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ABSTRACT
The English Language Arts (ELA) canon has been continuously replicated in K12 education due to the tendency that teachers frequently teach what was taught to them.

Current national and state curricula as well as the Advanced Placement/International
Baccalaureate guidelines and suggestions do not dictate specific texts to be taught, yet

many of the suggestions given to high school English teachers perpetuate the use of the
Western canon. Outside of the classroom, the world in which our students live is
becoming increasingly multimodal which is a contrast to “verbcentric” classrooms.

Graphic novels are one answer to integrating the increasingly multimodal world into the

classroom; however, they have not been systematically embraced, especially in
advanced-level, high school English classrooms. The purpose of this study is to use a

qualitative case study to explore perceptions and practices relating to the use of graphic
novels in advanced-level high school English classrooms. When teachers persist in using
curricular choices such as graphic novels that may not be widely accepted, they are also
reshaping how the ELA canon is used in classrooms. By challenging the ELA canon,

teachers become change agents by providing students with more diverse literature and

creating new pathways of cultural capital.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION
American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang is a graphic novel that explores the
complexity of identity in a young Chinese boy named Jin. In one scene, Jin is sitting in

the waiting room for an herbalist, playing with his toy Transformer, and the herbalist’s

elderly wife asks him what he wants to be when he grows up. Jin answers that he wants
to be a Transformer.

Herbalist’s wife: So, you want to be a...a...trans-fo-ma, huh?

Jin: Yeah...but Ma-Ma says that’s silly. Little boys don’t grow up to be transformers.
Herbalist’s wife: Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I’m going to let you in on a
secret, little friend. It’s easy to become anything you wish...so long as you’re willing
to forfeit your Soul (Yang, 35-36).

With that, the wife returns to her work while Jin is left sitting, staring at her. Jin is

too young to understand the enormity and wisdom of the woman’s comment; however,

the message is clear to the reader: you should not change who you are meant to be.

American Born Chinese is just one of the graphic novels that I teach in my high

school English classroom. Until six years ago, I never used graphic novels in my
curriculum; however, my decision to finally use graphic novels also became a decision

about my own unchangeable identity as a teacher. Initially, I wanted to use a graphic
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novel in my Honors English class, and my department chair dissuaded me from using the
text because “it was not an Honors caliber text” as he believed that using a graphic novel

was beneath the rigor of the course. Perhaps that should have been the end of the
discussion, but I rejected his refusal of a graphic novel on the grounds that it would not

be challenging enough. I researched graphic novels, found one that fit into the curriculum

seamlessly, designed a unit around it, and I did the unthinkable: I dropped the traditional
Honors summer reading book and added what one of my students that year erroneously

referred to as “a comic book.” My Honors English students were surprised, and some
were even seemingly insulted that I assigned a graphic novel. As the unit progressed,

students began to regard the graphic novel not as a “comic book,” but more as a literary
text.

Since introducing graphic novels into my curriculum, four other teachers in my
department now use them as part of their curriculums as well. I have often reflected on
my reasons for moving ahead and using the graphic novels despite the initial negative

feedback I received. I knew my students did not like the “traditional” summer reading

text, which meant that many of these students did not even bother reading it. As an
English teacher, students not reading a book because they are not interested in it

antithetical to how I view my job. My professional desire to create a curriculum that
encourages student participation rather than disengagement coupled with my own

personal chagrin at being dismissed so easily certainly impacted my decision to push
ahead with my graphic novel. Like the scene in American Born Chinese, I was not
willing to give up on who I know I am.
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To begin this chapter, I will discuss terminology associated with graphic novels

and discuss how technology has changed how we fundamentally present information

within our classrooms. I will then present the purpose for this research, the research
framework, my research questions, and the theoretical framework of the study. I will
conclude this chapter with a discussion of my research design and the significance of the

study.
Terms and Definitions
Graphic novels should be defined not as a separate type of genre, but as a type of

format (Lalremruati, 2019) as a graphic novel can be fiction, nonfiction, or pictorial.
Graphic novels differ from comic books primarily in being stand-alone, individual texts
as comic books are frequently serialized. Groensteen (2007) argued that comics (whether

in a series or graphic novel format) should be thought of as a system of a collection of
semiotic codes. Comics use multimodality, a combination of multiple semiotic code

systems, and in the case of graphic novels, most graphic novels employ both text and
visual images to create narration (Kukkonen, 2011). Narration further depends on layout

which refers to the use of panels, the individual segments of the narration; frames, the use
of lines to contain and shape the panel; and gutters, the space in between the panels,
frequently used to create inference. The system of comics within graphic novels should
also be read in their “totality of the relations that it maintains with the interdependent

panel” (Groensteen, 2007), implying that readers should not simply read the written text
but should “read” the multitude of codes that are used in all of the elements on the page:
from layout to color to vantage point. This study will examine these various aspects of

graphic novels as a means of conveying the legitimacy of graphic novels as literary texts.
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I argue that because graphic novels must be read for multiple semiotic codes, they are

appropriate texts to be used in advanced-level English classes.
Background

As Americans have become increasingly connected to their personal
technological devices, more and more people are not just reading but seeing news, social

media posts, videos, vlogs, and other forms of transmittable media—media with ready
made, visual, encoded messages (Herman, Jahn, & Ryan, 2005). Consequently, children
and teenagers are often exposed more to multimodal texts than adults. Contemporary
school-aged children are adept at visual learning, which makes graphic novels an
effective pedagogical tool for many types of learners (Brozo, Moorman, & Meyer, 2014;

Yusof, Lazim, & Salehuddin, 2017). In the 21 century classroom, the printed book is no
longer the singular carrier of cultural literacy as images have taken a prominent place in
our culture. Students are expected to be able to read and interpret both written and visual
material as standards and benchmarks in the Common Core for State Standards require

instruction of visual literacy. There are many who mark the decline of print literacy as a
hallmark of the decline for humanism and cultural literacy; however, the printed word is

now just one of many ways in which a narrative is told. It is through these multitudes of

vehicles by which narratives are transmitted that cultural knowledge is disseminated to
proceeding generations (Vandermeersche & Soetaert, 2011).
Purpose of Research

The purpose of this study is to explore why secondary English Language Arts
(ELA) teachers make the decisions they do about curricular choices, especially about

using graphic novels in their curriculum, and how the texts they select connect to their
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own identity as an educator. Teachers encounter a myriad of limitations when
determining curriculum in their classrooms, mandated standards and guidelines,
standardized exams, local school and department decisions, and student and community
populations all factor into a teacher's decision-making process on curricular choices.
However, despite many of these deterministic frameworks given to the teacher, the
individual teacher still remains the primary determinant of classroom choices (Misco &

Tseng, 2018) as the teacher ultimately becomes the gatekeeper, filtering information and

making decisions and shaping the learning experience of their students.
Costigan (2018) discovered that many teachers resort to an idiosyncratic

curriculum, a curriculum that is particular to the individual classroom teacher because
teachers will teach what they know and understand. What this looked like within a
department is that teachers were teaching completely different texts than those that had

been prescribed by the department or the district since teachers will teach the texts
that they feel comfortable teaching. The teachers in this study also expressed frustration

about being unable to develop a curriculum that is "meaningful, beneficial, and effective"
for their students, especially regarding existing equities within many communities.

Because standardized tests are attached to English classrooms, teachers struggle to find a

balance between teaching test prep and teaching issues of social justice that are more

meaningful to the students. The author also noted that for many teachers, the “wash out
theory” applies: teachers are so overwhelmed by the realities of day-to-day teaching, that

highly prescribed pedagogy will likely be washed out and replaced by what the individual
teacher is comfortable teaching. The author reinforced the assertion that the primary
factor in choosing curriculum is the individual teacher’s personal preference. If teachers
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continue to teach what they are comfortable teaching, then the ELA canon may never be

challenged. Since the American ELA canon has roots in both power and privilege, the
selected texts reflect a racist and classist power dynamic. Current American classrooms
are increasingly diverse, and students should receive literature that is meaningful and

representative of their identities.

Conducting research in a secondary Honors level English course, as defined as a
course indicated as Honors, Advanced Placement (AP) or one within an International
Baccalaureate (IB) diploma program, adds a layer of complexity to questions of
curriculum as the shift from standardized testing to an emphasis on college and career

readiness in K-12 schools has also changed the type of texts that are being used in these
ELA classes. Frequently, these advanced-level courses use more rigorous texts, as the

Advanced Placement Literature and Composition teacher’s guide recommends using
included lesson plans in their guide that recommend authors such as Shakespeare,

Chaucer, Morrison, and Homer (AP Central). Furthermore, in order to motivate the
students who take these courses—students who frequently are identified as gifted—

meaningfulness and value must be a part of the curriculum in order for students to be
motivated. Little (2012) found that connecting the curriculum to the lives of the students
beyond the classroom is one way that educators can create this meaningful experience for
their gifted students.

The canonical recommendations are perhaps a reason why graphic novels have
not been readily embraced in advanced-level classrooms. Canonical texts are considered
to be rigorous for the students in advanced-level classrooms, but today’s students may not

connect to the values and voices these texts reflect.
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Problem Statement

Frequently however, graphic novels are not included in lists of texts that can

provide “literary merit” in these advanced-level courses. Graphic novels and comics have
long had an erroneously held stereotype of being a "threat" to literacy and looked down

upon as "lowbrow" literature, or worse, as literature that causes delinquency in younger

readers (Marlatt & Dallacqua, 2019). Graphic novels are not a threat to literacy
instruction in advanced-level classrooms. Their format allows students to be critical

readers as readers are making sense of multiple and multimodal representations of events
and facts and engaging in critical thinking. However, Marlatt and Dallacqua (2019) found

that students still expressed hesitation to use graphic novels and comics in the classroom.

Some students did not care for graphic novels as a personal preference while others loved
graphic novels but did not necessarily see how they could be useful in learning literacy

skills. Successfully incorporating graphic novels into advanced-level classrooms not only

depends upon teachers choosing them, but their acceptance also hinges on students’

positive attitudes about graphic novels.
With the many limitations and considerations a teacher must process in order to

decide a curriculum, can graphic novels be a legitimate part of an advanced-level
curriculum? As such, the research questions for the study are as follows:

1. How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the constraints of specific
curricular boundaries and limitations, personal beliefs, and environmental social

factors?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including graphic novels in

their curriculum?
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3. How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional identities impact
curriculum choices and selection?

Framework of the Study

This study considers the role of both internal and external limitations and choices
that teachers face when selecting curriculum in the classroom with a narrowed focus on
secondary advanced-level ELA courses. There are three levels that will be explored: the

macro context, which includes federal and state policies that inform curricular choices;
the meso context, which explores the role teacher identity has in curricular choices, and
the micro context, which focuses on how the teacher/student relationship informs
curricular choices.

Macro Context: Federal and State Policies

In a broad context, federal policies and mandates indirectly shape curricular
choices in the classrooms. While there have been many educational movements aimed at
improving educational outcomes, few were as focused on curriculum as the Common

Core State Standards (CCSS). Similar to its policy predecessors, CCSS outlined
standards for every grade level about what students should be able to know, but unlike its
predecessors, CCSS "reasserted] the division between outcome goals and curriculum"

(Shanahan, 2014, p. 11), which allowed more local control over curriculum. In past
policies, academic standards were written more to function as a type of curriculum. The

CCSS shifted the pedagogical decisions back to the classroom teacher. The CCSS
English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum is not prescribed by the policy. Despite this,
because of the testing associated with CCSS, many local school districts have taken away

8

autonomy from teachers with regards to curricular choices, thereby becoming a force that

shapes curriculum in the classroom.
Meso Context: Teacher Identity

Teachers' beliefs, as defined by Pajares (1992), are the attitudes that teachers hold

about facets of education—"schooling, teaching, learning, and students" (p. 316). Even
within the meso context, the teacher is filtering personal forces and choices that could

impact curriculum. Teachers are not only responding to state and federal mandates but
are also responding to the community in which they teach. Frequently, teachers’ beliefs

about curricular choices are shaped by school administration, colleagues, local culture,
and other personal forces that inevitably impact text selections within the classroom.

Secondary teachers at the meso level also frequently operate within a department
structure that can influence personal curricular choices.

Micro Context: Curricular Choices
Within the classroom, curricular and pedagogical choices become a negotiation

between the teacher and students. With the current emphasis on testing for “college and

career readiness,” teachers must be more responsive to the students that are sitting in their
classrooms; however, if the curriculum does not prepare the students for postgraduate

pathways, then the curriculum should evolve. The students coming into the classroom are
living in an increasingly connected and multimodal world. Printed books are no longer
the “sole carrier of cultural literacy" (Vandermeersche & Soetaert, 2011) as students exist

in an increasingly visual society. Despite this, very few teachers believe they are prepared
to teach these new multimodal literacies. In the ELA classroom, the possible solution to

address many of these forces is to use graphic novels because the graphic novel format
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allows for both literary and visual literacy instruction, both of which address the
standards and benchmarks set forth in the CCSS. However, graphic novels are not

always widely embraced at the secondary level, especially in advanced-level English

courses.
Theoretical Framework and Influences

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory shows that when individuals encounter a new

context—for example, a new place of employment—the individual will seek to make
sense of how one behaves in the new context. Sensemaking is an organizational theory

built on the theory of cognition and knowledge integration (Odden & Russ, 2019) and is
an active, cognitive process. During sensemaking, individuals extract cues from their

environment and apply these cues to existing schema, surpassing a cognitive “cut and

paste” from one situation to the next and tailoring one’s behaviors and attitudes in order
to fit into the existing environment. Weick (1995) identifies seven properties of

sensemaking. These are that it is (a) grounded in identity construction; (b) retrospective;

(c) enactive of sensible environments; (d) social; (e) ongoing; (f) focused on extracted
cues; (g) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy. In the educational context, teacher

sensemaking has been used by researchers to define and describe the complex ways in
which teachers come to understand and implement policy and curriculum in their
classrooms (Gherardi, 2017).
Sensemaking occurs when an encounter or episode is considered ambiguous

thereby forcing an individual to make sense of the event to maintain a sense of cognitive

balance, usually about one’s own beliefs and those of the existing community.

Individuals need to restore their sense of understanding of a situation given that their
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actions about the disruption are composed of retrospective behaviors and self-identity;

decisions are based on preserving a sense of self, especially regarding how that self is
viewed by others (Sandburg & Tsoukas, 2015). In an educational context, teachers
engage in sensemaking continuously within the macro context of federal, state and local
policies, within the meso context of their identity as a teacher, and within the micro

context of making choices about the curriculum that best engages their students while
also meeting educational standards.

Since identity is a property of sensemaking theory, theories of teacher identity and

those teachers who engage in proactive behavior and boundary crossing will also be

discussed. It is integral to identify proactive behavior and boundary crossing in that
individuals who have more proactive behaviors are more likely to feel personally

responsible for fixing or improving a situation. These same individuals are not afraid to
take risks (Caniels, 2018). Proactive individuals engage in the sensemaking process but
are typically more “goal-oriented” than non-proactive individuals. Proactive behavior is

also more likely to be seen in an ambiguous context. (Grant & Ashford, 2008). Much of

educational policy creates this very type of context that provides a framework of
standards but leaves the curricular choices to the teachers. Teachers who take chances
with curricular choices may be viewed as creating unnecessary friction in a balanced

department while these proactive teachers view their choices as a positive disruption to
the status quo (Fuller, Marler & Hester, 2012). Sensemaking explains how a teacher

navigates the tension between self and department.
Therefore in this study, I explored how teachers navigate between these contexts
of federal policies, local decisions, and professional judgement, and to what extent their
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identities, both personal and professional, played a role in their decision to incorporate
graphic novels in their curriculum. This research was conducted using a social

constructivist paradigm to understand how teachers navigate through their sensemaking
process with regards to curricular choices.
I used case study as my methodological approach to the research as case studies

are appropriate when exploring behaviors in a bounded system. Yin (2019) purports that

case studies allow for a “tracing of operational processes over time” (p.10). Since
curricular choices occur within and are a product of the educational system as the system

itself responds to larger federal and state policy changes, using case study allows for a

deeper understanding of how curricular choices become the effect of these policy causes.
Furthermore, this case study is classified as an instrumental case study, one that allows
for multiple perspectives and experiences about a single case topic. By using a bounded

system of an advanced-level English course, I was able to interview multiple teachers and
compare their perspectives on and experiences with graphic novels.

Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview protocol (Galletta,
2013) and my analysis will use Saldana’s (2016) codes to theory method. During the first

round of coding, I began with open coding, looking for similarities and

differences. Concurrently, during my first and second cycles of coding, I also analyzed
my data creating codes, including using multiple in vivo coding codes. During my fourth

round of coding, I created categories based on patterns and relationships between the
initial codes. I then created themes by incorporating my theoretical framework of

sensemaking, specifically looking at its properties of sensemaking and how they apply to
the data.
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Significance of the Study

The rationale for studying the use of graphic novels in advanced-level English
courses is twofold. Our society is quickly changing in terms of technology, and if the

goal of education is to prepare students for the future world they will inherit, then
teaching students to understand how to read and interact with multimodal materials is

crucial as our society becomes more multimodal. Secondly, classroom teachers are
perhaps the greatest influence on the next generation as their contact with students is
immediate and direct, unlike that for much of the remainder of the educational policy
system. Broad decisions are made about the educational system, but the classroom

teacher is frequently tasked with interpreting and implementing these decisions into every
day classroom practices. Since graphic novels are not readily accepted as having “literary

merit” in secondary advanced-level English courses, understanding why and how some
teachers incorporate graphic novels as a part of these larger educational policies brings
further legitimacy to their use as perhaps more teachers will change their perceptions

about the value of graphic novels in the classroom.
Additionally, comics and graphic novels have traditionally emphasized

marginalized voices and could be used as a way to critique “representations of oppressive

ideologies of gender, race, sexuality, nationality, and class" (Gatto, 2014, p. 24). Since

schools are microcosms of the larger society, using graphic novels in school could be a
vehicle for raising critical consciousness (Freire, 2000) in our students. Furthermore,

textual studies historically have entailed reading and writing texts in the print medium,
and significant shifts in technology have also created new platforms which led to

differing ideas of what literacy looks like. Those who are more adept at reading and
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understanding this newer literacy can certainly develop a new form of "capital," one that

could be marked by access to information (Cornis-Pope, 2011). If secondary teachers

explicitly instruct in visual literacy, they are building a stronger foundation of their
Organization of Dissertation
Chapter 1 outlines the limitations teachers face when creating curriculum for their
classrooms and how due to federal and state policies like standardized testing, texts like
graphic novels are used less than text-only novels despite their ability to teach students

how to navigate a larger, multimodal world. The theoretical framework and research

questions are also provided to demonstrate the guiding principles of this
research. Chapter 1 concludes by discussing the significance of this work and how it
could impact secondary advanced-level English classroom curriculum. Chapter 2 gives a

comprehensive literature review relating to the study. Chapter 3 discusses the
methodological procedure used to conduct the research for this study. Chapter 4 discusses
the bounded system of the case study that is the advanced-level ELA classroom. Chapter

5 profiles the teachers and their schools. Chapter 6 discusses the themes of the study.

Finally, Chapter 7 gives a summary of the findings and conclusions of the analysis, a

discussion of the limitations of the study, and implications for future theory, research, and
practice.
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CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW
Literature used that informed this study metaphorically represents a page in a
graphic novel: the literature discussed may seem separate and fragmented; however, once

viewed holistically, the literature becomes a mosaic that informs and guides this research.

The literature focuses on the following: (a) parameters and limitations on curriculum at a

federal, local, and personal level; (b) Elbaz’s facets of self in educators; (c) Weick’s
sensemaking theory and the application in an educational environment; (d) Degn’s types
of sensemakers; (e) proactive behavior and boundary crossers; (f) graphic novels and
their format; (g) transmediation and semiotics of graphic novels; and (h) perceptions and
experiences of graphic novels in the classroom.

