrs. Callahan could have looked at 

other behaviors that Lex was displaying beyond the stereotypical ones before 

making a presumption about his sexual orientation. !
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! Lex’s resistance manifested itself through writing and images. His writing 

stated he wanted gays to leave him alone and when it came to images he was 

laughing over their torture at the hands of the Nazi’s. An alternative to Mrs. 

Callahan’s presumption of Lex being gay is more in line with Kumashiro when he 

talks about reasons students come to schools and one of those reasons could be 

to denigrate Others. Kokkola (2003) adds “All language users indicate their 

attitudes and belief systems…through their choice of vocabulary, their use of 

tenses as well as a variety of other means” (p. 61) Maybe Lex really had 

animosity towards gays and to show his resistance he took what he thought was 

a humorous approach with his friends and a more direct route with an elder, 

either way it is possible that Lex could have been expressing his attitude and 

belief system through writing, images and eventually his comic.!

! Lex’s resistance to the Holocaust and to gays reaches its climax with his 

research based comic which he chose to do on the Flossenbürg concentration 

camp. What follows is the final project as completed by Lex. Observe carefully 

the words Lex chose to use, the images he chose to use in each panel and what 

he emphasized. I will then provide analysis on some of the key features from the 

comic along with conversations with Lex, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer.!

!
!
!
!
!
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Fig. 3.14 Flossenbürg (cover)!
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Fig. 3.15 Flossenbürg (page 1)!
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Fig. 3.16 Flossenbürg (page 2)!
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Fig. 3.17 Flossenbürg (page 3)!
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Fig. 3.18 Flossenbürg (page 4)!
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Fig. 3.19 Flossenbürg (page 5)!
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Fig. 3.20 Flossenbürg (page 6)!
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! Lex did not seem to not care about conforming to school or his peers, he 

sat sideways in his chair instead of facing forward in all of his classes and he 

engaged in other things not in line with typical behaviors of the classroom, so 

why not presume that it would be safe to see the same sort resisting/non-

conforming in his comic.!

! The cover (Fig. 3.14) of Lex’s comic is striking and telling at the same 

time. On the hills there are hundreds of crosses intended to represent the dead. 

In asking Lex about this, the crosses were meant for all the people who died at 

the camp. The problem with this is most of the prisoners at Flossenbürg were 

Jewish and therefore would not use a cross, instead the star of David would have 

adorned the tombstone. This is a factual error, one that could have been 

corrected with proper research. The part that really stands out is the Nazi 

swastika and its prominence on the page. The swastika rises over the hills like 

the sun, with its rays shooting out across the valley of the dead to which I asked 

Lex about his cover:!

!
Jeremy: Why did you choose to have the Nazi swastika so large on your cover?!
Lex: It was a bigger thing and it filled up more space.!

!
! It is true the Nazi’s are central to his research topic, so emphasizing the 

Nazi presence at Flossenbürg would be understandable. Placing the swastika in 

the top middle of the cover, or on the cover at all, was a direct resistance to all of 

his peers who showed people, the name of their research topic or a scene. 

Whereas his peers emphasized their story, Lex emphasized an ideology and was 
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the only one to do so. This does not mean that Lex subscribes to the Nazi 

ideology, but it does demonstrate his continued resistance to the unit by choosing 

to illustrate something that nobody else would. That being said, I don’t know that 

Lex truly understands how his image looks to the reader. If the name 

Flossenbürg were not on the cover I would have no clue that this was about a 

specific concentration camp. Instead it would appear as if I were going to read a 

text that glorifies that Nazi regime and its beliefs because of the swastika’s sun-

like quality.!

! Another way that Lex resisted was through his use of violence in the 

panels he drew. In chapter 5 I will discuss the use of violence in sharing 

Holocaust narratives in greater detail, but for now it should be important to 

understand that Lex was the only student who did not have a problem adding 

violence into his narrative. Where other students would ask Mrs. Callahan, Mrs. 

Boxer or myself if this was acceptable, he just did it. !

! Lex admitted that he rarely draws, but the violence Lex showed gets right 

in the readers face. In (Fig. 3.17) Lex shows the many ways prisoners were 

tortured from starvation and hangings to beatings and disease. Lex, attempting 

realism, strives to show starvation by drawing lines where the ribs would be to 

emulate the body wasting away. Yet, Lex’s resistance by showing violence is 

more than images, Lex clearly thought about demonstrating violence through 

sound as well. Occasionally, students would include a sound effect such as a 

BAM! or POW, Lex did this as well but went on step further in how he depicted 

the violence. In (Fig. 3.20) the remaining prisoners at Flossenbürg are sent out 
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on a death march. Lex’s panel tells the reader that prisoners who fell, became 

injured or could not keep up were shot by the Nazi guards. The reader can 

imagine the sound the POW! from the gun makes, but looking closer over the 

head second body there is a small sound effect that reads sic. His intention here 

is to mimic the sound of a bullet entering the skull and when combined with the 

skull exploding and pieces of grey matter leaving the prisoners body it gives a 

chilling effect. That particular sound effect is not one of the common sound 

effects found in comics. What it shows is that Lex was engaging all his senses in 

this panel, he was trying to make the reader understand what was happening in 

this situation and bring a sense of realism to his work. Meanwhile Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer found his images disturbing and questioned whether he should 

be allowed to draw such graphic panels. Thomas Newkirk (2002) argues “When 

violence is banned in boys’ writing, the argument, though rarely spelled out, is 

that the representation of violence (even when fictional) causes more 

violence” (p. 15). The teachers were already concerned with how Lex was acting 

in class and his writing. It was their belief that if they allowed him to continue to 

put violent images into his comic it might lead to further aggression. After much 

deliberation both teachers decided to allow the comic to stand as is, not because 

they agreed with Lex and his choices, rather because they were worried he 

would create a big argument and get his family (who had some influence in the 

district) involved and as I stated before Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer wanted to 

keep negative attention to a minimum.!
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! When I look at Lex’s work I see a student creating a work based on what 

he knows. Kokkola (2009) says “Understanding will be built upon a mixture of 

what appears in the text and their previous knowledge” (p. 168.) Lex is building a 

narrative around his research, but he also using his background knowledge to 

create a text that is more alive. Somewhere in Lex’s past he saw a movie, read a 

comic or talked to a friend that shared the what sound a bullet makes when it 

enters the body. Lex is working towards creating a text that asks the readers to 

engage all of their senses. Meanwhile Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were again 

engaged in looking at what is normal and because of Lex’s resistance to what his 

peers were doing. In this case, he was going for realism, but they were viewing it 

not as authentic research rather as a deviance from what is normal and 

assuming he was a violent natured kid that enjoyed seeing people get hurt. 

However, Lex was quite proud of his final comic even stating how he was happy 

with how it turned out. !

! It was quite difficult to get Lex to answer any question in class with detail. 

So when it came time to ask him about his comic he remained vague. At one 

point in the interview I gave Lex his comic and asked him why he chose to show 

all the violence. He responded with “Dunno, just did” (Personal communication 

June 4, 2013). Either he really didn’t know why he did it or he does know and 

wants to keep it to himself. His vague answers were not only limited to me, Mrs. 

Callahan expressed in a conversation that she really did not know why he did the 

things he did. Lex’s initial resistance to the Holocaust, gays and not holding back 

on violence seems to have created a feeling of insecurity in Mrs. Callahan that 
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Lex does not believe in what they were teaching and advocating. Mrs. Callahan 

explained:!

!
Did we change his mind? I’m not sure. Was he allowed to express 

some things that he wanted, was feeling, yes. Is it how he really 

feels? I don’t know. Lex is a mystery. But from the kind of resistance 

we got in the beginning, I mean, I think he did okay. He came 

around as far as like doing what we needed him to do.!

(Personal communication, August 23, 2013)!

!
! What if Lex was resisting in a variety of ways because he didn’t feel like 

he could accurately express how he was feeling because he didn’t believe the 

content? Did Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer force him to do what they wanted not 

taking into consideration his personal viewpoints? Mrs. Callahan acknowledges 

this above when she said he did what he needed them to do, but she does not 

know if he actually believes it. This raises some interesting questions for the 

future. If a student resists because they don’t believe in the Holocaust, is it 

acceptable to allow them to share their views? This creates a dilemma that is not 

easily solved pitting moral issues against the freedom of speech. !

! Lex is a mystery, Mrs. Callahan said it and I would agree with it, his 

involvement in this study lead to more questions than answers but the questions 

that were raised definitely deserve more focus moving forward. Resisting more 

than any other student in the study Lex challenged Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer 
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in ways they haven’t experienced before. From expressing his desire for gays to 

leave him alone to his aversion to learning about the Holocaust and attempting to 

make his comic as violently realistic as possible, are but a few ways that Lex 

resisted during the unit. However, the resistance Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer 

faced should not be viewed negatively rather, as a moment of learning to improve 

the Holocaust unit.!

!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Chapter 4!
Exposing Gendered Stereotypes in the Context of the Holocaust Unit!
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! Growing up in my father’s household was a demanding act, demanding in 

the sense that all males in the household had to “fit” his idea of what men should 

be and do. My father believed, and continues to believe, that a male should not 

only be strong physically and mentally but should also demonstrate this strength 

through “performing”.  Tears and signs of affection initiated by males had no 

place in our home because these are things that women and weak men did, but 

not the “Johnson boys”.  Bronwyn Davies (2003) wrote, “...the binary is at least in 

part set up within each male between the superior mind and the inferior body to 

be dominated and controlled” (p. 100). In our household if we were to shed tears 

it was a given that my father would respond with, “What are you a girl? Stop your 

crying,” My father perpetuated the male role in the male-female binary controlling 

his house, his emotions and others. You were either a strong male or you were 

weak like a woman and nothing in between was acceptable. It was as any 

variation of the traditional male role was non-existent. You either were a male, 

big, strong, and powerful. Or, you were a weakling, easily controlled, a female. !