The literature review establishes the existing knowledge that frames this study.
This foundation establishes the guidelines for this study in that the literature begins at the

macro level of federal educational policy and concludes at the personal level of an
educator. The literature also discusses the forces that influence teachers’ decisions about

curricular choices in the classroom. Teachers may feel siloed in their classrooms as
classrooms are frequently reduced to a repository of decisions, many of which were made

without any consultation from the teacher. Regardless, the teacher is charged with and
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held accountable for educating the students in the class, whose academic ability levels

also add another dimension in the decision-making process. When these separate forces

converge, the teacher must weigh them against one another, close the classroom door,
pull out the curriculum, and begin to teach.
Federal and State Parameters on Curriculum

In 1983, A Nation at Risk, published by the United States Department of

Education, raised the alarm on the current educational system in American. The report
predicted the country’s poor economic outlook on what the report labeled as the
“mediocrity” of the American school system (Berends, 2004). Policymakers increased

pressure on state governments to adopt more stringent academic standards and to increase
the use of standardized testing. Under the presumption of being more “rigorous” than
previous years, more states began tying standardized tests to graduation requirements as a

majority of Americans believed that high school students should pass a minimum

competency exam to graduate (Haney, 1981). The conviction of maintaining standards in
K-12 classrooms was further reinforced when President George Bush reauthorized the
1965 Elementary and Secondary Act renaming it the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)

(Shoffner, 2016), which mandated the connection between standardized testing and
school accountability. However, despite this push to the states from the federal
government for testing and accountability, these policies did not specifically dictate how
the standards should be taught in the English classroom. In many instances, the
curriculum that named no specific texts nor aims remained largely undefined for the

states, becoming what Popham (2004) described as a “wish list” of what students should
be able to master.
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Common Core State Standards: How They Influence Curriculum
Even though NCLB was a national framework for testing and accountability, it

did not prescribe specific curricular choices for the general curriculum, and many

policymakers felt a national curriculum would make more sense to address state testing
issues and local school mobility issues. In 2009, a group of non-profit leaders, politicians,

and researchers partnered with the National Research Council to ascertain the value of

creating standards for core subjects and implementing a nationwide curriculum. Then to
garner support and create buy-in from the states, the National Research Council

collaborated with the National Governors Association (NGA) and the Council of Chief
State School Officers (CCSSO) to create what is known as the Common Core State

Standards (Shanahan, 2004).

Under CCSS, English Language Arts (ELA) curriculum became more clearly
defined not only in terms of naming academic standards but also in naming more specific

requirements such as text complexity. The CCSS designed the standards to be vertically
aligned so that as a student progresses through the grades in the K12 educational system,

the student would also interact with increasingly more complex texts. CCSS further

provided guidelines on how to measure text complexity: Lexile scores, which measure
readability; complexity of meaning of text, which could be translated to using canonical
authors at the high school level, and reader’s motivation and experience (Peel, 2017).
Additionally, CCSS placed a much greater emphasis on reading and analyzing nonfiction

and informational texts rather than reading fictional texts at the secondary level (Hodge

& Benko, 2014). For many ELA educators, these new guidelines raised further questions
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regarding what text complexity looked like in the curriculum and what curricular shifts
were needed to address these new guidelines

Ironically, these questions were answered not by the creators of the CCSS but by
the testing companies who were tasked with creating assessments to measure these new
standards. In 2009, the Obama Administration sought the development of assessments,

dubbed “next generation” assessments that would not only align to the new standards of

CCSS but would also attempt to measure career and college readiness. This solicitation
also came with a large financial incentive: over $350 million in grants to companies who

would create these new assessments (Jochim & McGuinn, 2016). Two testing companies,

Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) and Partnership for Assessment of
Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) became the initial standardized testing

providers for the CCSS. Many teachers applauded the new assessments because of the
critical thinking questions that engaged students (Jochim & McGuinn, 2016). However,
educators were equally alarmed that these assessments would count towards teacher

evaluation, up to 50% of the evaluation score in some states (“Ohio teacher evaluation
system,” 2015.).

New textbooks came in conjunction with the testing system that touted the ability
to provide schools with the materials necessary to adopt CCSS. This textbook adoption

translated to billions of dollars every year for textbook companies. In many states, a

central committee of stakeholders, including some educators, and the state department of
education selects the textbooks from which the entirety of the school districts of a state

must use (Thomas B. Fordham Institute, 2004); in fact, since California and Texas are the
largest purchasers of textbooks, textbook companies have developed texts that would
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readily be adopted by those states regardless if the information in the text is historically
accurate or representative of the students who will read these books (Thomas B. Fordham

Institute, 2004). Because of CCSS, federal policy built a direct pipeline to classroom
curriculum through assessment and textbook development.
However, as these new standardized tests began to roll out to the states, ELA
educators could finally glean a better sense of what “text complexity” looked like. As

suspected by many critics of the new CCSS guidelines, these new assessments initially

seemed to rely heavily on canonical texts, prompting fears that there was a “conflation of

complexity with the canon" (Peel, 2017, p. 106). For example, in 2015, the first
administration of the first PARCC exam for secondary students was given to students.

The reading passage excerpts used in the assessment were texts from White, Western

male authors. Since schools were still under pressure to perform well on these
assessments and these assessments now counted heavily towards teacher evaluations,
districts and teachers began to craft curriculum that would “teach towards the test.” They
hoped to ensure their students would be better prepared for them and perform better with

this type of canonical text test prep. As the test items were released in subsequent years,

teachers selected curricular choices that best matched the texts used on the assessments.
However, teachers also acknowledged that these canonical texts may not be best for their

students regarding text complexity, interest, or the misrepresentation of other cultures and

ethnicities within the canonical texts (Peel, 2017).
Separate from how the teachers felt about CCSS and the correlating state testing,
ELA teachers found that this policy did in many ways shape their curriculum within the
classroom. For many teachers, their curriculum became prescribed; teachers had to teach
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the same texts and keep the same pace as other teachers of the same course. Costello and

Costello (2016) found that often prescribed curriculum disempowers teachers, removes
professional discretion, and strains the relationship between professional values and
teaching practices. If teachers feel professionally disempowered about curricular

decisions, the lack of autonomy can impact their own identity especially if they must
teach texts that they find offensive or inappropriate.
Forces That Shape Teacher Identity

Teacher identity is dynamic because it shifts over time. It changes due to a
plethora of influences that are both internal and external to the teacher. Identity is

ongoing and constantly evolving due to a particular environment in which an individual

finds themselves. Professional teacher identity can be thought of as being further divided
in sub-identities, and these identities need to be balanced in order to avoid interpersonal
conflict (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Even at the meso level, teachers face multiple
limitations between themselves and forces that impact their personal and professional
choices. On a sociocultural level, beliefs provide structure and direction regarding

identity. On a personal level, beliefs reduce dissonance and confusion for the individual.
Pajares (1992) theorized that whatever attitude a teacher held about an educational

aspect, this attitude was influenced by and connected to attitudes about larger personal
beliefs. These beliefs, which influenced particular attitudes, then guided and determined
the course of behavior.

Facets of self. From a pedagogical perspective, teaching is a form of "personal
knowledge,” and teachers' personal beliefs influence the decision-making process about
their classroom curriculum. In a study of history teachers, Hung (2018) identified four
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areas of identity that influenced curricular choices: family stories, stories from childhood
and school years, stories from their teacher preparation, and stories from previous
teaching experience. These layers of personal identity that influence a teacher’s decision

making process added to federal mandates and administrative agendas at local schools
become filters and a framework for curricular choices. In her seminal piece about teacher
identities, Elbaz (1981) defines practical knowledge as distinctive knowledge that guides

the work of a teacher. Components of practical knowledge include "knowledge of subject

matter, of structuring of learning experiences and curriculum content...and of students'

needs, abilities, and interests" (p. 47). This practical knowledge becomes part of the
decision-making process for the teacher.
Situational self. Elbaz (1981) purported that a teacher's knowledge is impacted by

a particular context. Typically in the classroom, teachers will engage in trial and error
regarding pedagogy and then use these past experiences to inform future pedagogical
decisions. Interestingly, in terms of curriculum choices, many ELA teachers teach the

same canonical authors and texts they were taught in high school because these texts are

viewed as safe choices (Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004; Stallworth, Gibbons & Fauber, 2006).

There seems to be little exploration of curricular choices outside of what a teacher feels

comfortable leading to future generations of ELA teachers also teaching what they were
taught. This perpetuation of the canon is seen throughout all levels of the secondary ELA

curriculum, from special education to advanced-level courses. Similar to the CCSS, the

Advanced Placement Literature and Composition teacher’s guide recommends using
texts that have “literary merit,” and while the guide does not define what literary merit

means, the guide does include lesson plans that recommend traditional, canonical authors
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such as Shakespeare, Chaucer, Morrison, and Homer (AP Central, 2014). As teachers

continue to teach in particular classroom contexts that are bound by particular

curriculum, their beliefs about the curriculum become more solidified, and once these
beliefs are solidified, they become harder to evolve or change.
Social Self. Since ELA teachers' beliefs rarely live in isolation, the secondary

English department is a space in which discussion, negotiation, and collaboration occurs,

shaping the curricular choices of the teachers. Since teachers are grouped at a secondary
level by department rather than by grade as is a common practice at the elementary level,

the secondary department can have tremendous influence over a teacher's decisions about

what is taught in the classroom (Brauer, 2010). In a collective department relationship,
individuals have common interests and share a common fate which typically keeps
individuals from "defecting" and pursuing their own self-interests (Erez & Earley, 1993),
These self-interests could include selecting and using different texts than their colleagues.

In these department spaces, collaboration was not used to develop or change existing
curricular choices; rather, teachers collaborated to ensure that pacing was maintained.

Due to state assessments, the pacing became more important than discussion about

curriculum. Sato and Kleinsasser (2004) found that sometimes the teachers' personal
beliefs and practices had to be placed aside for the larger school community as

"community action preceded an individual's intention" (p. 813), indicating that even

when teachers had innovative ideas, if there was no time to explore the ideas or if the

exploration of ideas would impact the pacing and or structure of the larger community,
then the ideas were tabled. The secondary department sometimes became a barrier rather
than a facilitator to curricular change.
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So, what happens when a teacher feels strongly about dropping a current text or
adopting a new text to the curriculum? In the secondary department, it depends. If a

department is resistant to change, then change may not be likely to occur because at a
personal level, an individual's framework for implementing new information depends

upon the various communities to which that individual belongs. Since individuals also
desire to maintain a positive self-image, they will often make decisions and take actions
that are familiar to them as to not upset their image of themselves and their place in the
community (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). In the school context, teachers are more

likely to collaborate with one another in order to avoid disagreement and conflict;

however, the drawback is that frequently, the status quo will be upheld negating any
potential changes that could be beneficial to students.

Personal Self. When educators are confronted with changes, ambiguity, or
uncertainty from the various messages they are getting regarding curriculum, they must

figure out how to proceed with regards to their actions (Patrick & Joshi, 2019).
Continuous reforms in education impact the classroom, and teachers must continuously
make sense of how to implement educational policies in their classrooms. In the English

classroom, decisions about curriculum are left to local control since CCSS does not
specifically dictate curriculum for the different content areas. Curricular choices can be

especially challenging if the teacher believes that what texts are best for students may not
match the type of texts seen on standardized tests. These texts that teachers may wish to

use may lack “text complexity” but may also be incredibly engaging for the students.
When this occurs, a classificatory collision may occur. Horn (2018) identified

classificatory collisions as moments of distortions between outside influences and
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messages and an individual's identity. When teachers have these moments, sometimes the
easiest course is to become a “passive professional” (Costello & Costello, 2016) A
passive professional feels that change may not be possible and does not attempt to make

changes. These collisions also occur within other facets of the ELA classroom. When
teachers are prescribed curriculum by their district or school for standardized test
preparation, many teachers also realize that their humanistic focus devolves to the

detriment of their relationship with their students (Horn, 2018). In these instances,
education becomes less about the interest of the student and more about the scores. For

many educators, students now become data points at all levels of education —from
struggling students to advanced students—yet teachers must figure out how to navigate

between their professional self and their personal self even when it comes to curricular

decisions and even as teachers are struggling through their moments of classificatory
collisions.

Since reforms in education are as ubiquitous as textbooks in the classroom,

teachers must continuously make sense of how they will implement educational policies

in their classrooms. In the English classroom, CCSS is not specific about what specific
texts are to be used; therefore, teachers must decide which texts will be best for
instruction (Spillane, Reiser, Reimer, Kromrey, Hines & Hogaty, 2002). There are many

ways to implement curriculum policies at the local level; however, due to the ambiguity

CCSS regarding using specific content, teachers engage in sensemaking to assist with the
implementation of the policy in their classroom. However, with any policy implantation,

successful implementation depends upon the agents and their attitudes and beliefs
towards the policy. When particular policies align with the beliefs of the agent, successful
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implementation is more likely, but when agents are uncomfortable with a policy or do not
have the capacity to implement the policy successfully, then proper implementation is not

guaranteed (Spillane, et al, 2002). The same holds true in an educational environment;
how teachers make sense of the policy, which translates to curriculum choices in the
classroom depends upon their own prior knowledge, beliefs, and experiences.
Sensemaking and Curriculum

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory is an organization theory that provided a

language and framework for an individual’s perception of a context or environment, their
cognition of the context or environment, their actions towards and within a context or an

environment, and finally their memory of the context that is utilized as a further
framework for different, future contexts and similar environments. Meaning and process

become interconnected, and one builds upon another as individuals will make choices
based upon how they believe those choices will be perceived. Sensemaking is more about

transience than consistency (Hernes & Maitlis, 2010). Weick (1995) identified seven

properties of sensemaking (a) grounded in identity construction; (b) retrospective; (c)
enactive of sensible environments; (d) social; (e) ongoing; (f) focused on extracted cues,
driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.
Grounded in Identity Construction. One’s identity is constructed through the

process of interaction with others and with other environments (Weick, 1995). For

teachers, identity, especially professional identity, is dynamic because it evolves over
time due to experiences, interactions, and knowledge gained over the course of their

personal lives and professional careers (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Within the
teaching profession, teachers' identities are influenced by the notions of “how to be,”
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"how to act," and "how to understand." Through these notions, professional identity

formation is an ongoing negotiation as decisions reached through sensemaking are based
on preserving a sense of self, especially regarding how that self is viewed by others

(Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015). Individuals will desire to maintain consistent and positive
perceptions about themselves as they continuously “project” themselves into their
environment and observe the consequences of their behaviors and actions (Weick, 1995).

For teachers, their social and professional capital in their buildings and districts further
enable their proactive behavior, allowing more influence about future curricular
decisions. At the disjuncture of bounded spaces in which one identity conflicts with a

potentially new identity, individuals will engage in sense making in order to maintain a

positive self-conception (Kanji & Cahusac, 2015). Even if a teacher risks department
conflict by suggesting a new text, the teacher will also attempt to support their colleagues
with implementation as a means of preserving positive self-conception.

Hung (2018) identified teaching as a form of “personal knowledge” from a
pedagogical perspective. Teachers’ personal beliefs influence the decision-making
process about their curriculum. While states may adopt federal guidelines about

curricular standards, at the local level, the teacher acts as an agent about specific curricula

content. Teachers become curricula "gatekeepers" and therefore, curricula choices are a

compilation of teacher beliefs and decisions about planning and implementation
strategies.

Retrospective. Prior knowledge, beliefs, and experiences of an individual

influences how the individual makes sense of new information from the context in which
the sensemaking occurs (Spillane, et al, 2002). Individuals engage in sensemaking to
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make sense of current environmental cues which are informed by past experiences (Mills,

Thurlow, & Mills, 2010). Prior knowledge is crucial for the implementation process as
sensemaking is an active process, and prior knowledge is a framework through which
new information is filtered. As an individual gains and learns through experiences,
schemas are created by individuals that help construct knowledge to make sense of the

world around them (Weick, 1995). These schemas are encryptions of social and

institutional knowledge and guide the cognitive process, helping individuals to focus and
sort information to assist with clarifying any ambiguity (Spillane, et al, 2002).
Spillane et al. (2002) found that prior knowledge is essential to how an individual
makes sense of new information. Prior knowledge is crucial in the policy implementation
process as sensemaking is an active process, and prior knowledge is a framework through

which new information will be filtered. The schemas individuals create through prior
experiences are encryptions of social and institutional knowledge which guides the

cognitive process, helping individuals to focus and sort information to assist with

clarifying ambiguity.
Since the CCSS is ambiguous regarding specific ELA curriculum, teachers must

decide what should be taught in their classrooms. Coburn (2005) found that when
implementing a new reading policy, teachers will draw on their previous reading

instruction to guide their future choices. With the ambiguity of CCSS regarding

prescribed curriculum, teachers will resort to using texts that they were taught (Aston,

2017), leading to the exclusion of historically marginalized voices in the ELA curriculum
if teachers are uncomfortable with attempting to use new or unfamiliar texts.
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Enactive of Sensible Environment. Sensemaking occurs within a particular
context as individuals will be responsive in relationship to the larger environment.

Individuals seek to create the environment in which they are (Weick, 1995). In
sensemaking theory, sensemaking most frequently occurs when an encounter is
ambiguous thereby forcing the individual to make sense of the event, and in education,

where reforms are initiated in a “top down” fashion, teachers often struggle with how to

reconcile and integrate new initiatives into their classrooms. Despite this struggle,
teachers still wish to shape their own environment which can lead to larger curricular

negotiations within their department.
Allen and Penuel (2015) interviewed teachers to explore how teachers in two
school sites make sense of science instruction and the Next Generation Science Standards
(NGSS) through professional development. During professional development, teachers

were asked to develop and revise practices that incorporated the NGSS. Teachers created

models through PBIS and then shared with their colleagues. Researchers identified four
sources of ambiguity with the teachers: conflicting goals between the district pacing
demands and the science practice focused lessons, the absence of measures that can assist
the teachers in formative assessment, limited resources, which include lack of time to

truly dive deeply into the NGSS and to align existing curriculum with the NGSS, and a

role ambivalence, as teachers felt there was no clarity about how to better support
students with engagement in these science practices.

The two different school sites required two different sets of expectations. At one
school site, teachers were required to give daily assessments focused on factual recall, a

practice that is inconsistent with the tenants of Primary Based Inquiry Science (PBIS), a
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science program in which teachers had previously received training. One teacher was

reprimanded for not having a "complete data folder" as her assessment did not look the
same as the district’s multiple-choice assessment. Even when disciplined by the
administrator, the teacher did not change her approach as she believed that PBIS was the

best approach for her students. In the other school site, the administrators were less

stringent about how data was to be collected. Teachers were expected to collect data, but
the progress of the students was not monitored to the extent that it was as the other site.
However, the common assessments that the teachers developed among themselves did

not align with the NGSS. Ultimately, researchers concluded that the different managerial
styles of the different buildings contributed to the ease or difficulty to which teachers
were able to successfully negotiate their dissonance through sensemaking.

Social. Individuals do not exist within a vacuum; therefore, how an individual
makes sense of the environment depends to some extent on the other people within the

environment. An individual’s conduct and behavioral choices are contingent of the

conduct and behavioral choices of others (Weick, 1995). In education, sensemaking is not

a solitary endeavor as when individuals begin to form relationships with other individuals
within the organization, these relationships become an opportunity for newer individuals
to learn about the organizational climate and norms (Patrick & Joshi, 2019).

In a study of 12 first year university faculty members, researchers created a
“career community” that served to provide support for participants during a difficult
professional year. Researchers questioned the participants on their interactions with one

another in the online community and found that the feedback the participants gave to one
another helped in the individual's sensemaking process. This community created a place
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where individuals could ask "ask questions, think conceptually, and formulate answers to
the uncertainty" (Patrick & Joshi, 2019, p. 7) that they faced at various times with
adjusting to their new organization. MacLure (1993) had a similar finding about how

belonging to a community can influence the sensemaking process. Community, and how

it is defined by the individual, influences identity as a teacher will bring in values from
the community into their decision making. Whatever identity aspects of the teacher that
the teacher deems most important will use those community values and identity traits as
part of their cognitive process.

Additionally in curriculum planning and development, Spillane et al. (2002)
found that in the school context, teachers are more likely to collaborate with one another
to avoid disagreement and conflict; however, the drawback is that frequently, the

curriculum “status quo” will be upheld negating any potential changes that the policy

wishes to make or correct.

Ongoing. Weick (1995) states that sensemaking is an ongoing process, one that
never really has a beginning nor an end. As people are continuously interacting with their
environments and learning the cultural norms of the environment from others, individuals

have emotional reactions that prompt them to make certain decisions or to take certain

actions. These emotional reactions create a symbiotic relationship regarding professional
identity: emotions can alter a teacher's identity, but emotions can also be altered by

certain aspects of the profession (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). The act of reflection is

another key way in which teachers develop an understanding of their identity and engage

in future sensemaking. Teachers will look back and reflect on their thoughts and practices
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in order to make decisions about their identity going forward. This reflection is further
reinforced in discourse and social interactions with others (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).
Focused on Extracted Cues. During sensemaking, individuals filter

environmental cues, focusing on some cues while ignoring others, in order to construct

meaning. This becomes a procedural feedback loop of familiarity (Mills, Thurlow &
Mills, 2010). This process can generate behaviors that can lead to self-fulfilling

prophecies as individuals will choose actions with predictable outcomes.
Coburn (2005) found that the leadership style of the administration in a school
building also impacted the sensemaking process in teachers. In one building, the principal

allowed more autonomy regarding the use of textbooks and supplemental materials; as
long as teachers were meeting the standards, the principal did not dictate that any specific

materials be used. Over the course of the school year, there were several approaches to
reading instruction as some teachers decided not to use the textbook at all. In another
building, the principal placed emphasis on changing organizational structures within the
classroom (grouping, activity structure). The principal also emphasized using the

textbook and teaching to students’ reading levels, two things which may not be

congruous. Teachers engaged in sensemaking in order to determine how best to both use
the textbook and to use guided reading as a means of providing reading materials on the

students’ reading abilities levels. The boundaries established by the leadership provided a
framework in which teachers were able to operate.
Driven by Plausibility Rather than Accuracy. Finally, individuals will make

decisions based on what seems right rather than what may actually be right because
individuals make current choices based on their experiences of the past. Plausibility
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normalizes a situation through sensemaking (Weick, 1995). It taps into existing norms

and can provide an aura of accuracy and lay the groundwork for future change. If an

individual seeks change, then creating shared meaning behind a change can build
plausibility and legitimacy (Thurlow & Helms, 2015).
In a study at a community college, Thurlow and Helms (2015) found that

individuals were more likely to embrace and accept change if the change was initiated by
someone who “possessed organizational legitimacy” (p. 251). The CEO of the
community college wanted to change the perception and vision of what community
colleges can offer to areas lacking higher education options. He began to change the
“narrative” of what community colleges could offer students, gaining the buy-in from
faculty, the surrounding communities and politicians, giving plausibility to the important

and needed presence of the school. He was able to secure over $100 million dollars in

funding from the provincial government, further legitimizing the role of the community
college.
Types of Sensemakers
When individuals are confronted with changes, ambiguity or uncertainty, they

must figure out how to proceed with regards to their actions, and how they respond to the

disruption is dependent upon the individual. Degn (2015) developed three typologies to
describe university department heads and how their sensemaking led to perceptions of

self and subsequent actions. The three types of department heads are shielders,
coordinators and agenda setters.

Shielders. Shielders are absorbers of change and attempt to protect followers
during a time of change; they will also attempt a preserving strategy, which "legitimizes a
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continuation of existing practice by way of a positive valuation of the past" (p. 1182).
Shielders attempt to resist the change and maintain the status quo as much as possible. In
the role of academic verses manager, shielders will maintain their academic identity
while considering the role of manager as a temporary name only. They align themselves

more with the academic community during the sensemaking process, and shielders will
push to protect the current policies and actions by "decoupling" words with actions. In an
attempt to avoid implementation, they will speak positively of the current status quo
while becoming more defiant towards the new policy.

Coordinators. Coordinators are translators of change; they seek to ease the
implementation of a new directive or policy. Their strategy will be preserving and

evolving, depending on the situation. In the role of academic verses manager,
coordinators will attempt to balance both roles in their identity construction. If there is a

strong organizational identity, coordinators will also bring this in during identity

construction as well, and their behavior during the sensemaking process will be "subtle
agreement while projecting a defiant attitude" (p. 1190).
Agenda Setters. Agenda setters are initiators of change. They "actively formulate

change initiatives and see them through" (p. 1181). Their sensemaking strategy is
evolving as in agenda setters value the past negatively which then legitimizes the change.

In the role of academic versus manager, agenda setters will assume the role of manager
and integrate it into their identity construction and will become role models of change.

Borderlands and Boundary Crossers
So, what separates those who fight to keep the status quo from those who seek to
make change? Degn (2015) identifies three major motives that individuals have during
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sensemaking: self-enhancement, which involves maintaining a positive construction of
self; self-efficacy, which involves the need to feel competent as individuals will avoid

situations that they feel are beyond their capability, and self-consistency, which involves
the need to "form coherence and continuity in one's identity construction" (p. 1183). If an
individual sees change and innovation as part of their identity, then that individual is

more likely to challenge the existing norms. When a teacher seeks to be a broker of
change and is using expertise from one of their “communities” to influence change, the
individual becomes a boundary crosser or broker as the need to push for change

originates from questions of identity (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Boundary crossing
refers to an individual's transitions and interactions across different sites—status quo to

innovative idea—where a symbolic boundary can be defined as "a sociocultural

difference leading to discontinuity in action or interaction" (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011,
p. 133). In an educational perspective, the gap between the boundaries can be viewed as
differences of perspectives and practices. Successful boundary crossing consists of four

phases: identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation. The first phase,

identification, occurs when an individual decides that they have information that would
be valuable in a new environment. The individual identifies a clear demarcation of

practices (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). During coordination, the individual is seeking out
others or other materials for guidance and information, coming to an understanding about

how to best approach changing an environment. During reflection, the individual is most
concerned with the explication of differences between practices and how a strength from

one community can be applied to a new community. Finally, during transformation, the

new practices are introduced and embedded into the new community (Bakx, Bakker,
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Koopman, & Beijaard, 2016). If a teacher, through professional or personal development,

learns new information they wish to implement in their classroom, the teacher may first
gather more information about what the implementation looks like. In gathering
information, the teacher is going to be thoughtful about how implementation will look in

their classroom with their students. Once implantation has occurred, the teacher can then
instruct others on how to implement the same information in their classrooms

disseminating the new practices.

Being a broker can be incredibly challenging because an individual is responsible
for bringing together the expertise from both communities while keeping the values of
both communities in the foreground. This switch in expectations between boundaries can
lead to ambiguity, as individuals are part of both communities, yet they are also not full

members of both communities (Bakx, et. al., 2016). Frequently, brokers find themselves

against two forces when attempting to make a change: groupthink and fragmentation
(Engestrom, Engestrom, & Karkkainen, 1995) In groupthink, the strive for unanimity and
cohesion often creates strong barriers to change and can include individuals being
suspicion and hostile towards novel ideas. Conversely, fragmentation, when a group has

no cohesion at all, is equally problematic when advocating for change because if
individuals do not value similar ideas, then adoption of new practices cannot occur.
If a teacher wishes to be a broker between their local school and their students, the
teacher must accept that pushback may be inevitable. One way that teachers can forge

through the pushback is creating what Alsup (2006) described as a personal pedagogy
that may be different from the organizational philosophy so that the teacher can then

transform their professional identities into pedagogical and political action. Developing
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this personal pedagogy can fortify oneself against the dissonance that may come when

being a broker. Alsup also maintains that remaining in the space of the borderland

between two symbolic communities can be difficult as there are easier paths than existing
with the dissonance. Once such path is "denying or suppressing any ideological tensions

and molding oneself to 'fit' the established model" (p. 131); however, if a teacher refuses
to face the discomfort of the dissonance between themselves and the larger department or

school, then change will not occur which can be detrimental for their students. If a
teacher does choose the path of dissonance, the teacher should maintain a critical

discourse about their choices and actions which can aid the teacher in remaining
persistent. The author found that those who engaged in borderland discourse were able to
not only handle the initial uncomfortable cognitive dissonance, but the reflection and

struggle assisted them in building resistance and leading change.
Proactive Behavior
When teachers make a change to their curriculum in the context of limitations and

social pressure, they are engaging in what Grant and Ashford (2008) call proactive
behavior. Proactive behavior is defined as an "anticipatory action that employees take to
impact themselves or their environment" (Grant & Ashford, 2008, p. 8). The major

characteristics of proactive behavior include taking action in advance of any directives
and considering the intended impact of the behaviors. Proactive individuals typically
“follow their hunches” and take "anticipatory actions to make advances in their own

performance" (Caniels, 2018, p. 189). Frequently, these actions, sometimes against great

opposition from others, challenge the status quo and positively improve the overall
environment (Akin, 2014).
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Instances of proactive behavior in individuals increases when the work
environment has elements of accountability, ambiguity, and autonomy (Grant & Ashford,
2008). If individuals perceive they have freedom to introduce new ideas in an

environment due to a lack of clear delineation of guidelines or policy, individuals become

intrinsically motivated to attempt new ideas, knowing they will be held accountable for
these ideas. Proactive individuals rarely attempt ideas without thoroughly vetting the

current situation and environment as they feel personally responsible for their success or
failure (Caniels, 2018).

The current education system creates the perfect nexus for proactive behavior by
teachers if teachers are willing to make changes. CCSS does not dictate what texts should
be taught which creates ambiguity about the curriculum; however, teachers are still held

accountable for the students’ measures which also creates an environment where teachers
are deeply invested in what they teach in the classroom. Not all teachers have autonomy

in selecting their curriculum, and oftentimes teachers find themselves at odds with their
colleagues regarding curricular choices. If a teacher is willing to take that first step for

change for their students and become a broker of new ideas, then their actions could

potentially reshape their larger environment.

Curricular Choices in the Classroom
America's classrooms are microcosms of the larger society in terms of a plurality
of ethnicities, religious preferences, gender identifications, and cultures. While classroom

rosters have gotten more diverse, unfortunately, in many English classrooms, the texts

taught still represent a traditional pattern of Eurocentrism and patriarchal bias. As many
of our ELA classrooms remain rooted in the past, our society outside of the classroom
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becomes more connected to personal technological devices, eschewing “traditional”

books altogether. CCSS encourages teachers to use both information and narrative text to
teach content across all content areas but incorporating both into a classroom makes

many teachers feel as if they need to sacrifice something in their curriculum to "make
more room" for these types of texts (Bintz & Ciecierski, 2017). With restraints such as
curriculum needs within a school year and high-stakes testing, many teachers have turned
to graphic novels to fulfill these many demands.

Graphic Novels. McCloud (1993) defined comics as “juxtaposed pictorial and

other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an
aesthetic response in the viewer” (p. 9). Tabachnick (2009) extended that definition in

that a graphic novel is “an extended comic book that treats nonfiction as well as fictional
plots and themes with the depth and subtlety” that is expected and found in traditional

fiction and nonfiction texts (p. 2). Graphic novels are distinct from comics or comic

books in a few ways. The first way that graphic novels are different from comics is

length. Most graphic novels are between 50-175 pages, and graphic novels are also
considered stand-alone as opposed to comics, which are serialized in consecutive parts

(Brozo, Moorman & Meyer, 2014). Graphic novels also have more freedom with

paneling and page format than comics or comic books (Lalremruati, 2019), as the graphic

novelists tend to use their own personal aesthetic when designing their graphic novel.
Unlike traditional print texts, graphic novels are unique due to their reliance on both text
and images/illustrations that forces the reader to decode and comprehend beyond what is

required for text only (Moeller, 2016). This semiotic meaning in graphic novels is
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generated by verbal language, iconographic language, and the modes of interplay
between both (Adler, 2011).
Components of a Graphic Novel. Of the components of the graphic novel the
gutter is typically considered the most important component as the gutter is where the

reader makes the most inference (Frey, 2010). When determining sequence and panels,

there are several types of gutter transitions that a graphic novelist might use, each of

which require the reader to use different levels of closure: moment-to-moment, action-toaction, subject-to-subject, scene-to-scene, aspect-to-aspect, and non-sequitur (McCloud,

1993). Transitions that are moment-to-moment require very little closure as the sequence
of events occurs sequentially. Action-to-action transitions focus on the sequential
movement of a single subject and require more inferencing on the part of the reader. With

subject-to-subject transitions, the panels will depict a single scene or idea from
potentially multiple vantage points, forcing the reader to use more closure to make these
transitions meaningful. Scene-to-scene transitions, which cover “significant distances of
time a space” (p. 71), force the reader to use deductive reasoning. Aspect-to-aspect

transitions use a high degree of closure, as these transitions eschew time altogether and
focus on different aspects of a place, idea or mood. As closure between panels intensifies,

reader interpretation becomes more elastic, and depending on artist intent, meaning can

become more ambiguous. Additionally, the gutters lead to active meaning making for
students, spaces Low (2012) refers to as “gutterances” in which the reader is figuratively

communicating with the space to determine “what narrative content may reasonably
occupy” the gutter (p. 372).
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Secondly, the choice of frame becomes important with regards to clarity and

constructing meaning, and to optimize clarity, the artist will choose the right distance,

angle, and vantage point of the image (McCloud, 2006; Adler, 2011). McCloud (2006)
discussed how readers will assign importance to having characters or images in the center
of the frame, but that using an absence in the center of the frame can also indicate
important themes to the reader as well. Likewise, having a panel with an image only and

no text is another technique used to convey narration. This “silence,” as defined by the
interruption of verbal language leaving only images to communicate meaning, may
function as a way for the reader to gain understanding through inference and deduction.

In graphic novels, silence coincided with those moments when the "showing takes over
the telling;" meaning, then, arises from the "silent juxtaposition of images within a
sequence" (Adler, 2011, p. 2279).
Full page spreads in graphic novels are called splash pages and are used to

indicate importance within the text. When panels are smaller and closer together, the
author is indicating an increase in time succession (Frey, 2010). Additionally, attention to
the size of the frames--whether they be small frames to indicate specific action or large
frames to demonstrate purpose--teaches students to become more visual learners using
graphic novels (Smith & Pole, 2018).

Thirdly, the images or drawings within the frames also contribute to meaning.
McCloud (1993) discussed how imagery is used to convey emotions in graphic novels.
Even how lines are drawn can symbolically represent particular emotions or can be used
to evoke particular types of imagery. In his Understanding Comics, McCloud (1993) used

an image of a pipe and an overturned garbage can both with wavy lives rising from them.
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In both of those instances, the wavy lines evoke particular senses: visual for smoke and
olfactory for smell respectively. Furthermore, the background in the panels behind the

characters in frames are also important in providing clues for emotions, where a distorted
background or type of particular pattern can prompt a physiological effect in the reader,
and the reader will then ascribe their own feelings to the characters in the text.
Fourthly, the choice of words and text and how they should be created visually is
important because the text should provide valuable information and complement the

images around them (McCloud, 1993). Words can be used to compress a story, using
single captions typically used in scene-to-scene transitions. In comics, words and images
must be used seamlessly, but that the author must also consider moments when either
words or images can tell the story better. The use of different fonts, and whether the fonts
are in a bubble, box, or stretched across a frame or page, also adds a visual and emotional

quality for the reader (Kukkonen, 2001). Word balloon shape can indicate a particular

emotion, while lettering styles can indicate a variety of sounds and feelings.
Finally, the actual combination of words and pictures transmits connected ideas to
the reader (McCloud, 1993). While the combinations of words and images within a panel

or frame are limitless, there are several broad categories
•

word specific, where the focus of the frame is on the words and the image may

just illustrate the words but will add beyond their meaning
•

picture specific, where the focus of the frame is the actual image, and the words
simply provide a soundtrack to the imagery

•

duo-specific, in which both the words and pictures convey the same message
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•

additive, where either the words amplify the image, or the image further

elaborates on the words
•

parallel, where “words and pictures seem to follow very different courses--

without intersecting” (p. 154)
•

montage, where the words are embedded into the image

•

interdependent, where both the words and images work together to convey an idea

that neither could convey separately.
Transmediation
Currently in schools, there is a “verbcentric” ideology that posits learning can

only be demonstrated through the use of spoken or written language; however, many
researchers argue that this mode of communication is limiting to students as it reinforces
the written language transmission model, keeping students as passive learners (Seigel,

1995). While language is created through a set of "discrete units arranged in a linear

string" (Seigel, 1995, p. 458), interpretations of pictures and images must be done in a
whole structure, taking in and making simultaneous meaning of various aspects of the
image. This idea of reading multiple semiotic systems—written language, visual

language and iconographic language—is called transmediation. Semali (2002) defines
transmediation as the conveyance of meaning across sign systems, meaning that an
individual can understand the signifiers in one semiotic system (written) and translate that

meaning to a signified object in another semiotic system (visual). Signs in language
represent ideas and concepts that can actually mediate all that humans know. In

semiotics, the signifier is the object that triggers a knowledgeable response, and the
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signified is the understanding of that object. Semiotics is divided into three types of
signifiers:
Iconic Signs. Iconic signs are signs that carry some quality of the object that they
stand for. For example, a portrait or a photograph is an iconic sign of the actual person. In
math, the operation signs (plus, minus) indicated what type of operation should be
performed. The iconic sign is not the object, but rather, an iconic sign simply has similar

identifiable qualities that help individuals make the connection between the real object
and the iconic sign (Semali, 2002).
Indexical Signs. Indexical signs point to the existence of what the signs stand for.

For example, leaves signify the meaning of a tree or plant, while fingers or toes signify
the meaning of a human. Indexical signs signal the “existential or physical connection

with their objects” (Semali, 2002, p. 2); however, they represent one facet of the larger
signifier.
Symbolic Signs. Symbolic signs are signs that arbitrarily stand for something

through the process of consensus. With these types of signs, there is no immediate, direct

bond between the actual object and the symbolic sign. For example, the word “tree”
consists of four letters, and through consensus, those four letters combined, which look

nothing like an actual tree, have come to conceptualize an actual tree (Semali, 2002).

Visual Literacy
Similar to spoken and written language, visual arts have their own semiotic signs,
and visual literacy is defined as the ability to interpret and produce images (Connors,

2012). While written language is created through a set of "discrete units arranged in a
linear string" (Siegel, 1995, p. 458), interpretations of pictures and images must be done
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in a whole structure, taking in and making simultaneous meaning of various aspects of
the image. However, since not all languages are shared among all people, sometimes the

use of images becomes much more universal (Betts, 1995) as more individuals can
readily understand those signs.
Despite the fact that the written and spoken form of communication is

predominant in schools, visual literacy is seemingly a more natural mode of
communication, as individuals "acquire the ability to interpret images with little effort"

(Connors, 2012, p. 74), and understanding the elements of visual literacy can better help
students “read” images more proficiently.

Shapes. Shapes are the most basic way in which individuals can attach meaning
to visual objects. For example, horizontal structures, such as squares and rectangles, can

evoke feelings of calm, stability and strength. Conversely, circles are believed to be
viewed as dynamic, while vertical lines or other tall shapes can imply a struggle against

gravity with the understanding the shapes are reaching towards the heavens, perhaps
metaphoric for man’s own struggle. Diagonals represent movement while distorted

shapes can convey visual tension (Connors, 2012)
Perspective. Perspective is defined as the vantage point that the audience takes
with regards to an image; in order to manipulate perspective, artists will use varying

frame sizes to create a sense of closeness or distance between the audience and the
image.
Close-ups: when an image of a human is shown from the shoulders up, which

mimics social distances in real life between intimate individuals. This close-up is meant
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to elicit an emotional bond between the reader and the character, causing the reader to

connect with the character on a particular level.
Medium Shots: When a character is depicted from the knees up, one that

establishes a more friendly relationship.
Long Shots: when characters are viewed from a distance in the frame, the artist

wants the viewer to create and understand a relationship with the character and his
environment, leading to an objective viewpoint (Connors, 2012).
Visual literacy can certainly begin in an English/Language Arts classroom with
the use of graphic novels. In graphic novels, meaning is generated by verbal language,

iconographic language, and the modes of interplay between both (Adler, 2011), and what
makes graphic novels unique is their reliance of both text and images/illustrations that

forces the reader to decode and comprehend beyond what is required for text only. The

semiotic aspect of graphic novels is what makes them useful for students. Because
graphic novels rely heavily on multimodality, students, who already exist in a multi

model world, can certainly be engaged in graphic novels (Moeller, 2016).
Transmediation creates a space for and reinforces analytical thinking in two
different sign systems. In order to do this, individuals must be able to read and
understand the macrostructure of the central concept (written text), parse and identify the

concept into separate ideas and then recognize how these separate ideas can become
whole in another system (visual) (McCormick, 2011). Learners essentially rotate the

"content and expression planes of two different sign systems" (Siegel, 1995, p. 463) so
that the second mode of communication conveys the ideas and content of the first.
However, because there is no direct connection between the two systems, the connection
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must then be created by the learner, creating generative power of transmediation. Reading
graphic novels is one way to engage students in transmediation as students must use a

variety of comprehension skills when reading graphic novels as there is more than just

the text to decode. Students need to not only pay attention to the text and images, but they
are also required to "read" the empty spaces and inferred sequence (Jiménez, Roberts,

Brugar, Meyer & Waito, 2017). Graphic novels and comics actually force readers to

become more critical readers as readers are making sense of multiple and multimodal
representations of events and facts, and because of their use of dual semiotic systems,
graphic novels force students to do a "double-reading" of both words and images in a

frame that triggers a meaning-making response in the reader (Panteleo, 2011). In fact, the
presence of the visual cues and systems is one reason why students can retain more
information from a graphic novel than from a traditional (Lalremruati, 2019). Ignoring

what text is saying is relatively simple, but when powerful truths are compounded with
powerful images, the facts become harder to disentangle and deny (Marlatt & Dallacqua,

2019).
Graphic Novels in the ELA Classroom

Not only are graphic novels beneficial from a multimodal perspective, but they
are also beneficial from an instructional standpoint. Like traditional texts, graphic novels

can teach all of the traditional literary elements: characterization, symbolism,
foreshadowing, theme, and they can be used as stand-alone lessons or part of a larger,

thematic unit (Brozo et al., 2014). In fact, there are many graphic novel adaptations of

commonly taught, traditional high school texts such as Octavia Butler’s Kindred, William

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and Beowulf (Gallo & Weiner, 2004). The graphic
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novel genre also includes texts that are information and nonfiction, fulfilling a curricular

need in the era of CCSS testing. Boerman-Cornell (2015) found that historical graphic
novels, indicated by their content of historical bibliographic and content information,

provided opportunities for students to engage in “contextualization, corroboration, and
sourcing” (p. 221) as historical graphic novels included geographic information such as

maps framed historical moments in a temporal and social context. The graphic novel

genre has expanded to include more social studies context including autobiographies and
depictions of historical figures and events, and they incorporate primary and secondary

sources, further making them valuable literature to teachers to be used as part of the

informational text push from standardized testing in secondary English classrooms
(Clark, 2013). In fact, many of these graphic novels can be paired with other primary

sources, further meeting the standards under CCSS.