! Having grown up in the 50’s and 60’s in a rural midwestern community, his 

upbringing was strict and focused on hard labor where the men worked outside 

on the farm while the women sewed the clothes and cooked the meals. Little time 

was devoted to the likes of reading, imaginative play or art. Peggy McIntosh 

(2004) describes this as “conferred dominance” where a person uses his cultural 

upbringing and flexes that power over others. Alison Bailey (2004) explains:!

!

�124



Dominant group privilege is established partly through legislation 

and public policy but also through informal and subtle expressions 

of speech, bodily reactions and gestures, malicious stereotypes, 

aesthetic judgements, and media images. In this way privilege is 

systematically created and culturally reinforced” (p. 309)!

!
! When I was a kid I was fascinated with the cartoons He-Man (1985) and 

Transformers (1984). I absolutely loved those two programs and I considered 

myself fortunate that my parents purchased several of the action figures so I 

could reenact the episodes. However, their support of my imagination and what I 

considered enjoyable activities had limitations. Activities such as cooking, arts 

and crafts were off limits. While my father allowed me to play with He-Man and 

Transformers when I was five, as I got older it became taboo. It was not 

uncommon for him to say, “You need to grow up Jeremy. Life isn’t one of your 

fantasies.” Davies (2003) speaks directly of Transformers when she writes, 

“Eventually the ‘real’ takes over from the fantasy of early games, the ‘real’ being 

expressed in terms of the heroic hardness and competence of his own body 

being used in combat with others...to play with transformers at the age of ten 

would signify babyishness rather than powerful forms of competence” (p. 98). My 

father felt it was acceptable for me to use my imagination while young, but the 

older I grew, I was expected to give that up for the real world. Toys in my home 

both were gendered as well as strongly linked to age. The word choice he used, 

judgements about what constituted an acceptable activity and what I could watch 
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on television. It makes sense now why Transformers and He-Man were 

acceptable for viewing. They too promoted a male privileged society.!

! From a young age I knew that I was creative and I loved making art that 

communicated stories, emotions and situations. I got the impression early on that 

he didn’t really care or didn’t want to show he cared because my interest in the 

creative didn’t fit within his concept of male. He would support the things that he 

believed were socially acceptable. After all, he was “helping” me to become the 

male he thought I needed to be by pushing certain behaviors, actions and 

interests. His opinion aligned with the research of Dr. Leonard Sax (2006) 

showing how some boys have been socialized to think “art is for girls” (p. 24). So, 

to engage with art outside the art classroom I needed to be secretive by drawing 

in notebooks after I went to bed or between classes. To illustrate masculinity 

further, sports were a must in our household. My father said he didn’t care if we 

were any good, but we had to participate in order to stay active and lead a 

healthy lifestyle. If pursuing sports for the sake of health was all that my father 

really wanted, I think I would have been content, however, that was not the 

reality. I really wanted to swim but my father would not hear of it. That was a 

sport for “wimps”. I was instead involved (sometimes against my will) in three 

sports every year from the time I was in second grade until I graduated from high 

school. In the fall it was football, winter was wrestling and spring was baseball. A 

caveat of being part of sports teams was that one needed to also participate in 

weight lifting. I did this, but not with the same gusto as my brothers and peers. It 

was not that I was lazy, I was just not as interested in building muscle. When I 
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would enter the weight room I would push myself for the sport, not for any 

personal ambition. I was also unlike some of my peers in that I did not drink 

protein shakes immediately following a workout to help the muscle building 

process. For me, this was okay. I was comfortable being 5’10” and 150 pounds. 

Little has changed since high school. I still abhor lifting and still weigh the same 

as I did my senior year of high school. My brothers on the other hand continued 

weight lifting and are “built” as the term is often used. My father does not miss an 

opportunity to communicate his disappointment with me on an on-going basis 

concerning my physique, or lack thereof. In a recent one-sided conversation he 

told me that it is “in my genes” to be well-defined, chiseled and buff. My skinny 

physique, to him, is a let-down, a blemish on the Johnson male image. After all, 

my sixty year old father still goes to the gym, lifts weights, runs marathons and 

hikes mountains. My two brothers work out, lift and coach wrestling. My two 

brothers exemplify what Davies (2003) writes: “masculinity has become highly 

visible, in part through the marginal status created by the refusal of the dualistic, 

hierarchical definition of maleness” (p. 116). Through his use of conferred 

dominance, my father has replicated the cultural norms in my siblings. Kevin 

Kumashiro (2002) adds that, “being privileged requires that a person thinks, 

feels, acts, and relates to others in only particular ways; it requires that a person 

be identified by others in only particular ways...For men...’masculine’ requires 

being perceived as masculine” (p. 156). For my brothers and father, they live out 

their masculinity at home, in their fields of work, and their social lives. 

Unfortunately this privilege and power has led them to put down any who attempt 
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to trouble their thinking or actions. My perceived failure to embrace masculinity 

has come with ramifications. I am marginalized in my own family because of my 

disinterest in embracing the ideal of physical strength. This pervasive 

understanding of what it means to be male in my family has created more 

distance between me and my father and brothers. I’m not invited to participate in 

certain activities, during conversations I must endure “digs” at my femininity, and 

lack of ability to do tasks that are typically “male”, activities like hunting, fixing 

things around the house and making decisions related to our family are 

constantly in question. I have to bite my tongue during conversations in which my 

family is saying very troubling things about me, my family and others in general 

who do not “fit” their ideas of masculinity. Gender roles and what it means to be 

male or female are difficult to trouble. I can only hope to make change by 

supporting my own children.!

! Looking back now I realize how much his privilege was being forced upon 

me and the backlash I received for resisting. Only now, years later, am I 

beginning to understand his actions and comments. My life experiences 

demonstrate a desire to break away from my father’s idea of what it means to be 

male. Sadly, masculinity even has an impact on my research. When at 

conferences or talking with colleagues and I’m asked to give my “cocktail 

speech” on my research I feel vulnerable as if I’m opening myself to criticism. My 

mind tells me that I should be proud of my interests and accomplishments, but 

also guarded. Generally when people find out that I teach art the conversation 

quickly dives into awkward silence. Which puts me in a position to question the 
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worth of my own research. Newkirk (2002) says, “The male readers of comic 

books were seen as virtually helpless, entirely susceptible to the suggestive 

violence portrayals, completely unable to untangle fantasy and reality” (p. 4). 

Even though my research on comics is scholarly, I do feel that in some academic 

circles my work is viewed as fluff, that I am unable to understand reality and it 

should not be allowed. There are days when giving up on comics scholarship has 

crossed my mind, but what would that solve? Other than negating a few awkward 

situations and glances nothing would be solved by doing this. So I push forward 

embracing what I love and enjoy by further troubling what it means to be 

masculine.!

! How does this reflection relate to a research study on comics and the 

Holocaust? Quite simply, it demonstrates the gendered experiences I had 

growing up. It also provides a basis for understanding the variety of complex 

experiences students have with gender as they enter the classroom. In the 

following sections I’m going to discuss two specific themes that arose relating to 

gender: 1) The students initial reaction to art in the English classroom. 2) How 

gender played into the students’ Holocaust graphic novels. !

!
!
!
!
!
!
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Art, outside the art room?!
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! In the interest of truth, the above VSN is an amalgamation of five class 

periods condensed into one. The reason for doing so reflects the authentic 

nature of the class periods. There were a few students who were against art and 

drawing while there were a select few who were all for it. However, the largest 

portion was filled with students who were either unsure about what a unit in 

comics would be like or just didn’t have an opinion.!

! Based on the VSN above it is clear that students were scattered all over 

the “let’s do art outside the art room” spectrum. Take for example Katie. In the 

above VSN on page one, panel five we can clearly see her excitement. As I 

stated in the methodology chapter, sometimes it is necessary to exaggerate 

facial features or body language to emphasize a point. However, with Katie no 

extra emphasis was needed. She was a highly energetic young woman that 

geeked out at the prospect of using comics as a project for learning. In our 

dialogue Katie asks about my familiarity with manga characters such as Sailor 

Moon (1992) to which I responded I knew who she was and have read her in 

manga as well as many other titles with Full Metal Alchemist (2001) being one of 

my favorites.!

! I am going to step back for a moment. Prior to asking questions to the 

students I handed out an anonymous  survey asking students about their 

experiences with comics. Students answered the brief questions, when finished I 

collected the surveys to review later. The whole process took no more than five 

minutes. That evening, when going over the surveys did I truly find out how many 

students read or have at least experienced manga specifically. Of the 107 
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students in the eighth grade exactly ten students knew what manga was and 

have read it. Breaking it down further two of the ten readers were male while the 

other eight were female. The manga titles students read ranged from Pokemon 

(1997) and Rave Master (1999) to Naruto (2003) and Bleach (2002) and the 

content varied as much as the titles. This brief survey was essential to knowing 

the breakdown of comic experience (including manga) in the eighth grade. 

Regrettably, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer knew even less about manga and did 

not want to have instruction on that style. By not introducing the manga style this 

would avoid confusion for the students and the teachers.!

! I will digress slightly further to briefly define what manga is. Manga is a 

Japanese word that refers to comics and cartooning. However, outside Japan 

manga specifically refers to comics. Unlike the United States where comics are 

viewed as the domain of children and nerds, in Japan people of all ages read 

manga. Manga is read from right to left instead of left to right. A novice to manga 

might be slightly confused to find that they must start at the “back” of the book 

and read the right page followed by left page. With a little practice, this is form of 

reading can be picked up quickly. The nationally proclaimed “God of Manga”, 

Osamu Tezuka quickly elevated the medium in the post-world war period. His 

biggest contribution to the medium, according to Frederik Schodt, was the use of 

what he called the “cinematographic” technique. The visual dynamism had 

panels coalescing into what could be a motion picture using drawing techniques 

that mimicked slow motion, rapid zooms and close-ups (Schodt, 1986). Manga in 

the United States was not a popular form of reading until the mid to late1980’s 
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when titles such as Ghost in the Shell (1989) by Masamune Shirow started to 

become translated for a new audience. Since that time the growth of manga has 

increased year after year with school and public libraries buy new titles, new 

publishers entering the field and current publishers expanding their catalogue of 

titles and the popular media starting to discuss manga  (Schodt, 1996). Titles are 

not geared only to the male demographic, there are substantial titles for females 

as well. Dirk Deppey (2005) wrote how observers who closely watch the manga 

explosion have taken note of the young and adult female readers. Paul Lopes 

(2009) claims “Estimates suggested that females comprised roughly 60 percent 

of manga readers” (p. 156). With books full of strong female characters and 

adventure it is no wonder it is growing so fast. Manga is much more complex 

than the abbreviated history presented here. However, a basic understanding is 

vital because a 10% of the student body in this study were avid manga readers.!