Graphic novels are also a way that provides teachers a platform to discuss larger

social issues that impact students and both local and global communities. Christenson
(2006) used Joe Kubert’s Fax from Sarajevo to discuss the Bosnian War and lack of

outside aid to war-torn countries. Carano and Clabough (2016) used four graphic novels
— Art Spiegalman’s Maus, Joe Sacco’s Footnotes in Gaza, Sharon McKay’s War

Brothers, and John Lewis’s March: Part Two—to discuss human rights in a high school
classroom through a variety of contexts and historical perspectives. Sun (2017) used

Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis as a way to expand students’ perceptions about women in
Iran and about the role of torture and patriotism during time of war. Brown and Begoray

(2017) used graphic novels as part of a culturally responsive approach to teaching

Indigenous youth who created their own graphic narrative assignment that verbalized
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ideas around empowerment, demonstrating that by controlling how their image is

portrayed, social change is possible. Finally, Marlatt and Dallacqua (2019) used Drowned
City: Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans by Don Brown as a platform for student

instruction about how the media portrayed survivors of Hurricane Katrina versus what the

images in the book, written by survivors, were portraying. Students commented about the
complexity of truth, and how historical events have multiple truths that should all be
viewed critically.
However, Macdonald (2012) cautions that as similar as graphic novels can be to

traditional texts, their creators and artists view them as their own literary genre with its

own traditions and norms. Educators should be conscientious to point out the unique
differences between traditional texts and graphic novels and not simply to force graphic

novels to fit within the norms of a traditional text.

Perceptions of Graphic Novels. If graphic novels use the same literary
techniques and devices as traditional texts and offer a bridge between traditional texts and
our students’ multimodal world, why are teachers hesitant to use them? Bauer (2010)

found that teachers choose texts that they believe will best prepare students for college. In
her study, Bauer found that teachers who taught in a school with a high college
attendance rate believed that teaching the canon provided the students with literary

capital for the future. These same teachers viewed adolescent literature and graphic

novels/comics as "too accessible." In fact, many of the teachers in the study did not view
visual media as having or adding to "any valuable cultural literacies or social capital" (p.

116).
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In a study of pre-service teachers, Yusof, Lazim, and Salehuddon (2017) found
that while many of the pre-service teachers had been exposed to graphic novels, nineteen
percent of them found graphic novels “confusing” and “messy.” Even though the

majority of the pre-service teachers (70%) preferred graphic novels, they were still
hesitant to use them in class, citing that traditional texts provide better detail about

setting, the characters and tone and emotion, while graphic novels seem to provide less of
this information. Even when teachers received training on how to implement graphic
novels in their classrooms, Laylock (2019) found that teachers realized that they needed

to be knowledgeable about the nuances of the format since for many teachers and
students, the “first language” of reading is more of a written format than a visual.

Clark (2013) also found resistance to graphic novels in a study with pre-service
teachers. For the study, the pre-service teachers were instructed to read two graphic
novels over the course of two weeks, and even before the pre-service teachers began

reading, many of the pre-service teachers voiced their dismay and dislike of graphic
novels. After the pre-service teachers read the graphic novels, they noted that the graphic
novels were beneficial in that they may motivate reluctant readers and that graphic novels

provided multiple perspectives and presented information about historical people or
events that was not in a typical textbook, even contextualizing the actions or events and
providing different or alternative viewpoints. However, despite seeing benefits, the pre

service teachers also expressed trepidation about using graphic novels in their classroom.
One of the main reasons for their concerns was that their professionalism would be

questioned if they used “comic books” in the classroom. Additionally, since graphic
novels also portray alternative viewpoints and give voice to historically marginalized
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voices, pre-service teachers were also worried about the potential pushback they might

receive from the parents. This concern was also echoed by Mathews (2011), who also
found pre-services teachers were hesitant to utilize graphic novels in the classroom
because of concerns of community and parental reactions to controversial issues
sometimes depicted in graphic novels.

Perhaps this concern about parental reactions is warranted. Nesmith, Cooper,

Schwarz and Walker (2016) interviewed parents about the use of graphic novels in their
children’s class. Parents agreed about the benefits of graphic novels and believed that

certain type of learners would benefit from their use—struggling readers, English

Language Learners (ELL), and visual learners—however, parents also believed that
graphic novels could contain inappropriate or distracting graphics, which could hinder

students from envisioning the text themselves. Overall, they believed the plots of the
graphic novels they previewed were poorly written. There were limitations to this study,

but parental concern or parental pushback about curriculum can impact if and how a

teacher might use a graphic novel.

In addition to teachers, many students are also ambivalent about the use of
graphic novels in the classroom. Hammond (2012) found that high school seniors were
assigned a graphic novel in class, and at first, the students were confused as to why a
graphic novel had been assigned to them as only thirty percent had ever read one before.

One student admitted that before reading American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang,

she thought graphic novels were full of “action, sex, and violence” (p. 27) while another

student admitted that he did not take the book seriously because it was a “comic book”
and not a traditional text.
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Moeller (2016) found that when students were presented with the choice of a

traditional text or its graphic novel rendition, some students preferred the graphic novel
and believed using the images in the text helped them better understand the setting of the
novel, while traditional text readers discussed how they preferred their images to the ones

in the graphic novels. The students who were reading the graphic novel even claimed that
their grades were better because of the multimodality of the text; however, almost all

students agreed that graphic novels could not be used consistently in the course and that

they needed to read “traditional texts.” Richardson (2017) found a similar ambivalence
with students. The researchers allowed students to pick between the traditional text of
Coraline and the graphic novel rendition. On comprehension assessments, students

performed the same regardless of the text they read, suggesting that the graphic novel did
not necessarily improve overall understanding of the story. When the researchers asked

students about their experiences with the different texts, some students preferred the
graphic novel over the traditional text because of the images while other students actually

preferred the traditional text because of the autonomy it allowed them to envision the
story themselves.

There are many examples when teachers successfully incorporate graphic novels

into their instruction, but in order to have successful implementation, teachers need to
spend some time instructing students on how to read the visual semiotics of the texts.

Mostafa (2011) found that while English teachers are quite comfortable teaching
traditional literacy, they are much more unsure about how to teach visual literacy. This
uncertainty can create more hesitation about their use. In addition, secondary ELA

teachers often lack opportunities to integrate visual literacy into their curriculum, and
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some secondary teachers do not feel as though they are even responsible for instruction
on visual literacy (Mostafa, 2011). Teaching visual literacy is becoming important as
visual literacy is becoming a prominent form of communication. These hesitations add to

the perceptions that integrating graphic novels into the curriculum is difficult, but if

teachers can incorporate graphic novels into their classroom curriculum, students then

receive an important instruction on multimodal literacy.
Making Sense of the Gutters. When it comes to using graphic novels in the
English classroom, there are a multitude of ways in which teachers are using them

successfully. One benefit for using graphic novels in classrooms is that they engage
struggling, reluctant, and non-readers (Gillenwater, 2014). Additionally, sometimes

students with learning disabilities avoid reading due to the difficulties faced with word
recognition, phonics and fluency (Smetana, 2010). These students can also struggle with
“running the movie” of the book in their heads while reading; therefore, graphic novels

can be a potential solution. Smetana (2010), an intervention and reading specialist, used
graphic novels with her struggling fifth-grade readers. As the students were reading their
graphic novels, Smetana simultaneously instructed students on the shared attributes

between graphic novels and traditional texts, and by the end of the unit, the students were
able to transfer their skills of decoding and comprehension back to their regular education

courses. More importantly, students expressed that they were more confident readers

because of the instruction. In another study regarding reluctant readers, Hughes, King,
Perkins and Fuke (2011) introduced graphic novels to two different classes in which all

of the students indicated that they do not like to read and were reluctant to even attempt
to read a traditional text. Students were presented a wide range of graphic novels and
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allowed to self-select. During the unit, teachers provided instruction on “traditional”

literary elements and visual elements of the graphic novels, and after students completed
the texts, they were tasked with creating their own digital graphic novels. Researchers

found that students were not only more engaged in the project, but they demonstrated
“thoughtful and insightful commentaries on their lives” (p. 610) in the creation of their
graphic narratives more so than through a traditional written assignment.

In a similar unit with two 7th grade ELA classrooms, Panteleo (2011) discussed a
unit in which students read a collection of picture books and graphic novels. Throughout
the unit, students were taught specific instruction about the semiotic language associated
with "reading" images. When students are taught the metalanguage of graphic novels and

other image-hybrid texts, they also learn to "engage in critical and analytical reading" (p.

114) and learn how to advance their knowledge of how information can be designed
beyond the simple written word. For their culminating project, students had to create their

own multimodal print text that included a presentation about their books and how they
applied both art principles and structural elements of graphic novels into their own

project. After reading their first graphic novel, students were asked to write a personal
response to the text. Overwhelmingly, eighteen of the twenty-two students noted the

colors used and how they contributed to the significance of particular images and to

larger literary elements (i.e. mood). Eight students discussed the "intensity of the panels"
(p. 123) while three students went into greater detail about drawing technique. Students

were also able to convey their knowledge about layout features, perspective, and most
importantly, students were able to articulate their understanding of how to read both

semiotic signs of the written and visual components of graphic novels.
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Graphic novels have also been used by educators as a platform for writing
instructions. Frey and Fisher (2004) used graphic novels with their thirty-two ninth
graders as a way to draw out their thinking. Frey and Fisher gave students a wordless
graphic novel and had students create the plot and dialog behind the images; students

were first instructed on how to “read” the images, and then teachers and students
brainstormed new vocabulary terms to capture emotion and ideas. Over the course of the

unit, as the teachers provided more and more opportunities to write the story for graphic
novels, students’ writing skills improved dramatically. More importantly, the students

were more comfortable sharing their experiences with the teachers.
Interestingly, the literature regarding the use of graphic novels covers a multitude

of classroom ages and environments, from elementary to collegiate courses. Where a gap
exists in the literature is about how advanced-level English teachers use and perceive the

incorporation of graphic novels in their classrooms. There could be a couple of reasons
for this absence.

The College Board does not routinely collect data regarding teacher specific, but

according to a 2002 report, a large majority of Advanced Placement (AP) are considered
veteran teachers, indicating that the teachers have at least ten years of classroom

experience (Milewski, Gillie, & College Board, 2002). Since ELA teachers tend to teach
what they know and are comfortable with, graphic novels may not be widely used in AP
English courses. Teachers also teach from the practices of their colleagues, and the
College Board provides workshops and online communities in which teachers can
collaborate with one another (Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004), and if other AP teachers are not

using graphic novels, their lack of using them in their classrooms could explain their

54

absence in the literature. Another reason why graphic novels may not be taught in
advanced-level courses connects back to the perceptions about them: they are not “real”

literature. Teachers in these advanced-level courses may feel that since they are supposed
to prepare the students for a summative course assessment and future college courses

then graphic novels may not adequately prepare students for these tasks.

Currently, our education system is structured to promote a "performance goal
orientation” which translates into a strong focus on achieving particular grades. This
focus on grades can be exacerbated by gifted and advanced students (Little, 2012). Along

with the outside pressures of grades and standardized testing, part of the challenge of
teaching gifted students is finding a balance in curricular expectations. The curriculum

must be consistently challenging but also provide opportunities for growth.
Perhaps the advanced-level classroom is the very environment that needs the most

transformation. One argument against the traditional canon is that it traps students
epistemologically by shaping their knowledge while limiting their possibility to

consciously move away from it (Aston, 2017). Rather than "killing" the canon, the canon
should be decentered in order to expose students to the same dynamic literature that is

reflective of the multitude of races and ethnicities in our classrooms, and in order to
decenter the curriculum, teachers in these higher level courses should also reevaluate

what constitutes a "text."
Summary
Teachers have always worked under limitations, but more importantly, teachers

have thrived in spite of them. Policy mandates become upcycled with administration

changes at all levels of the government, and the latest educational trend makes the round
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in professional development throughout the schools in the country. There are a multitude
of forces that shape what is ultimately taught in the classroom: policies influence

decisions which may clash with personal values, and being a teacher means existing in
this constant state of negotiation. Within the classroom, the relationship between the

teacher and the students becomes a living representation of professional knowledge and
personal responsibility and understanding the students in the classroom is paramount for
being a successful teacher. When teachers meet their students with where they are
intellectually, emotionally, and motivationally with appropriate and engaging curriculum,

students thrive. Our society is shifting and while our policies may lag in addressing these

shifts, our students still show up every day, ready to learn. In an ELA classroom, our
traditional canon is becoming passé due to our diverse student population, and graphic
novels can become a larger resource to answering many of the questions and forces in our

current educational system. The graphic novel format which heavily utilizes multiple
semiotic code systems forces the readers to engage with the text on multiple levels,

deepening the reading experience for the reader. Graphic novels also address many social
issues that are relevant to our classrooms today, and while teachers may be hesitant to use

them, there is a place for graphic novels in the ELA curriculum.
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CHAPTER III

METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the design of the research study about

advanced-level English teachers who use graphic novels in their course curriculum. This
chapter begins by reviewing the overall purpose of the study and research questions,
connecting the research questions to the theoretical framework and providing justification
for using qualitative methods in this study. Next, the methodological path of the study is
discussed, including the rationale for using case study and explain what Yin (2019) refers

to case study methodology as a particular process: “how to define being studied, how to
determine the relevant data to be collected, and what to do with the data once collected”

(p. 4). Therefore, the particular path and protocol of the research is discussed in this
chapter. Finally, this chapter concludes with how the researcher is the instrument in data

collection and analysis and discusses subjectivity, positionality, trustworthiness, ethics,
and participant privacy.
Purpose of Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this case study was to explore the experiences, perspectives, and
choices that advanced-level English teachers have and made about curriculum choices in
their classroom. Since the study sought to focus on a very specific type of classroom and
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on teachers who use graphic novels within those classrooms, qualitative research was

much more beneficial in that it provided inductive analysis for these questions (Hays &
Singh, 2012). Qualitative research provided more in-depth understanding about how

multiple forces influence teachers’ decisions about the curriculum in their classrooms
than quantitative research could allow. Haverkamp and Young (2007) define explicit

purposes of qualitative research, one of which is to elaborate elements of a theory in
previously unresearched domains and also to expand “researchers' understanding of
specific constructs” (p. 273). The aim of this study was to expand understanding of

sensemaking theory and how educators made specific choices about curriculum,
especially choices that include graphic novels. As such, the following questions guided
this study:

1. How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the constraints of specific
curricular boundaries or limitations, personal beliefs, and environmental social

factors?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including graphic novels in

their curriculum?

3. How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional identities impact
curriculum choices and selection?
Theoretical Framework
Sensemaking is an organizational theory built on the theory of cognition and

knowledge integration (Odden & Russ, 2019) and is an active, cognitive process. During
sensemaking, individuals extract cues from their environment and apply these cues to

existing schema, going beyond a cognitive “cut and paste,” and in an educational context,
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teacher sensemaking has been used to define and describe the complex ways in which

teachers come to understand and implement policy in their classrooms (Gherardi, 2017).
Sensemaking consists of seven properties—grounded in identity construction,
retrospective, enactive of sensible environment, social, ongoing, focused on extracted
cues, driven by plausibility rather than accuracy—and this study attempted to show how

teachers experience the sensemaking process when making curricular choices. This study

first looked at how teachers decided which texts to teach within particular constraints

including dictated district curriculum, standardized assessments, and pedagogical
understanding of the abilities of their students. Then the study looked at how these

teachers incorporated graphic novels into their classroom and what feedback these
teachers have received about their use from colleagues, students, and parents. Finally, the

aim of this study was to analyze the data through the larger perspective of sensemaking
and how teachers were able to navigate the implementation of graphic novels in the
classroom either with success or not. The sensemaking process is particularly important

to explore when examining curricular choices and policies, as sensemaking and proactive

behavior can be spurred by ambiguity, a condition that can be created by standards such
as the Common Core for State Standards (CCSS). In today’s educational landscape with

clear standards for teachers to follow but ambiguity regarding specific curriculum

choices, teachers will engage in sensemaking to understand how to best implement these
standards into their classrooms. Furthermore, when teachers bring in their identities from
their various “communities” that enable them to use their expertise in their classroom,

influencing larger curriculum change is possible.
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Figure 1
Conceptual Framework of Curricular Tensions
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Classroom
Content

Federal Policy
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Academic Testing

ELA Department
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Teacher Identity

Note. This framework conceptualizes the ecological levels that impact classroom content
curriculum. Each of the levels is viewed as a filter through which specific literary choices are
discarded, limiting choices that teachers use in the classroom.

This study is conceptualized in that what a teacher selects to use as curriculum in
the classroom is a filtering process through which forces exist at multiple levels

especially if the teacher has more autonomy to select their own curriculum as opposed to
being given their curriculum. The levels are organized based on immediacy to the

educator; larger macro forces are omnipresent and represent a fixed, less malleable
constraint for the individual educator as these forces are created far from the individual
classroom. The meso forces are more immediate due to proximity to the individual

teacher; however, there is still an aspect of the meso level that is uncontrollable for the

educator as local administrators can determine teaching assignment and scheduling.
Finally, the micro level of personal identity represents the last filter of the curriculum
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selection process as the teacher’s own personal belief system regarding curriculum has

perhaps the most influence over the sensemaking process.
Rationale for Using Qualitative Research
This study was conducted using a qualitative case study. The purpose of this

research was to understand the meaning that these educators have constructed around
their decisions to use graphic novels in the classroom (Merriam, 2002) for which

qualitative research was a better paradigmatic fit. Qualitative research is crucial and

comprehensive in how it provides a deeper exploration into the perspectives and
experiences of individuals; therefore, using qualitative research assisted in creating a

deeper understanding about the thought process of the teacher when choosing what to
teach in the classroom. First, there are very few qualitative studies about advanced-level

English teachers’ experiences with using graphic novels. Much of the qualitative research
that exists about the use of graphic novels in the classroom is more focused on their use

in a variety of classrooms and with a variety of students. Furthermore, in order to
understand the decisions and experiences about the use of graphic novels in an advancedlevel English course, using multiple sources, such as classroom artifacts and interviews,

provides rich data when analyzing the specific research questions (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Qualitative research could perhaps reveal how many advanced-level English

teachers are using graphic novels; however, using qualitative research could answer the

larger questions about the sensemaking process that the educators undergo.
Pragmatic Considerations and Philosophical Assumptions
I approached this research from a social constructivist perspective. Creswell and

Poth (2013) posit that through a constructivist paradigm, individuals develop personal
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and subjective meanings of their lived experiences with particular objects or things.

Greene (2010) adds to this to include that any interpretive reconstruction is bound by

context and that multiple realities can exist within the same bound context. Goduko

(2012) echoes the idea that meaning is also constructed by individuals through contextual
factors that “influence, determine and affect the interpretations reached by individuals”

(p. 127). In an educational setting, one that is bound by socio-political factors, Phillips

(1997) argues that these socio-political factors not only have an impact on the curriculum,
but they also impact how one makes meaning of the curriculum; therefore, using a

constructivist approach will better address the exploration of the construction of meaning

regarding how one implements curriculum in the classroom.

The constructivist approach further in research lends itself to philosophical

assumptions that ultimately provide a definition and framework regarding the conduct of
an inquiry (Goduko, 2012). The four philosophical assumptions are: ontology,

epistemology, axiology, and methodology. When a researcher is using a constructive

approach, the researcher relies on the participants’ understanding of their realities with
regards to how they make sense of implementing curriculum within their classroom.
Ontology refers to the nature of reality regarding research and its many characteristics.

Epistemology refers to how knowledge is created, developed, and internalized by

individuals (Creswell & Poth, 2013). Regarding ontological and epistemological
assumptions, I was seeking to understand how various teachers have come to make sense

of using graphic novels within their curriculum, especially with the many different

constraints that these teachers may find on their decision-making abilities. Some teachers
may have prescribed curriculum from the district and must negotiate within those
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boundaries, while other teachers, such as Advanced Placement teachers, have direct

knowledge of what their students need for the exam, creating further limitations of their
selection and implementation of graphic novels. These limitations and boundaries force

teachers to make decisions about their text selections within the classroom, and these

decisions will be explored by both me and the participant. As a teacher of advanced-level
courses who uses graphic novels within my own curriculum, I used a constructivist lens

of their experiences, and together my participants and I constructed their reality of
curriculum design and implementation.
Axiology refers to how the values and subjective experience are central to the

production of knowledge; therefore, one particular value from a constructivist perspective

is to honor the decision-making process that the teacher underwent when selecting
graphic novels. Teachers struggle many times with autonomy in their school and larger

school district, especially when making decisions about curriculum that will impact their

students. Research indicates that teachers can receive negative feedback regarding their

use of graphic novels; therefore, establishing the importance and value of their choices is

crucial so that these teachers feel comfortable sharing their experiences. I disclosed my
own experiences with the struggles I faced and was transparent about the purposes of my
research as my own biases will inform the interpretation of the data.
Methodology refers to the procedures utilized in the qualitative research process
(Creswell & Poth, 2013), and with social constructivism, Creswell and Poth (2013) argue
that the methodological assumption is more about the literary style when writing results.
With a methodological assumption, the researcher uses an inductive method of explaining
ideas which are obtained through various methods such as interviewing and analyzing
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texts or artifacts. Throughout the research process, I continuously utilized memos to
capture my thoughts and reflections as these memos also aided me in uncovering,

discovering and connecting themes that arose from the interviews with the participants.
These memos were also a way for me to identify and address my values as they were

corroborated or challenged during the research process. I also analyzed and coded my
data from a theoretical position of sensemaking rather than utilizing a grounded theory

approach; beginning the study with a theoretical position allowed for more analytical
generalization about the conclusion of the data that was helpful in illuminating how
teachers use sensemaking to select curriculum.

Methodology
Because I am interested in how and why a high school teacher uses graphic novels

in their advanced-level English school, I utilized case study as my methodological
approach. Schramm (1971) argues that the “essence of a case study, the central tendency

among all types of case study, is that it tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions:

why they were taken, how they were implemented, and with what result,” and Hayes and
Singh (2012) purport that case study is particularly useful in the study of education
because practitioners are interested in both the unique qualities of the case and any

generalized applicability to other practitioners. Currently, the literature confirms what my

own experience of two decades of teaching and selecting curriculum in the high school
English classroom indicates: that graphic novels are not currently being utilized as

frequently in advanced-level English courses as in other educational settings. Therefore,
case study proved to be particularly useful to not only provide insight on how graphic
novels are used in these particular contexts but how their experiences and perceptions can
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perhaps be applied to other advanced-level English classrooms, further legitimizing the
use of graphic novels in the curriculum (Hays & Singh, 2012).
Yin (2019) believes that case study is also beneficial for research questions that

analyze “the tracings of operational processes over time, rather than mere frequencies or

incidence” (p. 10). In those instances when behaviors cannot be manipulated as in a

traditional experimental methodology but with instances when behavior is a fluid
rendition of past and present influences, case study can capture how the past influences

the present. Curricular choices are a byproduct of a multitude of influences; many states

have adopted the Common Core State Standards which provide standards for English
Language Arts but do not dictate specific texts that teachers should teach. Local school

districts may either provide teachers with specific, formulated curriculum that teachers

are required to teach, or districts may allow teachers to make their own decisions at the

individual school level. Within the individual classroom, teachers attempt to use texts that
engage the students and also prepare them for standardized tests connected to Every

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA); thus, in the context of curricular choices, case study is
appropriate to use as teachers are using curriculum generated by past influences and
continuously guided by present governmental policy and student needs. Additionally, Yin

(2019) also instructs researchers to identify specific boundaries for the case study which
provides the case study with concrete manifestations of the phenomenon. In a case study,
the edges can better define the phenomena that is being studied, and in this study, the

research was conducted only in the context of high school advanced-level English
classrooms. Currently, since the literature and anecdotal knowledge of the researcher
indicates that graphic novels are not currently being utilized as frequently in high school
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advanced-level English courses (AP, IB, or Honors) as in other educational settings, case
study proved to be particularly useful to not only provide insight on how graphic novels

are used in these particular contexts but how their experiences and perceptions can

perhaps be applied to other advanced-level English classrooms, further legitimizing the
use of graphic novels in the curriculum (Hays & Singh, 2012).
Furthermore, this case study was classified as an instrumental case study. Stake

(1995) describes an instrumental case study as a way to gain insight about the research
questions by focusing on a particular case; the research focused on particular teachers,
such as in this study, but the teachers themselves were instruments in providing deeper

understanding about a larger theory. By creating a bounded system of an advanced-level

English classroom, I was able to interview multiple teachers about their decision-making
process to use graphic novels, shedding light on sensemaking in the classroom about
curricular decisions.

Research Methods
Yin (2019) describes research as a logical design that includes a number of major

steps throughout the process. This section will address many of those steps in the
framework of a case study, including sampling criteria and procedures with participant

selection, justification for sample size, data collection methods, and data analysis.
Sampling Criteria and Procedure. For this research, a single-case design was
used, one which had objectives to use the case study to represent a “critical test” of a

particular theory (sensemaking) and to “capture the circumstances and conditions of an

everyday situation” (Yin, 2019, p. 50). Despite this study utilizing a single-case
approach, multiple participants were used as embedded subunits of analysis (Yin, 2019).
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Due to the specific type of participants necessary for this study, criterion sampling was

used since only using advanced-level English teachers contributed to quality assurance

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). The following criteria had to be met: teachers must be high

school English teachers who teach an advanced-level course, which can include Honors
level, Advanced Placement English course or an English course at an IB identified

school. This purposeful sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018) generated participants who

could best inform the research and research questions about the topic of selecting to use
graphic novels as part of a course curriculum. Suri (2011) states that purposeful sampling

has both weaknesses and strengths: strict criterion sampling can result in less
generalizability; however, purposeful, criterion sampling also lends to the strength of the

methodology as the purposeful sampling can produce higher quality evidence. While this
study looked for a very specific type of participant, Yin (2019) argues that case study is

also about theory development; therefore, while the particular participants may not lead

to generalizability of the research, the theoretical analysis and development from the
study may lead to broader implications.

After my prospectus and IRB were approved, participants were found through

various teaching organizations of which I am a member—American Library Association
Graphic Novel Roundtable group, Comic Book Teachers group, National Council for
Teachers of English, Ohio Council for Teachers of English Language Arts—and through
snowball sampling as I was looking for a very specific type of participant. After putting

announcements on these various groups’ discussion boards and through their social
media accounts, I was able to find six participants who met the criteria. I reached out to
the participants and had an initial interview with each participant, ranging from half an
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hour to an hour. Due to where the participants lived and due to COVID restrictions, I
interviewed participants via Google Meets, Zoom or with phone calls. I had two follow

up interviews with two of the participants after they read through the initial transcript,
and I had additional email communications with two other participants that involved

clarifications about their initial interview.
Interview Protocol. The principal use of case study is “to obtain the descriptions

and interpretations of others” (Stake, 1995, p. 64), and since the phenomenon of using
graphic novels in the classroom are experienced differently by each participant, the

interview becomes “the main road to multiple realities” (p. 64). The interview questions
were designed to solicit data about experiences with graphic novels and the perceptions

of teaching/reading graphic novels, especially in the context of Common Core State
Standards and/or any other school district directives. Additionally, since the setting of the

research was in an advanced-level English class, interview questions focused on
curriculum choices in these classes.

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) purport that in sensemaking, teachers’ identities
are influenced by “how to be,” “how to act,” and “how to understand.” Through these

notions, identity formation is an ongoing negotiation, and identity is shaped and reshaped

through interactions with others within their professional context; therefore, questions

focused on what personal factors influenced participants to use graphic novels, what
educational factors influenced participants to use graphic novels, how participants use
graphic novels in the context of their classroom, how using graphic novels was perceived

by colleagues, students, and parents, and what challenges or successes have they had

using graphic novels. Questions were asked in a semi-structured format, beginning with
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an open-ended question, moving towards more in-depth exploratory questions and ending

with providing space to probe previous answers further or to connect ideas back (Galletta,

2013). From the beginning question, the remaining questions were loosely “categorized,”

which were based on who was being interviewed. I ended each interview with an openended question to capture any further experiences or perceptions that were not captured

through the questions for follow-up during the interview.

Because I utilized a constructivist approach, my questions were intended to
provide a space for my participants to express their own truths about their experiences so
that we can acknowledge and honor the multitude of realities that these teachers have

lived. Together we constructed the meaning of the experience, and by using a semi
structured interview format with open ended questions, I provided a space that further

allowed for these meanings to be uncovered (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Data Analysis Method. In case study, Yin (2019) discusses that one way to
analyze data is to lead analysis with a theoretical proposition, as the theory will also
guide the research and interview questions, which will then provide a framework for

analysis. Sensemaking was the guiding theoretical proposition through which analytical

generalizations emerged that further attempts to explain how and why educators select
curriculum. By planning and conducting the research with a guiding theoretical
proposition as opposed to a grounded theory approach to data analysis, the conclusions
from the data analysis for this case study can then further inform and strengthen the

relationship between sensemaking and curriculum choices.
After emailing and obtaining consent forms from the participants, the first set of

interviews were conducted in early September 2020 with the last initial interview

69

occurring in early October. Two follow-up interviews were conducted in early November
2020. As the interviews were conducted, I began memoing about potential codes and

patterns that were emerging. While some of my initial thoughts about coding occurred
during the interviews, I waited until all interviews and follow-up questions had been

clarified before engaging in a true first round of coding.

First round coding included both in vivo codes and descriptive codes (Galletta,
2013) and became an iterative process by which I began with 45 initial codes and then

combined these codes to make more complex combinations (Yin, 2019). Initially,
relationships between codes were not addressed; however, during the second round of

coding, I began to focus on the patterns between codes. These patterns then led me to
create eight categories for my initial codes, and these codes mirrored much of my
conceptual framework regarding internal and external forces that impact sensemaking in

my participants.

When moving towards looking for themes, I used causation coding (Saldana,
2016) as I was attempting to uncover the process teachers used when determining

curricula choices and the relationships that teachers have with their larger environment
that can also influence their decisions within their own classroom. During this third round

of coding, I then integrated my theoretical framework into my coding, using the seven
properties of sensemaking—grounded in identity construction, retrospective, enactive of
sensible environment, social, ongoing, focused on extracted cues, driven by plausibility

rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995)—as a framework for my final round of coding. From
this round of coding, I developed my final three themes. After my coding was complete, I

used naturalistic generalization as my form of data analysis (Hayes & Singh, 2012), as

70

my goal was to be able to offer a rich description to allow others to consider transfer of
my findings and to assist others who feel they need justification for using graphic novels

in the classroom. Stake (1995) offers guidelines in creating an analysis for readers’

naturalized generalizations:
•

include accounts from participants that the readers are familiar with so that
they can assess the “accuracy, completeness, and bias of reports of other

matters” (p. 87)
•

provide adequate raw data prior to author’s interpretation so that the readers

can formulate their own conclusions
•

thoroughly describe methods of case research, especially with regards

to triangulation
•

make available information about the researcher and other data sources

•

provide reader with reactions to the accounts of the data from participants and
other prospective users of the research

Part of my data analysis not only included the three major thematic findings of this study,
but I also included individual sensemaking narratives for each participant. Furthermore, I

included large narratives from each of my participants in order to help me create
naturalized generalizations.

Researcher as Instrument

This section addresses how the researcher acted as being the primary instrument
of the study. Creswell and Poth (2018) discuss how in qualitative research the researcher
not only commits to engaging time with data collection and analysis, but the researcher is
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also aware of subjectivity and positionality and of addressing anticipated and developing
ethical issues.

Subjectivity in Case Study. As a hallmark of qualitative research is utilizing the

researcher as the primary tool for data collection, Hayes and Sing (2012) discuss the
importance for a researcher to acknowledge their biases and subjectivity to make clear

“how they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of data” (p. 16). As a

researcher and an advanced-level English teacher who currently uses graphic novels with
my students, my research interests include creating more space for graphic novels to be

respected and taught in our high-school English curriculums. In order to shift the

paradigm, I must first provide a theoretical perspective about the cognitive science
behind graphic novels and then assert why graphic novels should be considered for these
curricula. To increase the validity of my theoretical foundations regarding graphic novels,
this study collects and analyzes data about experiences and perceptions of teaching and

reading graphic novels to help further add to the literature for those who inform school
curricula.

Stake (1995) discusses several roles that case study researchers can assume; one

of the roles is case researcher as interpreter by which the researcher “struggles to liberate
the reader from simplistic views and illusion” and “helps extend the elegant intricacy of

understanding” (p. 99). As an Honors English teacher, I have first-hand knowledge of the
challenges and perceptions from others about using graphic novels in my classroom

which means that there is no way to completely divorce my own experiences from those
of my participants; therefore, using a constructivist approach in this study will provide a
more nuanced understanding of the experiences ELA teachers face. Furthermore,
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establishing my role as a constructivist case researcher adds to the acknowledgement of
my subjectivity in that I am expressly seeking to provide “readers with good raw material

for their own generalizing” (p. 102). Stake also lists seven additional role choices that

include
•

How much to participate personally in the activity of the case

•

How much to pose as expert, how much comprehension to reveal

•

Whether to be a neutral observer or evaluative, critical analyst

•

How much to try to serve the needs of anticipated readers

•

How much to provide interpretations about the case

•

How much to advocate a position

•

Whether or not to tell it as a story (p. 103)

Yin (2019) argues that a case study researcher can help frame their subjectivity in

research by creating a case study protocol that will address data collection procedures,
protocol questions, and how data will be reported.

Memoing was a critical exercise throughout this research process. For me, I used

memoing as a way to check my own positionality, especially during the coding process to
provide an audit of how I established my codes. This was crucial as I wanted to be as

reflective as possible about the fluidity of my subjectivity: sometimes I was an active

listener during my interviews and sometimes I was an active participant in the interview.
Keeping a record of my own thought processes assisted in evaluating my subjectivity.

Positionality. In my years of teaching experiences, I have taught in diverse
settings. I have taught all grade levels from 7th grade to the collegiate level, from
inclusion classroom settings to advanced-level courses. I have had my curriculum handed
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to me by school administrators, and I have had the opportunity to freely design the

curriculum in my class; therefore, my varied experiences have provided me with an
incredibly multi-faceted understanding of how curriculum begins from conceptual ideas
to daily implementation. I am very close with this research as I am an advanced-level

English teacher who uses graphic novels in my own classroom; therefore, I knew of the

need to remember and practice my reflexive skills and be open to receiving whatever
information I received from interviews either as it confirmed or differed from my own
experiences in the classroom. As a veteran educator, I also remembered that my role in

this research was as an instrument and not necessarily a colleague of the teachers I

interviewed, and I reminded myself of my positionality to “minimize a methodological
threat created by the conversational nature of the interview” (Yin, 2019, p. 120). There

were certain times where I needed to check my positionality as I had to remember not to

allow my own experiences influence my questioning, and there were other times when
some of my participants said things that I professionally disagreed with. Memoing these
experiences was a good way for me to refocus and maintain the needed methodological

distance required of me as a researcher.
I also “maintained a chain of evidence” (Yin, 2019, p. 43) using extensive

memoing throughout my research, capturing my emerging thoughts regarding patterns

and analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Part of my memos include thick description,

generating inferences that will be made through the data (Hayes & Singh, 2012). These
descriptions aided me throughout the coding process and in creating the sensemaking
narratives about the participants.
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Trustworthiness. Creating a case study protocol and using reflexive memos were

just a few of the ways in which I address my trustworthiness. Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
discussed how trustworthiness can be created through credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Credibility refers to how “interpretations of reality are

accessed directly through their observations and interviews” (p. 243). As a part of my
analysis of my data, I utilized in vivo coding, ensuring that my participants’ truths, as
they believe them, are honored; in fact, many of my initial codes came from in vivo
coding. Additionally, as part of my single-case study, I used embedded cases within the

larger case study, utilizing multiple sources to ensure proper triangulation of the data.
After each interview, I asked participants to send me materials that they used when

instructing on graphic novels, and many of these artifacts are used in my research.

Additionally, several of my participants have blogs, and with their permission, I included
excerpts of their blogs as part of the data collection.
I also used member checks, which are defined as soliciting feedback from my

participants about emerging findings. I sent the participants their transcripts, and in
follow-up interviews or emails, I asked questions about some of the emerging patterns
that I was finding throughout the interview process. Transferability, or generalizability,

refers to how the findings in the research can potentially apply to other situations. Yin

(2019) argues that case study should be used as an “opportunity to shed empirical light on
some theoretical concepts or principles” (p. 38); as such, this study ultimately expanded

upon the theoretical framework of sensemaking in how this theory can be used to explain

teacher decisions and choices. Dependability describes how consistently or not the

research results match the results of other studies and research (Hayes and Singh, 2012);
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as such, by framing my study with theory, I also used the current literature to match my

own findings further addressing my dependability. Finally, confirmability refers to the

extent to which interference from the research was eliminated or accounted for (Hayes &
Sing, 2012), and to address issues of confirmability, I used extensive analytic memos

which also provided an audit trail for my analysis. Furthermore, specifically in case
study, Yin (2019) adds to issues of internal and external validity. Internal validity
“extends to the broader problem of making inferences” (p. 45) when an event cannot be

directly observed. In order to ensure internal validity, I performed the following tactics:
pattern matching, explanation building, and address rival explanations (Yin, 2019). As a

part of my narrative about each teacher, I discuss ways in which these teachers are similar

in their sensemaking processes and discuss ways in which these teachers differ, offering
possible explanations about specific limitations that could impact the ability for

sensemaking. In order to ensure external validity, Yin (2019) suggests using theory for
single-case studies, and as I used sensemaking theory to guide my research questions and
my data analysis, I checked my subjectivity throughout this process using extensive

memoing.

Ethics. Hayes and Singh (2012) defined ethics as “a set of guidelines established
within a professional discipline to guide thinking and behavior” (p. 68), and in qualitative

research, some of the key ethical considerations are informed consent, confidentiality,
and research competence. In order to address informed consent, participants were told
information about the study, the extent of their participation, the limits of confidentiality,

and any foreseeable risks to participating in the research (Hayes & Singh, 2012). Since
there are no lists nor databases that currently exist of educators who use graphic novels,
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the risk of being identified is slight but still possible. Participants will be identified by a
pseudonym created by using the names of current graphic novelists. Since case study
explores a phenomenon of a bounded system, school profiles with demographic data are

used; however, their school names are also given pseudonyms and are only referenced in
terms of broad geographic areas. Finally, while specific titles of texts that participants use
are mentioned, these texts are widely used throughout 7-12 ELA instruction in general,

and I do not believe that they can be linked back to specific participants.
To ensure confidentiality, participants were interviewed using Google Meets,

Zoom via phone calls at a time in which the participant selected for maximum privacy. I

conducted each interview in my home office to further ensure their privacy and
confidentiality.
Finally, to address research competence, which is referred to when the researcher

has necessary training, Yin (2019) stressed the importance of using a case study protocol.
A case study protocol contains both procedures and general rules as part of the research
process and also provides addresses potential concerns or anticipated problems that might

arise. Creating a case study protocol also includes identifying an audience for your case
study research even before conducting the research as to indicate to participants and

readers for whom the research results are intended.
Summary

The purpose of this chapter was to outline the procedures and processes used in
this case study about advanced-level, high school English teachers who use graphic

novels in their classroom. This chapter outlined the purpose of the study, research
questions, theoretical framework, and rationale for using qualitative research.
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Additionally, this chapter aimed to explain why case study is being utilized and includes
how the data was collected and analyzed. Finally, this chapter addressed the

considerations and concerns of using the researcher as an instrument.
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CHAPTER IV

BOUNDED SYSTEM
This chapter discusses the bounded system of this case study. Gallagher (2019)
argued that boundaries are not simple ones of space or time; rather in a case study, the

boundaries provide a space to study “a series of ongoing, interrelated decisions” (p. 4).
Since the focus of this study is to look at the decision-making process of teachers in
secondary advanced-level English courses, this chapter delves into aspects of these
environments that can influence or shape the decisions of these teachers. The beginning

of this chapter focuses on the setting of the case study which is the advanced-level

English classroom. First, a brief history of Advanced Placement, International
Baccalaureate diploma programme, and Honors courses is discussed. Then, the history of

the canon of literature in English is explored with an emphasis on how the development

of both the canon and the advanced courses are connected. Finally, this chapter concludes
with a discussion of how these advanced-level classrooms can be transformed through

literature selection and how providing a context of the bounded system frames the

sensemaking behavior of the participants further discussed in Chapter V.
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Background
Advanced Placement. One of the origins of advanced-level classrooms in
secondary settings began with the creation of Advanced Placement classes in 1950. John
Kemper, Headmaster of Phillips Andover, in collaboration with two other preparatory

schools, Exeter and Lawrenceville, and with several Ivy League universities felt the need
to redesign the secondary curriculum to make it more rigorous and inclusive of gifted

learners (Schneider, 2009). Spurred by the Cold War, educators sought to provide a “fast
track” for students matriculating from high school to college in order to provide a space
for their “best and brightest” students to increase the rate at which these students could

enter the larger workforce.
In 1954, 532 students from eighteen schools took the first Advanced Placement
tests, paving the way for the program to be used in more school settings, albeit elite
school settings for “gifted” students. These initial exams also corresponded with limited

placements at prestigious universities in the 1950s. Parents and students saw these AP
courses as a way to gain a competitive edge on students who had not participated in them

(Schneider, 2009). However, by the end of the 1960s, criticism of AP included great

inequalities as the majorities of schools who participated in the AP program were in
wealthy, affluent areas where the student demographics were overwhelmingly white.