! Returning to the dialogue with Katie. However, because Katie was such an 

exuberant student I wasn’t able to provide an answer or ask the rest of the class 

if they knew what manga was before she peppered me with her next question, 

asking if I’ve read Twilight: The Graphic Novel (2010). I had read this title 

because of it’s popularity with the girls. My acknowledgement of reading this 

particular title received a few snickers from the boys as well as a few 

exclamations of approval from the girls. The main character was a female which 

was a strike against it and the plot had love as an essential theme, another 

strike. For several of the boys who vocalized their dismissal of the text through a 

snicker they regarded the text as, in their own words, “girly” and “sappy”. It was, 
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therefore, easy for them to dismiss the text as something that was inferior and 

beneath them. Davies (2003) explains “This is not something the boys invent for 

themselves in their conversations, but a reiteration and display of the 

oppositional, hierarchical gender” (pp. 75-76). The male students that spoke up 

revealed their attitudes about what they deem feminine and worthy of attention. 

After five minutes of instruction I had two solid examples of the gendered 

experiences of the students, both of which perpetuated the traditional male-

female stereotypes. !

! As an experienced teacher I know how to remain attentive to the person 

speaking while keeping my eyes moving around the room looking for confused 

looks, inattentiveness or students who would like to contribute. It was during the 

exchange with Katie that I noticed a male student near the front named Lex Lenin 

with his head propped up on his hand and his elbow on his desk yawning. As 

Katie and I were finishing our little conversation, Lex rolled his eyes (see above 

VSN page 2, panel 2). Upon asking him his thoughts in regard to doing a project 

in comic format, Lex responded with, “I’m wondering how this is going to help me 

in my life,” (personal communication, January 22, 2013). This was a legitimate 

question and I couldn’t fault him for asking. I was about to respond when, out of 

the corner of my left eye I noticed a girl who was not paying attention. Stephanie 

was completely zoned out from our classroom and focusing on her social studies 

text book, making absolutely no effort to hide her actions. Using my teacher voice 

I requested that she shut the book and engage with her peers in English class. 

The textbook slammed shut followed by a growling sound and Stephanie 
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commenting loudly “It’s just drawing!” (personal communication, January 22, 

2013). That was impressive, at that moment I realized how much I missed 

teaching in a middle school. Two students in a span of thirty seconds tossed 

essentially the same question at me. Lex flat out said what he was thinking 

whereas Stephanie said it more indirectly. “It’s only drawing” says that art as a 

field is not as important as the other courses of study and it won’t have an impact 

on their future lives. Alan Savoie (2009) says “[F]amilies and society in general 

undervalu[e] the importance of the arts in human life” (p. 28). What I heard 

underneath Lex’s question and Stephanie’s statement was they do not have an 

appreciation for art. Savoie (2009) further says, “From a very early age, all 

cultures via parents, peers and relatives teach children varyingly rigid gender 

stereotypes” (p. 28). It appeared based on the initial reaction and questioning, 

that Stephanie and Lex had ingrained understanding of the arts not being a 

benefit to them in any endeavor. Whether this came from parents or peers was 

never made clear in the upcoming weeks or months. Kerry Freedman (1994) 

suggests “Children’s artist production and appreciation are also bound by the 

commonalities of schooling” (pp. 161-162). The art program at the elementary 

level is quite vibrant, however, moving up through the grades many students do 

not get the opportunity to take art as well as experience art being integrated into 

other courses. It is entirely possible that school is as much to blame for jaded 

opinions of art as are parents and peers. Stephanie after expressing her initial 

disgust for being directed back to the task at hand crossed her arms and 

slouched down in her desk. It was evident that I was on her bad side. Despite 
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asking Stephanie questions in class or saying hello in the hall it would be several 

days before she acknowledged me again.!

! Turning my attention back to Lex, I asked him to provide me with some 

clarification about his comment. Icily, he responded by wanting to know how a 

comics unit would connect to English and help him as an adult. I looked at Mrs. 

Callahan, expecting her to jump in as I was a guest in her room. Instead she 

shrugged her shoulders and remained silent. This was frustrating because she 

had unknowingly put me into a tough situation. On one hand, Lex really wanted 

to know the connection comics had to English and life to which I could give him 

multiple reasons. That was not a problem. It was on the other hand, what I said 

that could potentially influence the study. Before the study began I was nervous 

about the multiple roles I would have to navigate as a researcher and here I was 

thrust into a situation I had hoped to avoid. This was a no win scenario so I 

played it safe and told him that hopefully as the unit progressed he would start to 

see the connections. Of course, he was irritated by the lack of detail in my 

answer and dismissed it. Yet, I did not feel comfortable telling Lex what 

connections would be made. To do so, I felt as a researcher, could have the 

potential to influence the study. From previous conversations with Mrs. Callahan I 

knew she viewed me as the expert when it came to comics so, to voice those 

connections to English may have lead her to modifying lessons or activities to 

meet my response to Lex. The safe route still allowed me to experience how Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer would create the connections for the students 
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themselves rather than of being able to stand up and advocate for a medium I 

truly believe in.!

! Students who spoke up to speak by this point were few, but when they did 

they voiced their opposition or lack of interest in anything to do with art or comics. 

Mrs. Callahan and I, before the start of the unit, sat down and went through the 

class roster. She filled me in on who was doing well, who was struggling, the 

students who had special needs and those that were gifted and talented. Along 

the way I made some notes about students and things to look for as the study 

moved forward. With this newfound knowledge I attempted to stay objective and 

not let anything the teacher said about a student cloud or influence my 

interpretation of a students; thought, comment or action. That is when Robert 

raised his hand. I knew instantly that this was going to be a good question. After 

all Mrs. Callahan did say he was an eloquent and thoughtful speaker. I signaled 

Robert to share his opinion and immediately he provided a solid example. The 

Captain Underpants series by Dav Pilkey (1997). This was a prime example of a 

comic, plus it demonstrated stylistically that a text’s drawings did not need to be 

so refined which I shared with the class in hopes of lowering the anxiety of 

students who were nervous about drawing. All of a sudden Robert says, “I’ve 

also read some hentai” (personal communication, January 22, 2013). Right then, 

every ear in that classroom perked up because this was a new word. However, 

what was more likely is they saw my body tense up and a look of shock come 

across my face. Pretty soon, all the students wanted to know what hentai meant, 

but this was not the place for a conversation about this genre of manga. Hentai 
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has Japanese origin and essentially means “perverse sexual desire”. 

Internationally hentai is used as a catch-all term to describe the manga 

pornography genre whereas in Japan hentai is not a genre, but a description of 

bizarre sexual acts or desire. One of the things that struck me about the hentai 

was underlying gender issues. Since I have been discussing gender and power 

throughout this section hentai is an extension of this conversation. Hentai’s 

content depicts females being dominated, while fulfilling the sexual desires of 

another in what would be considered exploitation, and objectification of women 

her for pleasure without respect. Jennifer Saul (2006) calls this sort of 

objectification instrumentalizing.  When Robert said he read hentai, it was a 

blessing and a curse. It was a blessing because the students began to get 

interested in comics. Questions poured in about what the word meant, where can 

they find it and why was I not talking about it? Unfortunately, the curse was now 

the students were interested in knowing what hentai was and where they can get 

their hands on it. I half-expected to get angry phone calls shortly after three 

o’clock that afternoon when students went home telling them what they learned 

about comics that day. Thankfully nothing transpired, however, I was concerned 

about where Robert would come in contact with hentai. I pulled Robert aside 

after class to ask him that very question and he responded by saying he “couldn’t 

remember” (personal communication, January 22, 2013). !

! Now that Robert had the students curious and engaged about comics, I 

was able to proceed with introducing figure drawing. Almost instantly a large 

handful of kids would either blurt out or raise their hands and ask if they could 
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draw stick people. Absolutely not was the phrase I repeated over and over. I 

explained to the students the reasons why a stick figure will not suffice when 

writing about a topic as serious as the Holocaust. To prove my point I projected 

two images one of Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz and the other Nazi SS soldiers. 

The students were asked to look at the two images carefully, observing all the 

details from facial features down to their clothing. Shutting off the projector I drew 

two identical stick figures upon the board asked to students to identify which was 

the Jewish prisoner and which was the Nazi SS soldier. Grudgingly, the students 

admitted they couldn’t tell the difference between the two figures. Driving home 

my point I asked how they would be able to identify different people in their 

graphic novel if they were all stick people? I received a smattering of answers 

such as “I’ll change the hair” or “I can put some clothes on a stick person” to 

which several snickers arose. This would have been another great time for Mrs. 

Callahan to interject, but again she stayed on the sidelines watching. The 

Holocaust, I told the students, was a tragedy beyond comparison to other 

catastrophic events in human history. With so many people being murdered, it is 

our duty to honor those people by providing accurate and authentic details. Lydia 

Kokkola (2003) reminds us that “Works of Holocaust literature require a sense of 

both time and space in order to be historically accurate” (p. 67). Stick figures are 

not an appropriate style for creating works on the Holocaust.!