Over the course of the next several decades, the number of students who took AP courses
and exams grew exponentially so that by 2004, over one million high school students

took 1.85 million exams. (Lowenstein, 2005).
There are two English Advanced Placement courses: AP Language and
Composition, which focuses on understanding and writing rhetorical arguments, and AP
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Literature and Composition, which focuses on understanding literature through text

analysis (AP Central).

APLanguage and Composition. Curriculum requirements for the course place an

emphasis on nonfiction readings that are designed to aid students in identifying rhetorical
devices and focus on eight specific skill categories. Interestingly, one of the types of
nonfiction texts included in the sample syllabus is one labeled “Visuals,” which suggests
AP Language and Composition teachers incorporate images in their curriculum, making

the course more multimodal.
Table I

Categories for AP Language and Composition
Category

Standard that category addresses

1

Rhetorical: Explain how writers’ choices reflect the components of the rhetorical
situation

2

Rhetorical: Make strategic choices in a text to address a rhetorical situation

3

Claims and Evidence: Identify and describe the claims and evidence of an argument

4

Claims and Evidence: Analyze evidence in order to develop and refine claims

5

Reasoning and Organization: Describe the reasoning, organization, and development of
an argument

6

Reasoning and Organization: Use organization and commentary to illuminate the line of
reasoning in an argument

7

Style: Explain how writers’ stylistic choices contribute to the purpose of an argument

8

Style: Select words and use elements of composition to advance an argument

Note. Adapted from AP Central (2019). This table summarizes the categories that frames the
expectations for AP Language and Composition. Teachers will use these as standards to guide
instruction.

APLiterature and Composition. Curriculum requirements for AP Literature and

Composition require the use of specific texts that aid in the development of analyzing
literature through literature elements. Teachers are encouraged to use a myriad of genres
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including fiction, poetry, and drama from multiple time periods. Many of the suggested
texts are anthologies, which can provide the suggested types of pieces AP suggests
teachers use. Teachers are expected to address and teach to seven categories.
Table II

Categories for AP Literature and Composition
Category

Standard that category addresses

1

Explain the function of character

2

Explain the function of setting

3

Explain the function of plot and structure

4

Explain the function of the narrator or speaker

5

Explain the function of word choice, imagery, and symbols

6

Explain the function of comparison

7

Develop textually substantiated arguments about interpretations of a portion or
whole text

Note. Adapted from AP Central (2019). This table summarizes the standards for AP Literature
and Composition. Teachers will use these standards to guide instruction.

AP allows teachers in both AP Language and Composition and AP Literature and

Composition to develop their own syllabi and provides a range of text suggestions and
sample syllabus; therefore, the individual teacher does have some autonomy with regards
to what texts they ultimately decide to select. AP requires an audit process for all of its

courses as a form of quality control to ensure that despite this autonomy, teachers are
selecting texts that provide a rigorous framework for instruction.

International Baccalaureate. The International Baccalaureate Degree Program
(IBDP) was created in 1968 to provide international students a framework for a
curriculum that would create a pathway for their admission to their home country’s

colleges and universities (Fitzgerald, 2015). The underlying premise seemed to hinge on
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the perception that students needed this sort of curricular framework while living abroad

in parts of the non-Western world. According to IB literature, the purpose of the IB
program is to “encourage students to be knowledgeable and inquiring, but also caring and

compassionate” (Diploma Programme: Language A: language and literature guide, 2)
through programming designed to promote “international-mindedness.”

In the ELA content area and testing group 1, studies in literature and language,
there are three courses: 1) Language A: literature; 2) Language A: language and

literature, and; 3) Literature performance. In order to fulfill the diploma requirements,
students will concentrate on one of the above courses. Regardless of which course the

school offers, the courses are congruous on their academic aims.
Table III
Aims ofLanguage A: literature and Language A: language and literature
Aim

Description of how teacher will address aim

1

Introduce students to a range of texts from different periods, styles and genres

2

Develop in students the ability to engage in close, detailed analysis of individual texts and
make relevant connections

3

Develop the students’ powers of expression, both in oral and written communication

4

Encourage students to recognize the importance of the contexts in which texts are written and
received

5

Encourage, through the study of texts, an appreciation of the different perspectives of people
from other cultures, and how these perspectives construct meaning

6

Encourage students to appreciate the formal, stylistic and aesthetic qualities of texts

7

Promote in students an enjoyment of, and lifelong interest in, language and literature

Two additional aims for Language A: language and literature
8

Develop in students an understanding of how language, culture and context determine the ways
in which meaning is constructed in texts

9

Encourage students to think critically about the different interactions between text, audience
and purpose

Note. Adapted from Language A: language and literature guide (2021). This table provides a
summary of the aim of the IB Language A track. These aims provide standards to which teachers
will instruct.
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The Language A: language and literature guide, which provides the framework
for how teachers construct and design their class and provides teachers with a broad

definition of what could be construed as a “text:”
“Text” in this subject, and in the published guide, is defined as anything from which

information can be extracted, and includes the widest range of oral, written and
visual materials present in society. This range will include single and multiple
images with or without text, literary and nonliterary written texts and extracts,
media texts (for example, films), radio and television programmes and their
scripts, and electronic texts that share aspects of a number of these areas (for
example, video-sharing websites, web pages, SMS messages, blogs, wikis and
tweets). Oral texts will include readings, speeches, broadcasts and transcriptions
of recorded conversation (p. 16).
Furthermore, the guide, similar to AP Language and Composition, encourages using texts
that are multimodal in order to assist students in becoming more adept and interpreting
visual semiotic systems.
Honors. For the purposes of this research, courses that are considered Honors

level courses will be synonymous with courses that arise from tracking, an “umbrella

term” that refers to practices of sorting students into different classes based on ability
level (Domina, McEachin, Hanselman, Agarwal, Hwang & Lewis, 2019). The first

academic use of a tracking system was at Oxford and Cambridge University in 1830, in

which the track for the honors degree included more “substantial” work for the student to

accomplish (Guzy, 2003). While this paper cannot begin to capture the full history and
implication of tracking in K-12, this pronouncement of a class to be Honors indicates that
the students who are in the class may be more academically homogeneous in ability than

heterogeneous. Students in Honors courses tend to perform on a similar academic level.

Currently, what constitutes an Honors class varies by district and how students are

enrolled in these courses can also vary. Herr (1992) found that in a comparison of
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enrollment policies in Honors and AP courses, the data suggested students who were

enrolled in Honors courses were there because of markers such as academic ability,
administrative policy decisions and prior tracking. Some schools have the capability of

offering Honors courses as well as AP courses or an IB diploma track while other
districts may offer Honors level courses only until the student progresses to a grade

where an AP or IB course is offered. However, Domina, et al. (2019) argued that Honors
level courses may only be available to high-performing students, whatever the district
indicator of “high-performing” may be.

Canonicity in ELA Classrooms
Any discussion of the advanced-level classroom would be incomplete without a

discussion of the literature being taught in the classroom. Understanding the historical
parameters of curriculum within these settings completes the bounded system as these
classrooms have long been contexts of the dissemination of particular values through

anthologized texts. Researching teachers who teach graphic novels in these courses
further underscores the importance of not only studying the sensemaking in which these

teachers are engaging but in highlighting their proactive behavior especially if they are

using texts that have been ignored in the advanced-level setting.
While English was not considered an official school subject until 1890s, three

tenets already woven in other instructional pedagogy became the foundation of English
instruction: an ethical tenet which emphasized moral development, a classical tenet which

emphasized textual study, and a nonacademic tenet which emphasized enjoyment
(Applebee, 1974). The derivation of the literary canon is a biblical one, and from this idea
of transmission of values through text, the literary canon was born from secular writings
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that were still selected to transmit values to readers. This attempt to create "truths" from
particular texts is illusory as any attempted "representation of wholeness" is exclusionary

to those voices not being represented (Franke, 2014).

Many of the same texts that were being taught at the university level in the United
States were adopted to be used for instruction at the secondary level due to a pervasive

belief that the country was undergoing an "erosion of traditional systems of values"

(Applebee, 1974, p. 23). An additional influence on early secondary curriculum was one
that still exists today: college entrance requirements. Since these requirements were
announced well before graduation, secondary schools had the opportunity to tailor

curriculum to align with these requirements which often meant a reproduction of the
authors (i.e., William Shakespeare, Sir Walter Scott) already used in English courses at

the collegiate level.

For the 1873-74 school year, Harvard University became the first university to
require specific literature to be used for a written composition assignment as part of their
entrance exam. Shortly after, other universities and colleges followed suit (Applebee,

1974). In order to standardize potential literature choices for the admissions tests for
American secondary schools, the National Conference on Uniform Entrance
Requirements in English convened in 1894 and created a list of texts that included

traditional texts such as Paradise Lost and Julius Caesar and contemporary texts at the
time such as "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," Ivanhoe, and the fourth Canto of Childe

Harold.
In 1913, Fred Newton Scott, president of the newly formed National Council of
Teachers of English included a call for modernizing the secondary curriculum but for the
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purpose of "meeting the students" where they were but then "elevating" them with more
classic texts (Applebee, 1974). He concluded his speech with the following words: "Let

the [English teacher] popularize his course...so that plenty of crumbs fall to the beggars
within the gates;" however, the true role of the English teacher was to "spend himself

piling high the feast for the golden-brained, hungry-souled boys and girls" so that these

children could assume their place "at the banqueting table of life, beside the real kings
and queens of the earth" (Applebee, 1974, p. 59). In other words, English teachers were

encouraged to use modern texts so long as they became bridges back to the more
traditional works.

In canon development, certain values are thrust forward and upheld as being
valuable enough for transmission to future generations; however, in recent decades, due
to the variety of publishing houses and the emergence of self-publishing, the canon now

finds itself transformed. "Canon-makers'' have been decentralized to some extent as
creativity and technological advances have altered how literature can be produced. Even

though the production of literature has become more fluid, literary critics still address
issues of axiology in literature canonicity. Nicolau (2019) argued that these critics cannot

ignore the complexities of our contemporary culture and society, and the larger question

of dissemination of values through literature is one that now encompasses a variety of
viewpoints and thought. One of the tensions of the canon is that it suffers from

overabundance of materials while attempting to work within firm limitations of time and
ability (Guthenke & Holmes, 2018). Some of the defenses of the canon can seem

conservative to many especially if the argument around canonical pieces stems from
perceived loss of prestige through the inclusion of more diverse texts, and while a strict
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adherence of the classical canon enables conversations around ideas, it also constricts

conversations. Güthenke and Holmes (2018) argued that
Finally, a strong attachment to the canon always risks mistaking the content of
what must be known for an end in itself. It can keep us from seeing the ways in
which knowing is always active and creative. For we are always, to a critical
extent, constructing what is known rather than simply plugging gaps or moving
across a terrain whose limits are known in advance (p. 68).
When non-canonical texts, such as graphic novels, are introduced into the English

curriculum, they are frequently viewed as "other," meaning that they are viewed as
oppositional to “literature or as motivational/accessible links to traditional curriculum"

(Brauer & Clark, 2008, p. 301). These texts become dubbed as "popular" literature and
are more likely to be used for struggling or developing students rather than considered

suitable texts for these advanced-level classrooms. Guillory (1993) argued that “popular”
texts can be canonized; however, with using early women’s novels as his example, he

purports that these women were only included into the canon because the format of the
novel became a valuable commodity, not the women’s voices. Perhaps then the graphic
novel may have its moment as being recognized as being valuable due to its format,

which can be rigorous due to its transmediation and multimodality. Guntheke and Holms

(2018) argued that instead of using the canon to answer the question of what a student
needs to know and how well the student knows canonical texts, the better narrative would

be to re-examine what is meant when the terms competence or rigor are used. In our
classes for our most advanced students, why should only specific, canonical texts be
considered when rigor can be redefined?
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Curriculum and the Advanced-Level Classroom

The creation of the English canon in secondary schools coincides with the desire
to secure one’s placement at a prestigious university; in a similar fashion, AP and IB

programs also developed from a desire to provide an advantage to a particular group of
students who also wished to gain acceptance into similar prestigious universities.

Creating benefit for one particular class through literary transmission of values is what
Guillory (1993) argued was the purpose of the literary canon. Guillory (1993) posited that

schools are recreated and bestow cultural capital through the use of differential tracking,
as those students who possess more cultural capital can more readily be accepted and

succeed in advanced-level courses. Then those courses teach more canonical texts,
thereby providing the advanced students with the necessary tools to gain entrance into
these prestigious colleges and universities. This intersection of class and curriculum
means that students with more advantages, advantages that can also be associated with

race, can continue to perpetuate educational inequalities.
Reshaping the Narrative
Can these challenges to the canon reshape the way in which advanced-level
classrooms disseminate cultural capital? Freire (2000) argued that if teachers engage in
cognition, not merely transferring information to their students, then students are
challenged to question and create their place in reality rather than their station in life

being reinforced to them through an oppressive curriculum. Representation matters in
literature, and as these advanced-level courses are becoming more diverse, then the

teachers of these courses should take the opportunity to present literature that represents
this diversity. Graphic novels do just that. In a comparative study of graphic novels to
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tradition fiction, Moeller and Becnel (2018) found that 27% of their sample of graphic
novels featured characters of color as opposed to the 22% in traditional fiction texts;

additionally, 64% of the graphic novels featured a character of color who played a

significant role in the text, even when this character was not the main one.
Graphic novels are also a powerful way to tell a difficult or painful narrative,

including those of genocide and war. McCloud (1993) argued that cartoons become
“vacuums into which our identities and awareness are pulled an empty shell that we
inhibit which enables us to travel to another realm” (36). When an audience views

cartoons in a graphic novel format, especially if the image is one that “de-emphasizes the
appearance of the physical world” (p. 41) and utilizes more of an idea of form, then the

reader has an easier time “entering” the story. When historically marginalized authors,

especially those who are not typically used in canonical anthologies, use graphic novels
to tell their story, they can create a text that builds empathy in the reader. Keen (2001)

agreed and argued that graphic novelists employ both ambassadorial strategic empathy
and strategic narrative empathy. Ambassadorial strategic empathy is the use of images in

the attempt to “reach readers outside the boundaries of the depicted social world in an

effort to change attitudes” (p. 136) while strategic narrative empathy is employed on the
part of the authors to manipulate their target audience “through deliberate

representational choices designed to sway the feelings of their readers” (p. 136). With
these design choices, graphic novelists can purposefully use images in a more powerful

way to gain empathy in an audience, allowing the author to tell their narrative.
If teachers of these advanced-level courses see their curriculum as an opportunity
to dismantle how the canon perpetuates the current hegemony of cultural capital, then
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truly these particular courses may be the most appropriate place for these challenges as
the courses already carry tremendous social capital in the educational world. As these

spaces were historically designed to provide a space of intellectual promise, they can now
easily transform into spaces of problem-posing education (Freire, 2000), in which
students are encouraged to reflect upon reality in order to gain a deepened consciousness.
When teachers in these settings choose to bring in texts to these classroom settings

outside of the canon, they are actively participating in the reshaping of the secondary
ELA canon. Their decisions to select and use graphic novels represents a larger thought
process than selecting literature based on the mere availability or comfort of teaching a
text; these teachers are using graphic novels in these spaces as a vehicle towards

humanization.

Summary
This chapter provided an outline of the bounded system of this case study

research. For the purposes of this study, the advanced-level classroom will be designated
as an Honors level course, and Advanced Placement course or a course within the
International Baccalaureate diploma program. As this chapter has shown, there is a link

between the historical roots of these types of classroom and the secondary English canon,
and the use of the “traditional” ELA canon in these courses led to a perpetuation of

values that are classist in their origins. From a perch of positionality, these advancedlevel classrooms also carry social capital, as parents and students see these courses and

the teachers who teach them as “gatekeepers” to colleges and universities. These
classrooms exist in a powerful academic space, one that could be a catalyst for change

both in terms of unequal access for students and for more accurately disseminating values
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that reflect those students who take these courses. However, these changes will also

largely hinge on who is teaching these courses and whether those teachers in the front of
the classroom remain purveyors for the ELA canon or bastions of change.
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CHAPTER V

PARTICIPANTS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
In Chapter IV, the bounded system of this case study was discussed. Since case
study explores how a phenomenon operates and performs within a particular bounded

system, this chapter will now explain the connection between the bounded system and the
sensemaking process of the seven participants. Understanding the sensemaking process
of the participants also informs the thematic analysis that will be discussed in Chapter VII
as the sensemaking process informs the decisions of the teachers. This chapter begins

with discussing the participants of this study and includes a brief description of their

school sites to provide further context to the bounded system of advanced-level English
courses. Then this chapter will provide sensemaking profiles of each participant

highlighting the seven properties of sensemaking.

Participants
Ms. Moore1 is a 22-year veteran teacher who has spent the last 14 years at Gulf

Coast High School (GCHS), a high school in a southern state. Currently, Ms. Moore

1 Participants are named after the following graphic novelists: Alan Moore, Will Eisner, Emily Carroll,
Kyle Baker, Noelle Stevenson, and Robert Kirkman
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teaches 9th grade Honors English and an 11th grade Cambridge English class. According
to the state department of education statistics, GCHS has an overall student population of

just over 1,600 students with the following demographics: Hispanic 52.3%,
Black/African American 23.4%, White 20.4%, Multiracial 1.6%, Asian 1.5% and a small,
unidentified subgroup that makes up the remaining percentage. GCHS is also a Title I

school with 70.2% of students identified as Economically Disadvantaged, 11.7%
identified as English Language Learner (ELL) and 13.4% of Students with Disabilities.

For enrichment opportunities, GCHS offers Cambridge Advanced International

Certificate of Education (AICE courses), Advanced Placement (AP) courses and Dual
Enrollment (DE) courses, which Honors level courses serving 9th and 10th grade
students in ELA. Many of these advanced-level courses are accessible after specific

prerequisites are met.
Mr. Eisner has been teaching full time at New England Charter School (NECS)

since 2015, although he has been teaching in some capacity since 2012. Currently, Mr.
Eisner teaches 9th grade Humanities, a course that includes English and American history
instruction. One unique aspect of NECS is that there are no segregated “Honors” or
“Advanced” level courses in ELA in 9th or 10th grade; students of all academic levels are

in one heterogeneous class and those students who wish to earn an Honors credit in ELA

perform additional work. NECS does not engage in tracking. According to the state
department of education school report card, NECS serves 378 students through grades 6
12 with the following demographics: White 69.8%, African American 11.9%, Hispanic

9.3%, Multiracial 5.8%, Asian 2.9% and Native American .3%. NECS is also a Title 1
school with 44.9% of students identified as Economically Disadvantaged, 55.4%
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identified as High Needs, 20.7% of students identified as Students with Disabilities, and

.08% of students identified as English Language Learner. While there are no separate
advanced-level ELA courses for 9th and 10th graders, there are a plethora of advancedlevel courses for 11th and 12th grade students as NECS; in fact, 95% of graduating

students from NECS complete at least one of the available advanced-level courses
offered in ELA, math, science and technology, computer and information science, arts

and/or other subjects not identified by the department of education website.
Ms. Carroll, formerly of Urban Magnet High School (UMHS), taught in various

capacities for seven years which included teaching AP Language and Composition. She
still writes about her experience of being an AP teacher on her blog. Since UMHS is a

magnet school in a large public-school system, students are required to take a test to

determine admission to the school; thus, not only does UMHS qualify as an academically

advanced setting, but the school also offers Honors and AP courses. According to the
state department of education website, UMHS serves 5,837 students in grades 9-12 with
the following demographics: Asian or Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander 61%;
White 23%; Hispanic or Latino 7%; Black or African American 6%; Multiracial 1% and

American Indian or Alaska Native > 1%. Additionally, 63% of the students are identified
as Economically Disadvantaged while only 2% are identified as Students with

Disabilities.
Ms. Baker is currently in her 15th year of teaching at Mid-Atlantic High School

(MAHS) and teaches English III and IV in the school’s IB diploma program. MAHS has

a student population of 1,319 in grades 9-12 with the following demographics: Black
71.1%; Hispanic 24.3%; Multiracial 2.3%; White 1.9%; Asian 0.3%, and American
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Indian 0.2%. At MAHS, 66.1% of the students are identified as Economically

Disadvantaged, and 16% are identified as Students with Disabilities. MAHS offers both
an IB diploma program and AP courses as part of their advanced class options; however,

according to data available on the state department website, only 12% of students are
enrolled in an AP course while 6.5% of students are enrolled in the IB diploma program.
Ms. Stevenson is also in her 15th year of teacher at Midwest High School (MHS)

and is currently teaching a 12th grade writing elective and an 11th grade Advanced-level

world literature course; however, in her tenure at MHS, Ms. Stevenson has taught every

grade level (i.e. tracking levels) of both 9th and 11th grade. MHS has an enrollment of

1,664 students in grades 9-12 with the following demographics: White 43.1%; Black
42.8%; Multiracial 8.1%; Asian or Pacific Islander 3.4% and Hispanic 2.4%. At MHS,

26% of students are identified as Economically Disadvantaged and 17.5% are identified

at Students with Disabilities. MHS recently adjusted their policy and has made all courses
available as Honors courses and still provides AP courses and is a K-12 IB school.