! To end the class I handed every student a piece of paper with twelve 

empty two inch by two in boxes. In the boxes students were asked to draw 

whatever idea was in their head within 15 seconds. The purpose of this activity 
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was two-fold: 1) To start getting the students used to drawing outside of the art 

room, and 2) It was provided me, the researcher, a baseline for their drawing 

abilities, which in effect led me to analyzing the gendered nature of their 

drawings. The activity progressed quite well and I was pleased to see everybody 

participating to some degree. Based upon my observations females were the 

most actively engaged in the process, sitting erect, concentrating on developing 

details. Whereas most of males were slouched in their desks, looking at what 

their peers’ drawings and generally uncomfortable. I was not surprised to see this 

reaction. Savoie (2009) writes “Boys tend to turn away from “feminine-identified” 

disciplines” (p. 28). As a result they have stopped drawing, which in turn prevents 

them from becoming better artists. Viktor Lowenfeld (1947) developed the 

“Stages of Artistic Development”, which are made visible in the infographic by 

Laurie E. Meyer (2012) below. The different stages to !

Fig. 4.1 Lowenfeld’s Stages of Artistic Development!
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Lowenfeld’s theory show the progression of artistic development for the child. 

There, however, are outside influences that can either benefit or impede the 

child’s development. Positive experiences such as parents encouraging the arts 

coupled with providing the child with multiple opportunities to experience the arts 

such as plays, museums, dance recitals can help foster interest. The positive 

experiences have the potential for children to understand that the arts are 

acceptable to enjoy and participate in. The flip side of that argument is children 

who have negative or no experiences. Parents who do not eschew the arts in all 

their forms, schools that cut arts programming or a teacher that is highly critical 

will turn students off to the arts.!

!

Fig. 4.2 Male Student! ! !       Fig. 4.3 Female Student!

! !
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! In the initial drawings by students we can get a glimpse of their drawing 

history.  Looking at the students drawings it is clear that many students have not 

put their drawing skills to use in quite some time. The drawings the male student 

(Fig. 4.2) completed reveal some gendered experiences that he has learned and 

is sharing what he feels is important. Football, baseball, weightlifting, guns, elk, 

woods all point to what he internalizes as being male. His figure drawings rely on  

the stick figure and while we don’t get much in the way of detail, we do 

understand the action which is taking place. The drawings by the female (Fig. 

4.3) in comparison are only slightly better in artistic quality. She did attempt to 

add some weight to the female character by providing her with a triangular 

shaped torso thus suggesting she is aware that a figure is more than a straight 

line. She also adopted the same approach for the cat in the upper left corner. 

Brief analysis of each students twelve drawings suggests that their artistic 

abilities straddle the schematic dawning realism stages, and since the students 

are several years beyond the approximate age of the pre-schematic and dawning 

realism it appears that both students have no desire in developing these skills. !

! In contrast, the two other students have remarkably different experiences 

with their art. The male student (Fig. 4.4) has attempted more realistic drawings. 

He has tried giving the illusion of depth by placing a beach chair in the 

foreground with the beach moving towards the background until it meets the 

horizon line. The campfire is more than just a single wavy flame. Through 

observation the student understands that multiple flames are coming together 

and there is no pattern to their shape. The female (Fig. 4.5) has evolved beyond 
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stick figures. Both the human and the elf figures are devoid of the stick shape 

and have a more realistic quality to them. The apple and the Poké Ball both !

Fig. 4.4 Male Student! ! !    Fig. 4.5 Female Student!

demonstrate that the female student understands what a light source is and is 

the process of developing proper execution of this technique. The apple, for 

example, has the light coming from the upper right corner and so she let the 

white of the paper act as the highlight, she attempted to build up the shadows to 

give the apple a more rounded appearance, but has not developed the skills for 

this task yet. These two particular students exemplify the pseudo-naturalistic 

stage. This is the stage where the student strives for adult-like drawings, 

incorporating lights and shadows and working with space. Furthermore, these 

two students also have had positive experiences with art. The male student is 

enrolled in an after school art class where his able to work with a professional 

artist and in response to being asked about drawing in English class he said, “I 
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got kinda excited because I got to use my drawing skills for something besides 

fun” (personal communication, June 4, 2013). Having positive experiences with 

art does not automatically equate with being a better artist. What it does do 

though is create an environment for the student where many of societal 

stereotypes surrounding the arts are brushed aside. This particular male student 

was given opportunities to learn from parents and teachers to which he 

internalized the arts as being something acceptable to interact with. !

! The experiences that were revealed on the first day through conversation 

and small sketches were just a precursor to the types of gendered experiences 

students would incorporate into their research based Holocaust graphic novel. In 

the next section I will include pages from the students’ graphic novels and 

deconstruct the types of stories that are being shared and what gender 

stereotypes are playing into these historical reconstructions.!

!
Gendered Holocaust stories !

! When I embarked on this research study looking at the ways gender 

played out through the students narratives was not at the forefront of my mind. 

As the weeks progressed I slowly started to notice little things that caught my 

attention and planted seeds of curiosity. For example, why does it appear most 

of the stories created by males are fact based? When violence is used to move 

the narrative forward why do the females rely more on implied violence? In this 

section I’m going to highlight two themes that emerged from looking at the 

students’ Holocaust comics. First, the type of narrative being shared and how it 

�147



was constructed, and second how violence was used. In both themes excerpts 

from the students’ Holocaust comics will be used to demonstrate the point being 

made. In looking at the research based Holocaust comics I hope to reveal how 

the students gendered experiences have been integrated into their work.!

! The narratives created by the male students were large in scope. Painted 

in broad strokes the male students focused on the large details such as: Who 

were the allies? What were the concentration camps? and What type of weapons 

were used in the war? The stories were straightforward, factual, and in the realm 

of nonfiction.The females on the other hand were generally more focused on 

developing narratives around their characters, building relationships and 

emotional connections. Maria’s comic was about twins who were split from their 

mother by Dr. Josef Mengele. The story (Fig. 4.6) was told from the point of view 

of one of the twins and while based on fact, the narrative is fiction. !

She knew that in order make this story work she would have to invest a 

considerable amount of time developing dialogue and drawing facial expressions 

to create a story that was educational and emotionally engaging. What I was 

finding yielded similar results to a 1999 study conducted by Donna Tuman. Her 

hypothesis was boys and girls would choose subject matter appropriate to their 

gender. The results of her study found that the boys were much more likely than 

girls to include: danger, aggression, power and violence. The girls’ results 

showed they were more likely to include: realism, care and concern, animals, 

social experience and physical appearance. The boys in this Holocaust unit were 

creating comics that were more action oriented, displayed the power of the Nazis!
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Fig 4.6 Into the Hands of Death (page 1)!

and more often than not depicted the graphic violence the Nazis inflicted. The 

girls’ comics were different, there was a focus on Germans hiding Jewish children 

because they were kind and didn’t believe in the Nazi ideology, the characters 

had more realism to them through the dialogue and the intricate drawings along 

with the inclusion of animals.!

! The difference in types of stories created between the two genders was 

evident, so I made a point of having ongoing discussions throughout the unit with 

the students about the choices they were making in regards to their comic. The 
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male students shared how they liked to show what actually happened while the 

females preferred to show how the Holocaust affected the people involved. Take 

for example the excerpt below from a male student (Fig. 4.7). !

Fig. 4.7 Angst Fear (page 3)!

The student’s comic is about young children growing up in Germany and the 

steps to becoming part of the feared SS. Throughout his comic the reader gets 

bullet points of who the SS are, what they do, and why the do what they do. The 

�150



lack of character development leaves the reader to only digest facts and remain 

emotionally uninvested. In contrast, a female student (Fig. 4.8) wrote a comic in 

diary format, clearly inspired by the book Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl !

Fig. 4.8 Books I Should Have Burned (page 3)!

(Frank, 1993), is about a woman who reflects back on a horrifying time in her life 

during the Holocaust. The student put in a tremendous amount of time in both the 

careful word choices and the drawings that work so well with the text. !
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! The male and female students approached the comic from two different 

standpoints. Sylvia Feinburg (1976) argues that girls use a “personal” approach 

to drawing and boys a “depersonal” approach. After reviewing all of the 107 

comics that were collected and specifically looking to see if Feinburg’s argument 

was correct. I found that she was indeed accurate, the male students created 

comics that were depersonal focusing on major events and little on the 

interaction of characters. The male comics were fact based, as they should have 

been, but the the information was presented almost as a bulleted list of facts 

rather than a story  with plot, beginning, middle and end, giving the reader a 

feeling of detachment. The reason for the personal and depersonal approaches 

might be explained by Thomas Newkirk (2002) who says “[Boys] high self-

esteem may be related to lower self-standards, particularly in what they see as 

the female practices of reading and writing” (p. 44). I agree with Newkirk’s 

assessment, but I would  include drawing as a female practice as well. Society 

has taught boys that to write and draw is a feminine task and therefore not 

worthy of as much attention, it is something that you do at school to fulfill the 

requirements beyond that it is not necessary. What is being demonstrated to both 

boys and girls, Tuman (1999) contends is “How gender style in children’s drawing 

is socially-learned and culturally rooted…[and] how these gender styles might 

inhibit or shape children’s development in drawing” (p. 55). Though Tuman is 

pointedly addressing art education, I would argue that her premise applies to 

reading and writing as well. Boys and girls exposure to gender stereotyping, 

whether through peers, parents or education, can have a significant impact on 
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their development. Take for example the comics below. In both cases the drawing 

ability of the boys is limited. In Fig. 4.9  the male student does not show a !

Fig. 4.9 Axis Powers (page 2)!

human figure even though that was one of the requirements set forth by Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer. During class conversations he said he wasn’t good at 

drawing humans so he decided to leave them out. His response was not 

uncommon, especially from the male population. In Fig. 4.10 a students 

characters were only slightly evolved beyond the stick person.!
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Fig. 4.10 Neo-Nazi Denying the Holocaust (page 2)!

The male student in Fig. 4.11 attempted to draw human figures, but the people 

remain blocky and long for detail. What I found fascinating is that during the first 

week of the Holocaust unit I spent two days teaching the students how to draw 

the human figure. We started out with the stick figure, moved on to figures similar 

to the ones in Fig. 4.11 and we ended with refining that figure by adding details 

indicative of the time period. The students !
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Fig. 4.11 The Story of Volkswagen (page 4)!

meanwhile were not sitting idly, they were drawing along with me, there were 

practice sheets and handouts that they could keep as references. !

! As a former middle school teacher I knew drawing could be difficult for the 

students as they hit puberty and become self-conscious of how their drawing 

looks compared their peers. Yet, both students were still uncomfortable with their 

drawing skills nearly two months later with one student refusing to put humans in 
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and the other only partially drawing the figures and leaving out all the necessary 

details needed to identify the time period. What this Holocaust comic unit 

demonstrated was just how internalized gender stereotypes are in males. Even 

after the study when I was conducting the formal exit interviews, most males said 

they had stopped drawing unless they were required to do so. In the end this!

means until the gender stereotypes are reduced boys’ abilities to comfortably 

share narratives with care and concern, realism, social experience, and their 

drawing skills will be limited.!

! The girl’s comics also had their set of gender stereotypes that were in 

play. Drawing is seen as more of a feminine task than a male one so it is not 

often discouraged or frowned upon by peers or parents. Without discouragement 

there is the freedom to explore and practice with drawing therefore the quality of 

their drawings are at a higher level than their male counterparts. For example, 

Fig. 4.12, 4.13 and 4.14 demonstrate the advanced level of skills one can acquire 

in a positive environment where drawing is acceptable. In talking to the girls in 

their English and reading classes they all said that drawing was important to 

them and it was encouraged at home. Having amazing drawing skills is a!

wonderful ability, but the girls had their own issues related to gender stereotyping 

that emerged.!

!
!
!
!
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!
!
!
!
!
!
!

!
Fig. 4.12!

                 Shattered (page 6)!

!
!
!

!
!

Fig. 4.13 Josef Mengele (page 2)!
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Fig. 4.14 Not Knowing When (page 3)!

! Where the boys wrote their comic as bulleted facts, I found the majority of 

the girls in the study created a story that involved caring and concern for others 

in carefully crafted narratives. In analyzing female drawings Alain Savoie (2009) 

says, “females emphasize relationships and caring for others” (p. 30). The results 

I have found so far appear to match his observations. At the beginning of this 

section I shared how Maria wrote a story (Fig. 4.6) about twins being separated 

from their mother by Dr. Josef Mengele. The story is emotionally gripping and 

carefully develops the relationship that the twins had with their mother and with 

each other. Sadly, it seems that the gender stereotyping has an impact upon the 

females in relation to their stories. Tuman (1999) writes “If girls are continuously 

encouraged to prioritize humanistic and social content domains over the content 
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domains of aggression and adventure in their drawings, it is likely that expressive 

elements associated with female content domains will become solidified” (p. 55). !

!

Fig. 4.15 Into the Hands of Death (page 19)!

This comes into play when considering how girls end their stories. In Maria (Fig. 

4.6, Fig. 4.15) and Jill’s (Fig. 4.16) comics both have a happy ending. This is not 

an anomaly rather it is a theme that runs throughout. The girls have been !

!
!
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Fig. 4.16 A Day at Auschwitz (page 7)!

socialized to stay away from aggression and adventure which would also mean 

endings that are sad. They are exposed to movies where love conquers all, 

people live happily ever after and nobody dies. These ideals have infiltrated their 

thinking and they have begun to internalize. Take the comic created by Maria 

(Fig. 4.6) both of the twins survived Auschwitz and Mengele’s cruel experiments. 

Realistically, the odds of both twins surviving is small, very small. The same goes 
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for Jill’s character (Fig. 4.16) who survives one of the Nazi death marches, again 

the odds of surviving ranged anywhere from one in two to one in three. Some 

marches resulted in only a handful of prisoners surviving. The happy ending is a 

manifestation of the gender stereotypes the girls have been exposed to. In reality 

there were no happy endings to these Holocaust stories. Jews, gays, and 

political prisoners who did survive the war had to deal with the psychological 

trauma of surviving when their family and friends didn’t or coping with the 

physical ramifications from the torture they endured at the hands of the Nazis. 

Sharing stories where the ending is pleasant is doing an injustice to the survivors 

and to those who died. The effects of the Holocaust raged on long after the last 

shot of the war was fired. !

! Reading, writing and drawing, were three activities that are as much for 

boys as girls. Happy endings from the Holocaust are few and far between, but 

that does not mean a story about concern and caring cannot be written by both 

females and males. Garber, Sandell, Stankiewicz and Risner (2007) contend “It 

is crucial to understand that interests and skills are heavily schooled and gender 

preferences and skill differences should not be understood as biological but 

rather has learned differences” (p. 371). The males and females who participated 

in this study showed through their comics how they have internalized the gender 

stereotypes they are exposed to. Students could do well with more opportunities 

to understand the socially accepted gender stereotypes, how they are lived out in 

their daily lives and how they can resist those stereotypes.!

! !
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Chapter 5!
The Accuracy & Authenticity of these Holocaust Narratives!

! Pouring over the data I noticed the themes of accuracy and authenticity 

emerging. I had not given much thought to this during the study itself though I 

had taken notes on a short discussion with the students about being accurate in 

their research and witnessing several of Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer’s activities 

that examined primary and secondary sources of Holocaust survivors and 

assessed their authenticity and accuracy in text and film. Once I began to 

observe this theme I went over my notes again, listened to audio recordings and 

realized that the teachers never actually addressed remaining accurate and 

authentic when students began the creation of their comic.!

! In this chapter I will look at three areas of concern for assessing the 

accuracy and authenticity of the narratives, specifically the students’ research 

based comics. The first area of concern is the inclusion of a bibliography. This 

might sound trivial, but the teachers were unable to fact check the information in 

the comic because the bibliography was submitted separately from the comic. 

The second area of concern deals with violence in the student’s comics. How 

much is appropriate if at all? The next section looks specifically at one student 

and her reasoning for self-censorship. The final area of concern looks at whether 

the medium itself is appropriate for conveying Holocaust narratives. Are comics a 

viable medium for sharing such emotional and deep narratives? In this last 

section I will argue why I believe comics are essential to engaging 21st century 

learners, because sometimes words are not enough.!

! !
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Where’s the bibliography?!

! Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary defines a bibliography as “The works 

or a list of the works referred to in a text or consulted by the author in its 

production”. A bibliography is essential in any research based endeavor. Being 

able to have access to the sources an author used in her article or book is 

necessary for fact checking and assessing whether the author has drawn 

appropriate conclusions. But, what would happen if an author wrote a text but did 

not cite sources? Or they cited sources in the body of the text but did not include 

a bibliography making fact checking a logistical nightmare? In both cases when 

this happens the accuracy and authenticity of the work comes into question as 

well as the author.!

! Towards the end of the study when I noticed the bibliographies were not 

being included with the comics. This development was something I needed to 

learn more about. To illustrate that this was not a one time event I would like to 

provide a brief history concerning the use of bibliographies in the English and 

reading classroom and what the implications were for these “research-based 

graphic novels”.!

! In previous years, the final project for the Holocaust unit was roughly a 

three to five page essay on a topic of the students’ choice relating to the 

Holocaust. In many ways the unit was similar to how it was conducted in this 

study with many of the activities remaining the same, but when it came to the 

research there were differences. For the research portion, students were asked 

to write down the research facts they believed could be useful in their essay in a 
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Word document. Students were also expected to have another Word document 

open so they could continually cite their sources in MLA style as they researched. 

Once the research period was over, students printed out their bibliography, wrote 

their name on top and then submitted the paper to Mrs. Boxer for grading. Mrs. 

Boxer shared that when grading the bibliographies she was “checking for correct 

MLA formatting and where the students got their information” (personal 

communication, November 11, 2013). In Mrs. Callahan’s English class the 

students would print their Word document of research facts and begin 

constructing the five paragraph essay. When the essay was completed it was 

submitted to Mrs. Callahan for grading. Further investigation into this matter 

revealed Mrs. Callahan never seeing the students bibliographies because they 

were turned in to Mrs. Boxer for grading. This also meant that the bibliographies 

were not included in the five paragraph essay. I asked Mrs. Callahan how she 

was able to check to see if the facts presented were accurate. She responded by 

saying she was “more concerned that the students were able to correctly write a 

five paragraph essay than focusing on the facts in the paper” (personal 

communication, August 23, 2013). This response seemed to align with Mrs. 

Boxers’ grading criteria for the bibliographies. Both teachers were more 

interested in knowing if the students were able to correctly format the 

components of an essay than strike a balance between format and content. I 

thought it also interesting that the essays Mrs. Callahan read and graded were 

not shared with Mrs. Boxer. Neither teacher truly understood the full scope of 
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their students’ understanding with this project nor could either accurately fact 

check any of the information though it was considered a joint unit. !

! Back in the present, I now had an understanding of how Mrs. Callahan 

and Mrs. Boxer’s methods before this study began and what I was witnessing 

was not unique to this Holocaust/comic integrated unit. For this unit, it was 

decided by Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer that it would be appropriate to continue 

the same methods for submitting and grading the bibliography and comic. Mrs. 

Boxer would grade the bibliography while the comic would be turned in to Mrs. 

Callahan and she would grade this piece. The issue of a bibliography came up at 

one point during a class period when a student asked Mrs. Callahan if the 

bibliography needed to be included in their final comic. The following visual 

sequential narrative details that exchange and what happened afterwards. !

!

! !
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! The question I kept considering over the final weeks of the unit was, if this 

is how it has always been done, should I be questioning methods that work for 

them? I believe the answer is yes. Splitting the bibliography from the actual 

research paper, regardless of the format and topic, is a major mistake. Kokkola 

(2003) argues “Holocaust literature for children can be conceived as having a 

greater moral obligation to be historically accurate than historical fiction dealing 

with less catastrophic events” (p. 3). For the sake of accuracy, authenticity and 

�167



moral obligation the students should be citing their research within the comic, 

additionally, the bibliography itself should be included at the end of the narrative. 

Not having the bibliography attached to the comic increases the potential that 

students could take artistic license when drawing and/or writing because they 

know that nobody will be checking for accuracy.!