Ms. Kirkman is currently in her 17th year of teaching at Southern High School

(SHS) where she teaches 12th Honors English and AP Literature and Composition. SHS
currently has 2,612 enrolled in grades 9-12 and has the following demographics:

Hispanic 42.8%; White 25.2%; Black 24.8%; Asian 4.9% and Multiracial 2.1%. SHS
offers a multitude of AP courses across different content areas, and it also offers several
magnet programs. SHS is also designated as 100% Free and Reduced lunch and a Title 1

school, and 10.8% of students are identified as Students with Disabilities.
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Table IV

Participants, years of experience, their courses and school name
Teacher

Years teaching
experience

Course(s) taught

Name of school

Ms. Moore

22

Honors English 9;
11th Cambridge

Gulf Coast High School

Mr. Eisner

8

9th Humanities

New England Charter School

Ms. Carroll

7

AP Language;
11th Honors English

Urban High School

Ms. Baker

15

IB English

Mid-Atlantic High School

Ms. Stevenson

15

11th Honors World
Literature

Midwest High School

Ms. Kirkman

17

12th Honors English; AP
Literature

Southern High School

Note. This table provides a summary of the participants of the study and includes their
years of teaching experience, the courses that they teach (or taught) that pertain to the
study and a school name that identifies the region of the country in which they teach.

97

Table V

Demographics ofschools used in the study

00

School Name

% of
White

% of
AfAm

% of
Hispanic

% of
Multiracial

% Asian
or Other
Pacific
Islander

% of EconDis

% of
Students
with
Disabilities

% of ELL

Gulf Coast HS

20.4

23.4

52.3

1.6

1.5

70.2

13.4

11.7

New England
Charter School

69.8

11.9

9.3

5.8

2.9

55.5

20.7

.08

Urban Magnet HS

23

6

7

1

61

63

2

N/A

Mid-Atlantic HS

1.9

71.1

24.3

2.3

0.3

66.1

16

13

Midwest HS

43.1

42.8

2.4

8.1

3.4

26

17.5

.02

Southern HS

25.2

24.8

42.8

2.1

4.9

100“

10.8

15.7

Note. Demographic data was obtained from the school’s State Department of Education website. Some data (N/A) was currently
unavailable or not indicated on the state website. The states have been de-identified fijam the study.
“Southern HS reports 100% Free and Reduced as per the National School Lunch Program.

Participants were interviewed between the months of September to November

2020 and were first asked demographic questions about their schools to establish the
context that, on a macro level, influences their sensemaking process. Then teachers were
asked questions about how they selected the literature of their course and what personal
experiences and outside influences guided their decisions. Finally, teachers were asked

about their experiences with using graphic novels within their advanced-level course.
Stake (1995) noted that in an instrumental case study, researchers can reach new

meanings about their cases through categorization of aggregate data and direct
interpretation, as these methods of data collection can often lead to finding patterns in the

research. While these are only observations, I think it is of note that many of these
participants teach in incredibly diverse school districts and in schools whose

demographics do not necessarily mirror the demographics of the schools where some of
these advanced-level courses were initially implemented. Many of these teachers have

been at their current school sites for the majority of their teaching tenure, with several of
these teachers having spent their entire tenure at their current school. I will not make

generalizations from this group of participants; however, I do find it interesting that of all
of the teachers who fit the criteria to participate in this case study, these teachers share
some common traits regarding their school sites that extend beyond simply the fact that

they teach graphic novels.

Choosing Graphic Novels: Sensemaking in Context

The choices that a teacher makes regarding curriculum selection in their course
are ones that are influenced by a myriad of factors, each factor presenting a set of both

freedoms and limitations, causing the teacher to constantly evaluate and re-evaluate each
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decision. Sensemaking is not a type of linear decision making; it is much more cognitive

and ongoing, frequently creating feedback loops that give rise to additional choices. It is

important to remember in sensemaking that the properties are also not linear. One
property does not necessarily have to occur for another to happen, and some of the
properties inform decisions more than others. These properties can inform one another in

a symbiotic relationship. Each of these teachers engaged in the sensemaking process
when selecting their curriculum, especially regarding the decision to include graphic
novels.
Table VI

Properties of sensemaking

Property of sensemaking

Description or definition of property

Grounded in identity
construction

Identity is constmcted through interactions with others and
environments

Retrospective

Current decisions are informed by prior knowledge and
experience

Enactive of sensible
environment

Decisions are informed by environment, particularly if there is
ambiguity

Social

Decisions are made in interactions with others

Ongoing

Decisions are influenced by emotional reactions with others and
environment

Focused on extracted cues

Environmental cues will become part of decision or will be
ignored

Driven by plausibility
rather than accuracy

Decisions are made based on what seems right; can build
legitimacy

Note. This table provides a list of the seven properties of sensemaking and then gives a brief

definition of each of the properties.
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Ms. Moore. For Ms. Moore, many of her recent decisions to change her

curriculum and include graphic novels stems from two places: her students began

expressing their disappointment in the stories in the textbook and she wanted to rekindle
her passion in teaching again. She related that her students were craving more than stories

with “sad endings,” so Ms. Moore decided to ditch the textbook and ancillary materials

and forge her own path. When she stopped using a workbook that other teachers in her
department were using, her principal called her in to discuss her decision (she thinks

another teacher may have tipped off the principal). She recalled the conversation with the
principal:

She said, "Are you using those workbooks?" And I said, "No, I'm not." And she
said, "So they’re still in boxes. You never handed them out to your students." And
I said, "No, but I have a copy. And I go through and I use stuff out of the
workbook, but I make it my own thing." And she said, "Okay." And I said,
"Because I'm going to tell you, you wanting me to use the workbook, it's like
you're asking me to create a milkshake for my kids. Like this really thick rich
milkshake. And that workbook's only giving me water to work with. And so I
can't make a milkshake with water."
Her insistence to do what she believes is better for her students than what is the norm in
her department shows that she’s making decisions based on what she believes is right for
her students. Furthermore, she felt she had “complete freedom” to choose the curriculum

in her course because it was an advanced-level course, so she used that ambiguity to
frame her new curriculum, and the question of how she can incorporate her passion for
her favorite types of movies and literary themes into her curriculum led her to use graphic

novels in the course.
Ms. Moore had not previously used graphic novels; however, she had friends and
colleagues (not at her current school) who were excited about using them, so she took the

initiative to learn more about them: how to teach them, explore how they could fit within
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her curriculum. Immediately, she loved how graphic novels “condensed the language” of

a story that really draws “out the essence” of the narrative. As a Star Wars fan, she saw
the opportunity to incorporate her love of the films and utilize graphic novels that told

similar stories, so that students recognized similar themes through Star Wars, Beowulf
and Gilgamesh, and Romeo and Juliet (the only required text Ms. Moore must teach in
9th grade). Since her students disliked the stories in the anthologized school textbook

with sad endings (i.e. The Scarlet Ibis by James), she decided to create a hero narrative
for them. Ms. Moore also gives the students the opportunity to write their own graphic
narratives and is planning on incorporating a unit on origin myths in the future in which

students illustrate and write their own.

While her colleagues have not necessarily embraced her use of graphic novels,
Ms. Moore is not bothered by this. Her students have been overwhelmingly engaged in

the class, which provides her with the positive feedback she needs to know that she is
making the right decisions for her students. Furthermore, she has received positive

feedback from parents, who not only tell her how much their students are enjoying their
class, but she indicated that one of her students was late bringing back his graphic novels

because the student’s father was reading it and would not give it back
Ms. Moore’s proactive behavior stems from her determination to do what is best

for her students without sacrificing her own passion for her teaching. Rather than be

dissuaded about pursuing her own curricular choices from her colleagues, she saw the
opportunity of autonomy in the advanced-level course and made the course her own. Her

intellectual capital about graphic novels has increased through her own research and
pedagogical practices, and she has offered professional development opportunities for
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other educators about using them. With the restrictions around COVID about students
using class sets of the graphic novels, Ms. Moore was “terrified” that she would have to

return to the textbook. However, she went to her school’s media specialist and strongly
encouraged him to use the budget to buy more graphic novels so that she could provide
each student with their own copy. While the curriculum had to be slightly modified, Ms.

Moore still utilized her social capital to make sure her students would have their graphic
novels.

Mr. Eisner. For Mr. Eisner, his life-long artistry of cartooning is clearly an
influence in his decision to teach graphic novels. When he decided as a college student
that being an animator was not a viable career choice for him, he majored in history but

minored in comparative literature, which makes him a perfect fit for his current
Humanities course. He commented that he loved not only learning about history, but he
also loved connecting the history to the fictional pieces of the same time period. With

regards to his decisions about curriculum, he feels two main pulls: he wants texts that
“build good skills,” but these texts don’t necessarily have to be the “best” books, and he

wants to create a thematic narrative to his course. In a follow up interview, I asked him to
clarify his comment about “best books”:

So, an example would be... and I loved this book, uh, but also, it was my mentor's
baby in that way. I taught out Nicole Krauss' The History of Love, which is a
wonderful contemporary novel. But even when I think about it now and I've read
it, and reread it, and it's one of the books that I usually give to students that are
just hungry to read something else, when I think about it now, I'm just like,
"There's not necessarily any core skills that if an administrator walked into my
room, I can be like, 'Here are the skills that I'm getting.' It's just a great book."
And we're almost doing a disservice to the book by being like, "Here are the
assignments that you do with this." So, I think there's a difference between raising
strong, good caring readers and raising good skills.
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Mr. Eisner attempts to quell this tension by incorporating and emphasizing historical
elements to the literature so that his students gain a much deeper understanding of what

they are reading. For example, when he teaches A Raisin in the Sun, he also includes
lessons on redlining and discrimination is still in housing today; he makes an effort to
select the right texts that teach the skills his students but also allow him spaces and

opportunities to address his desire to raise “strong, good caring readers.” Mr. Eisner sees
his curricular selections as a way to foster the development of his students’ critical
consciousness (Freire, 2000), and by using his texts as a platform for discussion for

societal issues, he reaffirms his desire to teach more than just the meaning of a text. His

sensemaking around curriculum becomes a way to find not necessarily the “best” book
but the “right” book for both him and his students.

This sensemaking is also evident in his choice of graphic novels; for Mr. Eisner,
the art aspect is crucial to include in texts that he is using because “You have to confront

what you see” in a graphic novel. There is no place to hide from uncomfortable truths,
and the two main graphic novels that he teaches, Fun Home and American Born Chinese,
are testaments to his commitment to using texts that reveal the struggles of personal
identity. While Mr. Eisner did not use the word critical consciousness (Freire, 2000) as an

influence on his literature selection, it seems clear that there is a larger, social purpose

with his choices. He is using his convictions regarding literature to bring them into his

advanced-level course.
Like Ms. Moore, Mr. Eisner also encourages other teachers to use graphic novels.

He believes that more teachers do not use them because they are just uncertain about how
to teach them, and so he makes every attempt to work with teachers so that they feel
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comfortable. After attending a graphic novel convention, he came back with a school

appropriate sex education imprint and showed it to the health teacher. A month later, Mr.
Eisner saw the librarian cataloging an entire class set that the health teacher ordered. Mr.
Eisner is pretty uncompromising in his belief of graphic novels:
I decided at one point that I don't really want to be in a school that is not going to
support their kids reading a plethora of different things or at least is not open to
adding to it. It shows a lack of caring about their kids on some level, and that
might be harsh. But if teaching is supposed to be responsive, then we have to try a
lot of different things.

Mr. Eisner’s proactive behavior largely comes from the fact that he is a boundary crosser;

he was already an expert about graphic novels and the art of cartooning and wished to
bring that knowledge into his new environment in his school. In fact, when he

interviewed at his current school, he highlighted his knowledge and use of graphic

novels. Similar to Ms. Moore, Mr. Eisner was also the first teacher to bring graphic
novels into the curriculum at his school, and while he has had support from his colleagues

about his using them, his course is still the only one that uses graphic novels. Mr. Eisner
also believes in the psychology and science of the graphic novel, referencing graphic

novel philosopher and historian, Scott McCloud, multiple times throughout the interview,

and he also worries about the integrity of graphic novels now and in the future. In our
follow-up interview, he mentioned his concern of publishers hiring creative teams that
are not matched to the characters or stories of the graphic novels in terms of racial/ethnic

identity and sexual orientation. In our discussion of a graphic novel about Zora Neale
Hurston, he mentioned this:
I don't know if you're familiar with that one. The controversy was that.. .It was
written and drawn by a white guy, which is a really weird thing. Not to say that
you can't love Zora Neale Hurston. I used to teach Their Eyes Were Watching
God, and it's a beautiful book. As a white teacher, I have to be very careful of
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how I do that. But I think too, if and when you look it up and you look at the
visuals, you'll also realize ... It's a weird thing to see a white guy's interpretation
of this legendary black author. And that's the artist's subjective part. In my mind
she should be regal and powerful and all these things. And that's just not what it
looks like.
Mr. Eisner’s reverence for comics and graphic novels makes him a staunch defender of

their use and purpose. For him, their value is far beyond what is merely printed on their

pages. Graphic novels are such a part of Mr. Eisner’s identity, both his past and present,
that they are simply integral to his identity as an educator.
Ms. Carroll. Ms. Carroll always knew she wanted to be an English teacher, even

as a child, and when she began teaching, there were few guidelines regarding exactly

what she had to teach. She began her career pre-No Child Left Behind policy. There were
no limitations from the administration, and her students were academically gifted enough
to work through just about any text. This ambiguity led her to first selecting literature that

she had loved as a student and then choosing literature based on the needs of her students.
In sensemaking, ambiguity can lead to proactive behavior, and for Ms. Carroll, she saw

this opportunity to compile a curriculum that best benefitted her students. Her

pedagogical style was also influenced by her desire to ascertain her students were
receiving the full wealth of the text:
I had the approach back then where I would read the entire book with kids
because I knew from growing up that if you assign the reading to kids, they're not
going to do it. Even Urban High School students, they're not going to do it on
their own. And especially if you're reading something very rich and rigorous and
complex. They may read the words but they're not getting anything out of that
time. So, I did much of the work in class.

While some teachers may aim for a breath of novels and texts, Ms. Carroll thought it was
more important to go into depth with each novel. While graphic novels were already
taught at her school, Ms. Carroll was close with a colleague who was already using
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Persepolis, and since teaching a memoir was one of the broad guidelines for 11th grade,

she thought she would give it a try. The more she researched them, the more she saw how
using artwork allowed students to transport themselves into the story and to transform

their own narratives into a graphic novel form. She began reading more about how
therapists use art therapy because it allows for children to tell a story in a way that their
limited approach to language does not allow for, and Ms. Carroll saw the same thing to
be true of her high schools students: they used graphics and artwork to tell their stories
that they did not want to use words for. Somehow the freedom from words allowed

students to find their voices, and years later, students would often tell Ms. Carroll how

writing their own graphic novel memoir was their most memorable experience about high
school. Ms. Carroll saw the tremendous personal and classroom community benefit to
having her students write their own narratives, and this feedback reinforced her decision

to continue teaching graphic novels.
Ms. Carroll scoffs at those who think that graphic novels are not appropriate for

advanced-level courses; as she said in our interview, the text does not matter:
It's the analytical work you're doing with it that is going to be appropriate for
advanced students. And then also just we want them to be able to do all sorts of
writing, all sorts of creating and storytelling.
Ms. Carroll also manages her own website, full of resources for teachers, including those

resources dedicated to the teaching of graphic novels. On several of her blog posts, she
tells her own journey of coming to understand how to teach graphic novels and says this:

When we as teachers learn something new, experience that productive struggle
we strive to create for our students, we return to our classrooms with
empathy, excitement, and better instructional strategies.
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Ms. Carroll’s sensemaking was influenced by a myriad of factors. Ms. Carroll took
advantage of the opportunity to create her own curriculum, and once she saw the benefit

of using graphic novels, she continued to improve her own pedagogy so that she could
offer more depth to her students regarding their analysis. She did have support from
colleagues about using graphic novels, which did help with any initial hesitation about

her decision to use them. Once she became confident in her abilities with graphic novels,

she then, like Ms. Moore and Mr. Eisner turned to support other teachers in using them as
well.
Ms. Baker. For Ms. Baker, her sensemaking is driven by two main factors: her

understanding of her students and her desire to provide them with literature that

empowers them. She has spent her entire career at Mid-Atlantic High School, and her

astute connection to the students and community is one that influences many of her
choices. In fact, she discussed in her interview how her school encourages teachers to use
“non-traditional, non-canonical texts,” which also aligns with her own literary

philosophies. Her goal is to provide literature that is both “windows and mirrors” for her
students in that students can see their own experiences reflected in the literature but that
they also have an opportunity to learn about experiences very differently than their own.

This goal is another huge influence, and the IB framework allows her to do this:

So that just sort of was a great inspiration and starting place for picking literature
from all over the world that talks about different experiences, that centers
different types of protagonists.
Ms. Baker finds the freedom of her IB course framework exceptional in both its breadth

and depth of material, and she loves assembling a course together that she believes best
for her students. In her interview, she said that she could “geek out” about talking about
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curriculum and literature because part of the excitement of her curriculum is that she can
put so many different pieces together like a “puzzle” and create this beautiful,
comprehensive, inclusive curriculum.

Another huge influence of Ms. Baker’s sensemaking in her positionality and
identity as a White woman. She is incredibly conscientiousness of her own whiteness as a

teacher and wants to make sure that her literature is not only selected but taught through
the lens of challenging the whiteness that is ever present in the traditional canon:

I'm also looking to make sure that I'm not assuming whiteness as the default, and I
am really grateful to be a school and in classrooms where my students do not
assume that whiteness is the default, because most of them have not grown up
around whiteness. So, it's really important for me to recognize that when we do
read books featuring explicitly white protagonists, that we're talking about
whiteness in the same way we would talk about other racial and ethnic identities
and factoring in the book.
Ms. Baker also mentioned that her pedagogical practices also mirror this belief; she does

not assert herself as the “expert” or authority in the classroom. Rather, she believes that

every student brings unique perspective and knowledge to the classroom community. She
also believes that despite the fact that educators are to remain apolitical, she finds this an

impossible task. One of her main goals as a teacher is to get her students to “question and

in some cases dismantle the dominant narrative and to amplify traditionally marginalized
voices,” and for her, this activism is a non-negotiable in her sensemaking choices;
therefore, many of her curricula decisions reflect this belief. Similar to Mr. Eisner, Ms.

Baker is also using literature to culture and develop a critical consciousness (Freire,
2000) in her students.
Ms. Baker was admittedly “not into” graphic novels before she taught Persepolis,

meaning that she had no prior experience nor interest in teaching them; however, after
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teaching Persepolis a few years and seeing how the students respond to it as both a piece

of historical context and literary text, she sees the tremendous benefit of using graphic
novels. She always seeks to provide accessible texts to her students, and like Ms. Carroll,
believes that rigor can be applied to any text. Like Ms. Moore and Mr. Eisen, Ms.
Baker’s class is still the only English class that uses a graphic novel, as other teachers

have not quite embraced them yet.

For Ms. Baker, her own racial identity and anti-racist pedagogical beliefs are what
lead to many of her decisions concerning curricular choices. Her environment also allows

and even encourages these decisions, providing her with a positive feedback loop. The IB
course gives Ms. Baker autonomy to select the literature that she believes is a best fit for
her students.
Ms. Stevenson. Like Ms. Baker, Ms. Stevenson also teaches within an IB

framework. However, unlike many of the other teachers in the study, Ms. Stevenson must
make many of her curricular choices as part of a larger department as there are several

teachers who all teach the same course, giving her less autonomy to make decisions.
Therefore, while Ms. Stevenson does exhibit proactive behavior, she does not always get
the opportunity to enact the behavior in her school.
Ms. Stevenson’s proactive behavior may come from the fact that she has taught

almost all of the courses that are offered for 9th, 11th, 12th grades and a multitude of
electives at her school. Her flexibility and willingness to step into these courses perhaps

could be one reason that she is always looking for literature for her students that can
provide them with different world perspectives. An avid reader herself, Ms. Stevenson
reads and vets many books in order to find the ones that she believes will work well for
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her students and class (she once went on a “Nigerian sci-fi kick” and a “Scandinavian

mystery kick”), but again, this process of selecting new texts can sometimes be slowed
down because of negotiations and conversations within the department:
I read a lot. I read like a hundred books a year. Not all of my colleagues do. So
when we come up with lists of books that we want to investigate, they typically
will divide them up into who's supposed to read what, and then I just read all of
them so that we have two people who've read each book. So, over the course of
that process, took us almost two years of evaluating a whole lot of YA lit by
diverse voices.