! As a researcher in the classroom I accepted their decision, but I didn’t 

necessarily agree with the choice. My line of thought, as I mentioned earlier, is 

that the Holocaust is an event that demands as much accuracy and authenticity 

as possible. Students don’t know enough about history to recognize when 

something has been artistically distorted through language or visuals which is 

why it is vitally important that their sources are cited. The citations also give the 

students an opportunity to seek out further reading materials if they so choose. 

The following example is a student’s comic followed by their bibliography. Both 

artifacts were turned in to separate teachers for grading. In the following example 

(Fig. 5.1, Fig. 5.2, and Fig. 5.3), the student created a two page eight panel 

narrative. I chose this particular example because the student really struggled 

with creating her comic. Her bibliography demonstrates that she was able to 

acquire multiple sources, but upon viewing the completed project we are unsure 

how the evidence was put to use.!

!
!
!
!
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Fig. 5.1 Axis Powers (page 1)!

!
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Fig. 5.2 Axis Powers (page 2)!

!
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Fig. 5.3 Axis Powers bibliography!

!
! Kokkola (2003) says “The creation of an historical narrative requires the 

historian to select appropriate facts, which necessarily means that other facts are 

ignored” (p. 52). Every student, as well as author, must carefully choose which 

facts are relevant to their narrative. In looking at her bibliography, many of her 

sources address casualties of WWII and one instance refers to a book that has 
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“Information on all things WWII, from beginning to end. It reaffirmed the facts that 

I had previously discovered”. What facts were previously discovered and where 

in the comic are they used? Why are there multiple citations for casualties, but 

nothing on casualties in the comic? These questions and more are left 

unanswered by the student’s comic. For instance, I would like to know where she 

found the information related to the axis powers wanting territorial expansion and 

why the axis wanted the expansion. Forgoing citations and the bibliography in the 

comic asks the reader to take a leap of faith and trust the author implicitly. Asking 

the reader to trust the author without question is equivalent to asking someone to 

believe if its on the internet it must be true.!

! In the end, my argument for including the bibliographies was not accepted 

and just as well. I was able to see how teachers have taken a method that they 

believe works and continue to use it, while not knowing the full extent of their 

unintended consequences. I still firmly believe had students been required to cite 

their facts within their comic and include the bibliography this would have 

elevated the project to another level and thereby reduced the possibility of 

students taking artistic liberties, whether through language or image. !

! As a final concluding thought, in the chapter discussing resistance, Mrs. 

Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were both concerned about this important unit being 

taken seriously. It appears that the teachers missed a valuable opportunity to 

showcase how much research went into these comics when they formulated the 

idea for a ‘Community Night’ event. The event was designed to bring parents and 

community members from all walks of life into the school to see the students’ 
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work. Every student was present in “business-like” clothing with their comic in 

front of them in one of the four large rooms that were made available. The 

community members would then be able to go around to the different students, 

read the comics and ask thought provoking questions. This was the perfect 

chance for Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer to flaunt the power of comics in 

academics. While the community was impressed with the quality of work the 

students accomplished I am curious what their response would have been had 

they seen all the research cited. In another study I would like to explore this issue 

further because I wonder if the readers’ perception of comics would change if 

citations were included.!

!
Do you think we should consider censoring?!

! In Holocaust literature where does an author draw the line when it comes 

to violence? Towards the end of my study when I was conducting interviews I 

asked one of the students, Molly, her thoughts on the community night event. 

Molly responded, “The most awkward part was that there were little kids coming 

in and family members and I was like (audible gasp) what if put something gory 

in” (Personal communication, June 3, 2013). Her response forced me to take a 

step back and reread the students’ comics. How did they treat violence in their 

comics? What was the role of the teacher in portraying the violence as it actually 

happened? If the students are creating research based comics shouldn’t violence 

be included so as to avoid sparing the child and sanitizing the narrative just to 

appease readers who are put in an uncomfortable position? In this section I am 
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going to show how depictions of violence in the students narratives were 

presented, the teacher response to those depictions and whether censoring the 

violence in the comics is acceptable.!

! When the students’ research on their topic was complete they began to 

work on the rough draft of their comic. This process was expected to take 

approximately a week to a week and a half, the intention was to have the 

students familiarize themselves with working with comics and working out the 

kinks before embarking on the final copy. Once the students were working, the 

research notes would come out, students would be hunched over their drawings, 

a pencil sharpener would grind in the corner of the room. It was beautiful. But at 

least one student in each class period would raise their hand so I would walk 

over to the student, pull up a chair and prepare myself for the question, “How 

much violence can I show?” I knew it would come, it had to. The students were 

researching and expected to report on the horrendous events of the Holocaust so 

they of course would want to know how much violence they could show. 

Unfortunately, I was the resident expert on comics and was not in a position to 

tell the students what they should or should not do. My response was consistent 

and along the lines of, “I’m not sure, I’ll talk to Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer and 

get back to you”. I gave the answer honestly and the students understood that I 

was not the teacher in charge so I could get away with dodging the question. The 

visual sequential narrative below details the conversation concerning violence in 

the Holocaust comics and the teachers’ decision(s) had an important impact on 

the students work!
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! Two things happened that affected the students’ work. 1) The teachers 

couldn’t come to a definitive solution on permitting violence in the students’ 

comics. 2) The students began to monitor their work out of fear. When I sat down 

with the teachers during one of our common planning times they admitted 

graphically showing violence was a concern for them. When the students were 

asked to write a research paper on a Holocaust topic in past years, there was 

more of a focus on the facts such as how many Jews were murdered during the 

Holocaust or surface level information on Auschwitz. Whereas during this 

particular unit, the students are being asked to not only write about their topic, 

but show it and attempt to bring the topic to life. I have concluded, after many 

discussions with the teachers, that they were not prepared for how seriously 

most students would take the creation of a comic. The students wanted to 

include the violence not because it was fun or they received enjoyment from 

drawing people being tortured and shot, but because it developed the narrative. It 

was historical fact and they were attempting to be ethical about their research. 

Both Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer understood that violence was part of the 

Holocaust and that in the long run important for the students to understand so 

they developed an idea to address the issue only on a case by case basis. If a 

student had a question concerning violence in their comic that is when they 

would talk about this issue. Their hope was that if it they did not bring up the 

discussion, the students would continue to follow the school rules that they have 

internalized by this point. Newkirk (2002) writes, “Should killing be allowed in 

their stories? If the answer is yes, can’t schools be seen as condoning the violent 
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resolution of conflicts?” (p. 3) At Oak Grove Middle School, it was possible to be 

referred to the office for drawing people getting shot or tortured, even the mere 

drawing of a gun was grounds for punishment. Even though the students were 

learning and drawing about a relevant topic, Mrs. Callahan’s and Mrs. Boxer’s 

worries over the administration trumped the ethics of Holocaust writing. Hamida 

Bosmajian (2002) explains, “The sparing, the protective censoring and intentional 

limiting of the reader’s understanding, become ever more problematical the more 

a narrative claim verisimilitude” (p. xiv) With their waffling between don’t show 

any violence to just a little is alright the teachers were sanitizing the stories of the 

Holocaust by sparing the students from the graphic details that actually occurred. 

The bouncing back and forth between using and not using violence frustrated 

and confused students, many of whom began to monitor their own work, which 

was a problem when they were trying to create comics that were grounded in 

facts and truth.!

! Molly, whom I referred to earlier in this section, decided her topic was to 

be the experiments conducted by Dr. Josef Mengele in Auschwitz. I watched 

Molly closely as she went from research to the rough draft stage of her comic. 

She would occasionally get up from her desk and walk over to the counter on the 

far side of the room, pick up Maus, and return to her seat. She would flip through 

the pages, write some notes and periodically draw a picture for later reference. 

The rough draft Molly developed had mice as her central characters. I sat down 

with Molly one day in class and asked her “why mice”? Molly said “What Mengele 

did was dehumanizing and sad so I wanted to use mice so it wouldn’t be as sad 
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because they aren’t human” (Personal communication, March 14, 2013). Molly’s 

choice to use mice stemmed from the Maus text, but she did not understand the 

metaphor that Spiegelman was employing with Jews. Spiegelman (2011) got his 

idea for the mice from the 1940 documentary The Eternal Jew which had rats 

running around the sewers with a title card that read “Jews are the rats” or the 

“vermin of mankind” (p. 115). I can understand her naiveté. Had the students 

read Maus in class as a text and deconstructed the visual imagery, dialogue, 

metaphors like any other text in the English language arts curriculum then the 

mice metaphor would have been understood. However, since she had to develop 

her own understanding of the text, her mice ended up being cute, appeared 

innocent (Fig. 5.4, Fig. 5.5) and had a 1920’s Mickey Mouse cartoon quality to 

them. !

!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
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!

Fig. 5.4 Experimenting with the Holocaust (page 2)!

!
!
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!
!

Fig. 5.5 Experimenting with the Holocaust (page 3)!
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! Reading the comic through several times I would agree with her. The 

comic is really well done overall, but by using mice and not really understanding 

the significance behind it I felt the emotional disconnect. Molly censored her 

drawings using the mice, in fact she even said that it would be less sad. 

However, by making them less sad we are unable to fully understand the scope 

and terror caused by Josef Mengele. Hamida Bosmajian (2002) in her text 

Sparing the Child argued that the young reader is supposed to understand and 

empathize with the victims, but acknowledge they can never truly understand 

what the victim endured. I would agree with Bosmaijan, but I would also add that 

a lot depends on the texts ability to speak freely. While what Molly did was 

informative, her restraint due to the districts policies on depicting violence caused 

her comic to be less authentic. Even when showing the types of  experiments 

committed, Molly added humor to the dialogue further reducing the seriousness 

of the comic. !

! As a side note, the school district has a “zero-tolerance” policy when it 

comes to writing about or depicting violence through images. This includes 

drawing guns, illustrating people getting beat-up, etc. I did not witness anyone 

being sent to the office for breaking this rule, but in talking with Mrs. Boxer I 

learned that the rule is strictly enforced from the time they enter the middle 

school in the fifth grade. The rule is so internalized that by the time the students 

get to eighth grade most do not even attempt to depict violence, even in a unit 

such as the Holocaust. The policy against violence is understandable, especially 

in an age where there are concerns over school shootings, but in a situation such 
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as the Holocaust removing the violence limits the understanding of the events 

and with Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer unable to stand up to the administration 

and argue for the authentic portrayal of the Holocaust in comics, some of the 

comics took on the silliness that they were trying to avoid.!

! Returning to Molly for a moment. Despite the silliness of her comic - the 

cute mice, the attempt to have Mengele's dialogue be funny - I do not believe she 

thought that the events were funny at all, rather further distancing herself from 

the actual events. It would appear from my conversations with Molly and reading 

through the documents associated with her work that silly humor in her comic 

equates to Bakhtin’s (1994) notion of carnivalesque. Kokkola (2001) views 

carnival humor as having “little to do with raucous guffaws, but more to do with 

ironic distancing” (p. 150). Molly was not trying to make light of the situation, but 

she was trying to put together a comic she felt the teachers and the community 

members would approve of when it was displayed. Her comic closes with several 

of the physicians who worked with Mengele on trial and just a brief blurb about 

his exodus to Brazil and his apparent drowning. The ending was swift and quickly 

provides the reader with closure. Although Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer didn’t 

teach specific ways to end the Holocaust comics, most students intuitively chose 

an ending that did not ask the reader to think after the comic was finished. 

Kokkola (2003) says, “Thus a key criterion for making reading about Holocaust 

appealing is that the ending should provide some sense of psychological closure, 

preferably a return to normalcy” (p. 132). Molly’s ending did not prompt the 

reader to engage in thinking about the people that died, how many physicians 
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were tried, how many escaped, etc. The lack of this information is again a form of 

censorship that Molly engaged in to make sure that her comic could be read by 

people at multiple age levels. Molly’s concern over the violent nature of her comic 

was verified when after the community night I questioned her about the event:!

!
Jeremy: How did you like community night?!
Molly: Yeah, I didn’t like community night.!
Jeremy: Can you tell me why?!
Molly: Yeah. People came up to me and were like this is cool and I was like!

thanks. It was kind of awkward, but the most awkward part was that there 
were little kids coming in and family members and I was like (audible gasp) 
what if I put something gory in…I didn’t really like it as it was, it was just very 
overwhelming to me.!

(Personal communication, June 3, 2013)!!
! Molly knew the choices she made to make her comic “appropriate” for the 

school and community night, yet she wondered if she could have done more. I do 

not condone violence of any sort, but it is sad to see the violence stripped away 

in most of these stories for fear of repercussions from adult superiors. In this 

setting, it was frustrating to watch half-truths being shared with peers, parents 

and community members because the students were not allowed to show what 

really happened. I fear the likelihood of misinformation being taken away on 

community night because the content was not as accurate and authentic as it 

should have been, all for the sake of sparing the child.!

! Molly is a great representative of how most students censored themselves 

in this unit. There were a few students who did show the violence in their comic, 

not caring whether they got in trouble or not, but this was rare. Oddly enough, 

due to Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer’s inconsistency nothing was ever done to 
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these students. Asked about it later both teachers responded with guilt saying 

they should have reigned those students in.!

!
Are comics the right medium to share Holocaust narratives?!

! Thus far I have discussed two different aspects that are found within the 

Holocaust narratives, the use of a bibliography for accuracy and authenticity and 

how violence should be portrayed in the comics. This section is going to look at 

Holocaust narratives from a slightly different perspective, the form the narrative 

takes, in this case, comics. !

! Hamida Bosmajian (2002) writes, “In his doubly autobiographical work 

Maus, for example, Art Spiegelman alerts the reader’s attention to that 

discrepancy by deforming a Holocaust memoir into the trivial if not derided form 

of a commix” (p. 180). I disagree with Bosmajian’s assessment of comics being a 

“trivial if not derided form” and deforming the Holocaust. She makes her opinion 

on comics quite clear, but offers no reasons to back up her argument. However, 

Bosmajian’s statement in Sparing the Child got me to thinking, are comics an 

effective medium for sharing narratives that require painstaking research, the 

moral obligation to be historically accurate and the ability to demonstrate restraint 

from to much artistic license? I argue yes, they are indeed capable of sharing 

powerful narratives deep in meaning without deforming the Holocaust. !

! Lydia Kokkola (2003) referring to Lawrence Langer, U.S. scholar of 

Holocaust literature, writes “Language is not powerful enough to deal with the 

Holocaust” (p. 6). If a Holocaust survivor were asked “What was it like in 
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Auschwitz?” and he/she responded with “It was terrifying”. What sort of images 

are conjured in the mind’s eye? I can picture bunks crammed full of prisoners in 

the barracks, Nazi guards patrolling the camp, and meager meals. I might be 

able to visualize the camp bustling with activity, but to truly understand the terror 

a survivor felt is difficult, perhaps even impossible. Sometimes we just do not 

have the right words to describe what it is we are seeing or feeling no matter how 

hard we try. Kokkola (2003) further adds “When everyday language is used, 

there is a very real fear that the events could be normalized to the point at which 

they would become too familiar” (p. 19). Asking eighth graders to use rich visually 

descriptive language to explain their understanding of the Holocaust is an 

extremely difficult task. Mrs. Boxer addressed this issue in an interview: !

!
Well, because we had them (the students) do a research paper and 

it was two to three pages minimum. And you think that’s a lot of 

writing and a lot of details, but some of those rambled on where you 

were like okay, this isn’t even making sense, why do you keep 

saying the same thing over and over again.!

! ! (Personal communication, November 22, 2013)!

!
! Mrs. Boxer and Mrs. Callahan knew from past experiences that most 

students did not have the vocabulary to discuss the Holocaust at a deep level. 

The students lacked comprehension in reading text that were quite different from 

what they were used to. The students’ writing even suffered, as Mrs. Boxer 
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explained, because they did not know how to say what they wanted to and 

therefore kept repeating themselves. But, when visuals are added the author can 

bring new meaning to the text that was missing before. If students are struggling 

to find the words to explain a topic or they are having difficulty comprehending a 

text then there might need to be an adjustment made to the curriculum to add 

supplemental texts which could aid them. Susan Karlin (2013) quotes Dr. Rafael 

Medoff, Director of the David S. Wyman Institute for Holocaust Studies, as saying 

“Teens raised on YouTube, video games, and other visual media are likely to be 

more receptive to comic books about the Holocaust than heavy textbooks about 

the Holocaust”. In this day in age, with our students constantly engaged with 

visual media, why not meet them half way? Mrs. Callahan saw firsthand the 

power of using visuals had for this project had. Mrs. Callahan said !

!
Knowing that they (the students) really had to be able to visualize, 

maybe made them think, really pay attention to what they’re 

reading and how they were reporting their researching, thinking 

about order, form of the visual. I think they just paid attention a lot 

better.!

(Personal communication, August 23, 2013)!

!
! Using comics as a medium to share Holocaust narratives is possible and 

can be done successfully. Beyond Maus (Spiegelman, 1986), other writers/artists 

have put Holocaust narratives into comic format. War within these Walls (Sax, 
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2011), Resistance (Jablonski, 2010), Yossel: April 19, 1943 (Kubert, 2003), 

Mendel’s Daughter: A Memoir (Lemelman, 2006), and  Auschwitz (Croci, 2003). 

For example, the page from Auschwitz shows incoming Jews being forced to 

undress and redress into prison garb, faces are wrinkled in disgust as they slip 

into a dirty uniforms. Prisoners  who are assisting with the incoming Jews profess 

the bits of ash floating down are from the wives and children being burnt at the 

nearby crematorium. !

! Lawrence Snipe (2008), citing Barthes writings on cartoons and comic 

strips, contends “Here language…and image are in a complementary relation; 

the words are then fragments of a more general syntagm, as are the images, and 

the message’s unity occurs on a higher level” (p. 26). Snipes quote from Barthes 

demonstrates how visuals and text can work together to create a piece that is 

influential, like the Auschwitz graphic. Taking a Holocaust narrative and putting it 

into the comic format is a risk because of the serious nature of the topic. For 

instance, remaining true to historical details can be a struggle, especially when 

the information needed is difficult to acquire. In Auschwitz Pascal Croci only had 

information concerning the Jewish prisoners shirts and trousers so he “created” 

his own headgear. Only later did he learn that the headgear was a beret. Artistic 

license is a big concern,Kokkola (2003) explains “Literature, for Spiegelman at 

least, is a serious artistic form that may indulge in artistic license, but has the 

capacity to portray types of truths” (p. 123). At one point in interviewing his father 

for Maus, Spiegelman (2011) asks about the orchestra at Auschwitz. Vladek 

insists there was no orchestra, only marching. However, this does not match the 
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research notes that Spiegelman has taken. At this point Spiegelman had to 

choose how he would illustrate the panels based on his collected facts. He could 

have left out the whole scene, illustrated the panels as if Vladek didn’t remember, 

or he could show the orchestra and prisoners marching while also showing 

Vladeks’ insistence that there was no orchestra. In this way Spiegelman is using 

his artistic license to blend what his father believed was correct with historical 

fact. !

! Even though Spiegelman is using his creative license he is still making 

sure that the truth is at the center of the narrative. The narrative is more powerful 

now than either story could be by itself or in written format. The visuals are what 

bring the story life. This also applies to the design of the figures. Figure drawing 

in comics can be complex and photo-realistic or take on a more cartoon like 

metaphor as in Maus. Terry Barr (2009) writes:!

!
I focus on McCloud’s discussion of how comic artists represent 

figures, from the purely photographic to the more abstract or iconic 

forms. Because iconic representations do not depict specific human 

characters (as fully detailed illustrations of Clark Kent, Bruce 

Wayne and Lois Lane, for instance, do) they allow readers to 

identify with them: we can more easily enter an abstract character’s 

locations, situations, and identities. (p. 80)!

!
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! The design of a figure is intentional. Having a figure that is photo-realistic 

provides the reader with instant recognition as to who the subject is. Take for 

example, as Barr does, Clark Kent. We recognize him through his square jaw, 

the dark hair, the slightly hunched shoulders. He is not photo-realistic, but has a 

some-what cartoon-ish appearance. With photo-realistic figures, like Martin 

Luther King Jr. in March: Book One (Lewis, 2013), we can clearly identify the 

characters and we are not left wondering who this is. With characters such as the 

mice from Maus, the somewhat ambiguous nature of the characters gives us, the 

reader, an opportunity to project ourselves onto the characters and attempt to live 

the experiences they lived through. This is a difficult task to pull off because the 

narrative requires the artist to use extremely clear and powerful drawings and not 

everyone is able to do this. !

! Comics once thought of as the realm of the superhero, can be used in 

serious topics such as the Holocaust. Students in the 21st century are exposed 

to all sorts of visual stimuli on a daily basis from movies, to online ads, television 

and billboards. As educators it is our job to help them to learn anyway possible 

and I believe comics are such an example. Comics’ strength is in the ability to 

incorporate striking imagery to move the narrative along. For students who 

struggle comprehending language in traditional novels or cannot find the right 

words to describe the horrors of the Holocaust, comics are a proving themselves 

able to share serious historical fiction and non-fiction stories. !

!
!
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Chapter 6!
Conclusion!

! This research experience was not what I anticipated it would be. I came 

into the study expecting to observe how teachers planned and implemented a 

Holocaust unit integrated with comics. I felt like I was in the perfect situation, here 

was a collaborative unit between the English and reading teacher striving to 

educate students on one of the most important events in human history through a 

visual medium. The teachers were attempting to meet the students at their 

interest level instead of teaching only through a textbook. Or so I thought. It was 

soon revealed to me that the teachers did not actually know how many of their 

students read comics nor did they understand how comics worked themselves or 

how they were going to make comics work with the Holocaust. It was quickly 

made clear that their motivation for integrating the Holocaust unit with comics 

was to fulfill the Common Core standard that requires language arts teachers to 

include graphic novels as part of their curriculum not because it was a new way 

to reach students. !

! Despite this revelation, the unit proceeded and my role shifted from 

observer to facilitator in certain situation as I became the resident artist and 

expert on comics. I watched as the students worked on practicing figure drawing, 

learning the language of comics and witnessed their creation of a research-

based comic on a Holocaust topic of their choice. Through it all themes of 

resistance, gender stereotypes and issues with the Holocaust narratives 

emerged.!
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! In Chapter 3, I detailed how resistance was manifested throughout the 

Holocaust unit. Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were resistant to the word comic 

for fear of creating a unit that would not be taken seriously leading to 

repercussions from parents and administrators. Instead the teachers opted for 

the term “graphic novel”. While graphic novels are built on sequential art as are 

comics, graphic novels rely on the word “novel” to gain social acceptance. 

Resisting the term comic in favor of graphic novel the teachers were silently 

communicating for the continuation of stereotypes surrounding comics.!

! Resistance was further lived out through the special education teacher 

and one of her students. The special education teacher resisted her students 

every chance she got by lowering expectations and forcing students to do less 

than they were capable of doing, undermining their education. Confrontations 

between her and the students in special education program were abundant, and 

for a program that was supposed to be the best in the area it was humiliating for 

the students. The arguments were loud and visible with Mrs. Smith always 

coming out on top and the student feeling devalued as a person. One student in 

particular attempted to resist Mrs. Smith on a consistent basis even though she 

knew she would never win. Instead she tried a more subtle way of resisting her 

teacher’s call for doing less. The Holocaust comic about a gay prisoner was her 

way of advocating for something that she believed in and at the same time it 

allowed her to resist her peers and the type of narratives they were writing.!

! Arguably, the clearest example of resistance encountered during the study 

was Lex Lenin. Lex’s resistance began before the Holocaust unit was to take 
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place in a persuasive essay he wrote on why the Holocaust should not be taught 

in schools. From there his body language and attitude towards the subject 

bordered at times between boredom and denial. When it was thought that Lex 

couldn’t be any more resistant he was caught sharing a website containing 

images of Nazis torturing gays and laughing about it with friends. Mrs. Callahan 

questioned whether this was a reflection of his sexuality and him trying to prove 

his masculinity. Lex completed the assignment, but chose to depict what 

happened to the prisoners in the Flossenbürg concentration camp as violently as 

possible. Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer were disturbed by this, but it could be 

argued that he was not sugar coating the facts surrounding the Holocaust. In the 

end Mrs. Callahan admitted that Lex was a mystery and although Lex completed 

the assignment she is unsure that he did it because he was forced or because he 

believed in the content.!

! I talked about gender stereotyping in Chapter 4, a theme that became 

evident from the first day of the unit with student reactions to drawing and 

reading comics in the classroom a source of discomfort for many. I explored 

some of the nuances of what is socially acceptable for boys and girls. In the 

context of this unit, the students were reading comics, writing and drawing, and 

the latter two are more often than not seen as a feminine activity. I then applied 

the ideas of gender stereotyping and looked at how those stereotypes have been 

internalized and were brought to the surface through the creation of a comic.!

! I discuss, in Chapter 5, several aspects to the Holocaust narratives in 

relation to the student’s work being accurate and authentic. Mrs. Callahan and 
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Mrs. Boxer requested the bibliography be separate from the comic and did not 

ask the students to cite their information in the comic itself. I argued that this 

made it more difficult to separate the fact from the fiction, but it also undermined 

the teachers’ wish for these comics to be taken seriously. Not citing facts in 

Holocaust literature is morally wrong according to Lydia Kokkola (2003). I later 

raised the question whether comics are an appropriate medium to share 

Holocaust narratives. I believe they are a medium that is appropriate and I 

argued my case citing Maus: A Survivor’s Tale (Spiegelman, 1986) and 

Auschwitz (Croci, 2003) as examples. Sometimes there are not words to 

describe what happened during the Holocaust and pictures can at least give us a 

glimpse of what it was like. In the final section in this chapter I question the use of 

censorship when it comes to violence surrounding the Holocaust. I watched as 

students created narratives that were limited in violence. My argument was not to 

condone violence, I abhor it, but eliminating the violence makes the Holocaust 

feel less than what it truly was. Part of the reasoning behind the students limiting 

violence was the school’s zero-tolerance policy on depicting violence in writing or 

drawings. However, Mrs. Callahan and Mrs. Boxer did not feel comfortable 

addressing this with the administration, again out of fear of repercussions. !

!
! There were many things that came out of this study and I learned a lot 

about the inner workings of Oak Grove Middle School. When I first got access to 

the school site, I thought that the process was quite easy and painless. After all I 

went to school there, my wife did a dissertation study at the same school and I 
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had a family member working in the building. I thought that these were positives, 

but in hindsight, I believe they were actually a hinderance to my study. For 

example, throughout this paper I have mentioned faculty who did not want to be 

interviewed. I believe that this was because of my familial relationship and they 

thought somehow that I was going “report back” on everything that was said in 

their interviews, which would have been a violation of ethics. I also believe that 

because some of the teachers currently working in the school were my teachers 

when I was a youth there was apprehension about learning from one of your 

former students. In casual conversation, that did not pertain to the study, there 

were many awkward pauses as if they were uncomfortable that I knew a lot, and 

when it came to comics I was the expert. If I were to repeat this study I would 

purposely choose a school site where I was an outsider in the hopes I would be 

able to get more people to participate and be open about their thoughts without 

fearing that would compromise their anonymity.!

! Another area where I wish I could have done things differently was in my 

questioning of the students. During classroom time, questions seemed to flow 

naturally, but when I entered the formal interview setting I had my list of scripted 

questions and I rarely deviated. When I went back over my field notes and looked 

at the transcripts there were things I wish I could have asked to help me clarify 

details, but I missed the opportunity. For example, I should have talked to Mr. 

Gibbs, the art teacher, in person when asking for an interview, and I wish I would 

have questioned Lex Lenin further about why he chose to show the violence he 

did. The next time I am involved in a research study such as this I will be more 
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cognizant about adopting a questioning strategy that will permit getting a fuller 

picture without worrying about getting through my list of questions or staying 

within a time frame.!

! In looking toward the future, there are several things that I would hope 

people take away from this thesis. First, this Holocaust unit was established as 

an English and reading collaboration, but it would have been much more 

effective had the other content areas in the school been involved which might 

have meant a wider variety of stories from the Holocaust. With the Holocaust 

only being taught in English and reading the students were exposed to 

concentrations camps, death marches and smattering of other topics so when it 

came time to creating their comic they focused their ideas around only what they 

had been taught in class.!

! One piece that I believe could have helped the unit in multiple ways was 

reading a Holocaust comic. The way the unit currently stands, each student is 

required to read a young adult novel that has the Holocaust as its central theme, 

but if teachers want students to understand how a visual sequential narrative 

reads and understand the choices an author/artist makes in writing and drawing 

their comic this should be made part of the curriculum. Requiring the reading of a 

comic makes a lot of sense if teachers are going to have students write a comic 

to help them understand panel layout, character design, story progression and 

the visual imagery. Setting the comics on a shelf in the hopes students will read 

them while the unit progresses is not the appropriate way to integrate comics into 

school curriculum. Comics, as with any other source of material, need to be 
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woven throughout a unit for the students to understand them and appreciate 

them for what they are and ultimately apply what they have learned.!

! Forty-five states have adopted the common core standards. Within the 

common core standards, the use of graphic novels appears within the language 

of the standard and it is for this reason that this study may have relevance for 

educators who wish to explore possibilities and challenges associated with 

meeting these standards.!

! Traditionally the Holocaust has been taught using textbooks, young adult 

novels, and video clips among other things. In 1986 that changed with the 

publication of Maus. Now many Holocaust units in schools and colleges teach 

using Maus as a primary text. Twenty first century students are constantly 

inundated by visual imagery, it makes sense then that comics, with their reliance 

on visuals would create many unique opportunities for learning about the 

Holocaust.!

!
!

!
!!!!!!!!!!!!
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