The secondary subject department is always a space for negotiation, in which teachers

must decide what stays in the curriculum and what goes. Ms. Baker said that her
particular grade level group (there are six of them) “share very well,” but despite a good
relationship between department members, compromises must still be made. While Ms.

Baker found freedom and autonomy in the IB framework, interestingly, Ms. Stevenson
believed that the IB framework actually limits the freedom that the teachers have because

since they have added the Middle Years Programme (MYP), more vertical alignment

became necessary, thus, more compromise became necessary. Ms. Stevenson spoke of a
film project that she normally did with Romeo and Juliet, one that the students really

enjoyed which made Ms. Stevenson want to keep it:
But nobody else did it so when it came time to put our units into the MYP
framework and we had to have the same assessments, I didn't want to give that up.
And they were like, "But we do a movie comparison with the Odyssey with O
Brother, Where Art Thou? And I hate the Cohen brothers, so I was like, "I really
don't want to do that." So, we performed some gymnastics in order for me to be
able to keep that. But it's way harder to do stuff like that now. It's way harder for
anybody to do something different.
This loss of autonomy seemed to be a source of frustration for Ms. Stevenson, but this

frustration is justified in terms of sensemaking, particularly if individuals use

sensemaking to become agenda setters and are no longer afforded the opportunities to
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flex their creativity. Once the ambiguity of choice or action disappears, agenda setters
lose the space and capability in which to be innovative. For Ms. Stevenson, the

introduction of the MYP with its framework lessened or removed some of the ambiguity
with which she was accustomed. When asked about other times in which Ms. Stevenson
brought in innovative ideas or new curricular ideas, she mentioned quite a few others

including creating a passport project for world literature, an independent book read
project, and a genocide unit project, which was also created in part because of her

students’ responses when introducing Night:

And then there's a lot of Jewish influence in the district so they studied the
Holocaust every year. So, my first year there, I remember I introduced Night, we
were going to read night, and my students went, "Not the Holocaust again." And I
was like, "Well, that's not right." So, I spent my winter break that year reading
genocide memoirs and read several dozen and then made a genocide lit circle unit
out of it instead of just ... they all read Night, and then they all read a separate
book. And that's when I was a baby teacher and had the energy for that sort of
thing.
Ms. Stevenson understood the importance of the lessons of Night; however, she also
knew that if her students were not engaged, then they would also miss those lessons.
Taking the time and energy to find other texts that could connect to Night while also

exposing students to a variety of voices was something very important to her. What’s
even more interesting is her “baby teacher” comment because this indicates that even as a

first-year teacher, Ms. Stevenson was already demonstrating strong proactive behaviors.
Midwest High School was already using graphic novels in the curriculum, and at
first Ms. Stevenson was very nervous about learning how to teach a new type of genre;

however, after doing some initial research, she ended up creating a guide for her students
to help them, and this guide was later adopted by other teachers so that they could use it
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with their students, too. Even though she was not the first teacher to bring in graphic
novels, she was still being innovative about the unit.
Ms. Stevenson’s sensemaking is interesting in that throughout her teaching tenure,

she was always looking for ways to bring in new ideas and new curriculum for her
students. While research says that English teachers tend to teach what they are already

comfortable with (Costigan, 2018), Ms. Stevenson’s love of reading and literary
exploration seemed to manifest itself into academic flexibility when she would volunteer
to teach new courses. While she could not always have autonomy in what she wanted to

teach in her course, she still found ways to be innovative.
Ms. Kirkman. Ms. Kirkman’s sensemaking regarding her curriculum derives
from her positionality as a 12th grade teacher and her own personal love of comic books

and graphic novels. Part of her rationale for choosing curriculum for her AP Literature
and Composition course was that she was tuned into her students and their potential

needs:
So, I know teachers who...they'll teach 12, 13, 14 novels a year and students are
just plowing through them. I tend to get students who aren't used to that rigor, so
the books that I pick, I feel that they have to get as much bang for their buck out
of them because some kids have never read a book before they come to me in AP
or the books that they've read was one of the teacher did last year with them as a
class kind of thing. That's not everybody by any means, but that's the biggest fight
that I've had. Finding things that they can use for a more layered instruction.

Similar to Ms. Carroll, Ms. Kirkman chooses to spend longer time with each book,
supporting her students through it, which means that the books need to be able to address

many literary elements and historical subtexts in order to prepare them for the AP exam.
Since Ms. Kirkman was initially exposed to comic books in her childhood which
turned her into a life-long fan of the format. Part of her reason for bringing them into her
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curriculum was because of how she personally felt about them. When she initially wanted
to bring in graphic novels into her course, she first spoke with her principal who asked

for the “pros and cons” of using a graphic novel but still gave support to Ms. Kirkman.
Many of the other English teachers in her building were excited to use graphic novels

because they faced similar challenges regarding engaging their students.
Ms. Kirkman has faced no negative feedback from her use of a graphic novel,

which has confirmed to her to some extent that this was the correct choice for her
students, especially when the students realize how intricate graphic novels can be:
I don't think they expected it. Whatever bias that they have either implicit or
explicit, I guess, they didn't expect it to be interesting or deep, I suppose.

However, over the course of the last few years, Ms. Kirkman said that more students are
coming to her class already familiar with the graphic novel format as she estimated that

close to 60% of her students have read either Manga or other graphic novels. But she also

argues that this exposure is good because the kids become more excited about reading
graphic novels and teaching them becomes a “scoop it up and run with it kind of thing” in
that the students are more excited to show their classmates the cool visual aspects to each
other.

Summary

While all of these teachers engaged in the sensemaking process, it
becomes clear that there is no one particular way to be a sensemaker. Sensemaking is an
ongoing process, one that is more responsive to the environmental cues than prescriptive,

and what is fascinating about these teacher profiles is how many factors all at one time
contribute to their decision making. Weick (1995) has identity as the first property of

sensemaking, and it seems that for these teachers, their personal and professional identity
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is the primary driver of their decisions. These teachers also have a wide range of

experience in the classroom and used their past decisions and choices to inform their
present ones; they also made their curricular decisions based on the needs of their
students, demonstrating how they were responsive to their environments. Oftentimes
these teachers collaborated with others in order to increase their own understanding of a

curricular idea or to bring a curricular idea into the department’s negotiations.

Since sensemaking occurs within a particular environment, this chapter sought to
make the connection between the schools of the participants and their sensemaking

process. Understanding the multiple components of school demographics, the
community, and the professional tenure of the participants informs and frames many of

their decisions regarding curricular choices.
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CHAPTER VI
FINDINGS
Chapters IV and V framed the system and theoretical framework of this study.

This chapter will now delve into the findings and analysis of the data, linking the
bounded system and the theoretical framework to the interviews of the participants. The
following research questions guided this study:

1. How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the constraints of
specific curricular boundaries or limitations, personal beliefs, and environmental

social factors?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including graphic novels in
their curriculum?
3. How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional identities impact

curriculum choices and selection?

Core Themes
Everyday teachers engage in sensemaking, and this sensemaking process is one in
which teachers pull from previous experiences in order to inform future decisions and
choices. There are seven properties of sensemaking: grounded in identity construction,
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retrospective, enactive of sensible environments, social, ongoing, focused on extracted
cues, driven by plausibility rather than accuracy (Weick, 1995). However, in order for the

teacher to engage in sensemaking, there must be a choice or decision, and in choosing
curriculum, teachers must consider a myriad of factors. These factors exist on all levels:
building, department, and personal. For these teachers, sometimes there is harmony

between the levels while in other circumstances, there may be great discourse between

these levels. For these reasons, the data resulted in the following themes: social capital,
tensions in the curriculum, and aesthetics of graphic novels. These themes attempt to

address the harmony and discourse at all of the abovementioned levels.

These themes do not exist apart from each other; rather, each of these themes
informs the others in a symbiotic relationship. These themes emerged as the teachers

shared their processes of selecting curriculum and their experiences with graphic novels,

with many of the teachers sharing near identical processes and experiences. The first

theme that will be discussed will be social capital as it will describe how the teachers
came to teach these courses, how they negotiated their decisions regarding curricular
choices once they were in these courses, and how this negotiation created a feedback loop

further strengthening their choices. The second theme of curricular tension will delve
more into the individual teacher’s decision-making process about curricular choices

within the confines of their classroom, especially focusing on decisions that are made
with considerations to their students’ needs and interests and with considerations to the

standardized assessments their students will take. The last theme, aesthetics of graphic

novels, will address the ways in which these advanced-level educators use graphic novels
within their classroom, and how they justify their use of them. Historically, texts used in
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these advanced-level courses were chosen based on their value to disseminate particular

values; however, through their use of graphic novels, these teachers prove that this genre
also has incredible value and deserves a place in advanced-level courses.

Social Capital. The first theme identified through the data set is that of social
capital in the context of sensemaking. To what extent an individual is successful in

sensemaking can depend on the amount of positional power that the person has in their
organization. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) argued that successful sensemaking and

organizational change depend on an individual’s social capital and intellectual capital and

define intellectual capital as “the knowledge and knowing capability of a social
collectivity, such as an organization, intellectual community, or a professional practice”

(p. 245). Having an understanding of the environment within these schools and within the
communities enables the teacher to be more responsive when selecting literature for their
classes, and this symbiotic social and intellectual capital allows the teacher to negotiate

within their department and navigate in the large community.
Many of the teachers in the study are teaching their advanced-level courses

because of high turnover within their department. Ms. Kirkman explained how she came
to teacher her AP course:

Several years, I think that you had to work your way up sort of. After the years,
you move up, you move up, somebody left, somebody got hired, et cetera. When
the teacher that taught it before me, I actually taught [AP] language, the 11th
grade one, they moved and then I ended up with some of their sections, and then
the other one moved and they asked me which one I wanted and I wanted [AP]
literature.
Ms. Moore also came to teacher their current advanced-level courses due to high turnover

within her school:
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So, turnover is pretty big in the English department. And I think it was also a
matter of my confidence because, I think it was the third year teaching at a
different school, and they had asked me to take on AP classes and I said, "No, I'm
not ready for that. That's not where I'm at yet in my teaching." So, I think after I
had a few years under my belt and I was one of, I think if not the most
experienced teacher at the school at the time, and the opportunity came up and
they asked me would I take it, and I said, "You're right, I think I'm ready for it."
So, that's pretty much how it came about.

Similarly, Ms. Baker discussed how turnover contributed to her teaching the IB course:
So, I guess it was, I guess in my sixth year teaching, the IB English teacher who
had existed before then moved on to a different school. Unfortunately, I actually
think this is a terrible model, but the way my school generally tends to operate is
that teachers with more seniority are given the higher-level classes and at my
school, which has a very high turnover rate, six years was seniority. So that is
really how I ended up with a lot of those classes and it started with like, I had one
level of IB and then another teacher moved on and then I had both levels.

Unfortunately, the process described by Ms. Baker and experienced by the others is one
that is common in secondary schools. Frequently, the teachers who have longer tenures
are given the more advanced courses, and this seniority can become the sole reason for

the placement oftentimes over other considerations such as teacher personal interests and

strengths and relationships with students. One benefit to the model of using seniority as a

factor in choosing teachers is that they do have both the social capital and influence and
the intellectual capital. The longer the teacher is in a school, the longer they have to build

their reputation and knowledge base. The teacher may serve in different capacities around
the building, teaching various courses, contributing to various committees, interacting

with parents, all of which hopefully build a trust that the teacher is competent in both

their relational and pedagogical abilities. However, one disadvantage of longer tenures is
that teachers tend to teach what they were taught in school and what they are already

comfortable with (Costigan, 2018); therefore, these teachers may perpetuate the
traditional ELA canon in these advanced-level courses rather than using these courses as
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potential spaces for canonical change. If these teachers are teaching canonical texts in

these advanced-level classrooms, then there is a subtle acknowledgment that these
canonical texts are somehow more academically important and/or necessary.

Once these teachers are given these courses to teach, they take very little time in
working to make them their own. Of these six teachers, only one of them inherited the

graphic novel in their course, meaning that there was already a graphic novel taught in

their course. Of the remaining five teachers, they each made the choice to bring in a
graphic novel. For Mr. Eisner, his primary reason for bringing graphic novels into the

classroom came from a desire to expose students to a primary of storytelling techniques:
So, I've always loved graphic novels, I love comic books and one of the things I
hit on with all of my classes is this idea of perception and lenses and storytelling
techniques. So, what are the tools that an author can use, or a storyteller can use to
tell a story.

For Ms. Baker, her decision to bring in graphic novels came from a natural progression of

what she was already using in her course:
I think before I started teaching Persepolis, I started teaching Extremely Loud &
Incredibly Close, which is sort of a postmodern text that has text, but there's also
visual features in that book that require analysis in order to do a full analysis of
that book. So, I think it was teaching that book that started to get me thinking
about what it would look like for students to not only practice. They're used to
talking about diction and tone and imagery and figurative language, what would it
mean to like analyze the impact of... in that text I call unusual literary devices. So,
then that felt like a natural step into being able to teach graphic novels where you
can analyze diction and tone, but you're also looking at the graphic features and
graphic weight and how are all those things impacting the graphic novel.

For the remaining four teachers, their choice to bring in a graphic novel was actually
influenced by fellow teachers. For Ms. Moore, her decision to bring in the graphic novel
to her Honors course was one that stemmed from curiosity:
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I think I knew a couple of friends who were really into graphic novels, and then
once I started looking into them and I was like, wow, this is really pretty
awesome.

Ms. Carroll also was intrigued to teach graphic novels because of the introduction to

them from a fellow teacher:
I had never read a graphic novel myself at that point and my colleague, who
taught the AP language course had been teaching Maus for a couple years, which
I think she got introduced to that through her AP training...But I was definitely
intrigued by oh, there's a lot you can teach with graphic novels. This is not a
comic. Of course, there's a lot you can do with comics. But oh, this is different.

Since all of these teachers either decided to continue to use graphic novels or decided to
introduce graphic novels into their courses, they now faced defending their decision

within their department. However, the majority of the teachers received either minimal
positive feedback or negative feedback from their colleagues about their use of graphic

novels in their courses. Ms. Moore, who is the only one to use them in her department of
20 teachers, tried to educate her colleagues about the value of graphic novels:
I did last year send the person who's over all the language arts teachers in our
school district a couple of articles about the benefits of graphic novels and offered
to do a training on them to get more people to engage with them and then engage
their students with them, and all I did was get... I just received an email, like, "Oh,
this is great. Thanks," and that was it. I never heard anything more from them.

When Ms. Moore did local training at her building level on graphic novels, she said that
only two members of her department attended her training and that “one of them was an
executive function disorder (EFD) support teacher in an English Language classroom,

and then the other one was a teacher of intensive language arts students.” Both of these

teachers who attended teach students who struggle with language acquisition and reading
comprehension, and there is certainly a large body of literature to support graphic novels

in those contexts. When asked if any non-intervention English educators attended her
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training, Ms. Moore laughed and said that “the rest of the people, and my training was
full, but it was all the math geeks, all the math teachers who are into graphic novels and

comics,” but no other English teachers attended.
Mr. Eisner also faced pushback as a veteran colleague of his was “pretty against
[the use of graphic novels] and commented to Mr. Eisner that “‘I just don't understand

what they add to the human experience.’” While Ms. Stevenson had support about using
graphic novels within her department, as an AP teacher, she faced criticism within her AP

community:
I think if I had another AP teacher that taught it, I would because I've mentioned it
to teachers that I'm friends with outside of Florida and it's been very like, "Ohkaay."

However, while some of these teachers are still the only ones to use graphic novels, there

has been some successful boundary crossing, as some of these teachers have been able to
increase their use in other courses. Despite the initial resistance from a colleague, Mr.
Eisner has influenced other teachers to use them:
In fact, my colleagues who have read [Fun Home] after hearing that I started
teaching it, loved it... [And], before I left [his previous school], my mentor teacher
at the time was trying to work in some more diversity and that kind of thing into
her curriculum, and read American Born Chinese, and was like, "I don't think I'd
get it." So, I sat down and talked to her about it.

Ms. Kirkman was the first person to bring in graphic novels to her school and to her

curriculum. Prior to teaching AP, Ms. Kirkman taught an Honors level course and
suggested using a graphic novel:

[My colleagues] were like, "Sure. That sounds great," because we all have the
same problem of trying to get them even interested even more now when so many
of them are at home. It's like, "How are we going to make this interesting?"
Interestingly, none of these teachers faced any pushback from their
administration; in fact, many of their administrators were very supportive of their
use of graphic novels.
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Ms. Moore: I haven't had any negative blow-back from parents or really
administration.

Mr. Eisner: So, when we started PD, I remember my principal saying like...
who's a former English teacher or who was a former English teacher saying, "If
you wanted to teach a graphic novel, go for it." And so, I was like, "Money."
Ms. Baker: I don't work in an environment where there has been that kind of
pushback. I'm working in a school where teachers are generally encouraged to use
non-traditional, non-canonical text. I think that's really important and valuable
and allowed me to do it maybe earlier in my career than I would have been
comfortable doing it otherwise.
Ms. Kirkman: I have a very cool principal who lets me ... If I'd have parents
challenge things or whatever, I just have to, "Give me a heads up of what it's
about so I know what to talk about," kind of thing, but she's very open to letting
me pick what I want.

This administrative feedback is important for the teachers because it also means that if
there is pushback from a parent then the teachers feel more confident about their

decisions. One reason that they may not experience pushback from administration or

parents could be attributed to their social capital within the school and larger community.
These teachers have been at their respective schools long enough to be offered these

advanced-level courses, which could also mean that they have also taught large groups of
students and their siblings over the years. As these parents become more familiar with
these teachers, the parents’ and administrators’ trust in the professionalism of the teachers

also grows.

For proactive teachers, having autonomy to select curriculum is crucial for
success. These teachers have the social and intellectual capital at their respective

buildings, and they have invested this capital into making curricular choices that not
everyone necessarily agrees with. The support their administration shows also indicates
that their administrators trust them to make sound choices, which in turn further increases
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their social and intellectual capital. Secondary subject area departments are known spaces
for negotiation (Elbaz, 1981), and these teachers continued to utilize graphic novels
despite some of them receiving initial negative feedback from their colleagues. For a few,
this boundary crossing of bringing in graphic novels to a space where they had not

existed before ended up changing the environment as more teachers began using graphic
novels, even in advanced-level courses. Teachers tend to teach what they know and what

they are comfortable with, so what would make these educators bring in graphic novels to

their classroom?
Curricular Tensions. Tensions in the curriculum is the second theme of this

study, and these tensions stem from both behavioral and conditional qualities of the

teacher and curricular considerations. Many teachers spoke about different problems and
issues at the macro, meso, and micro level, but as many of these issues were similar
among the teachers, this idea of tension emerged from the data set. Behavioral and

conditional qualities of the teacher are personal traits that these teachers exhibit to some
extent before teaching this advanced-level course and seem to be enhanced by these

courses that allow for more autonomy and decision-making. If a teacher who already

demonstrates proactive behavior is provided more opportunity for autonomy, then the
teacher will amplify this proactive behavior through curricular and pedagogical choices
in these classroom environments. Curricular considerations consist of “fixed” curricular

considerations such as standardized assessments and other classificatory collisions which
Horn (2018) argues come from tensions that arise when there is a conflict between
personal beliefs and outside influences. On a micro level, these tensions can be further

categorized the following ways: teacher/self; teacher/student; teacher/course, in which
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these tensions become a feedback loop where the teacher is negotiating what and how to
integrate curriculum into the classroom. These tensions, however, are not independent of

one another; rather, the tensions form from interaction within and between each category,

and the desire to resolve these tensions in a way that is beneficial to all categories is what

drives this decision-making process.

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework of Curricular Tensions

Note. This figure describes the reciprocal process of curricular decision making with regards to
how the teacher incorporates their values into their curriculum, what the teacher understands
about the expressed standards of their course and what the teacher believes is apt for their
students in the course.

Teacher/Self. In teacher/self conflict, the teacher struggles with reconciling their
own personal beliefs with their classroom curriculum, and so rather than compromising

on their own personal values and beliefs, they will readily find a way to incorporate their
personal beliefs into their classroom curriculum. When asked about literature selection in

their course, Ms. Baker discussed how one of their personal beliefs about which authors

should be taught impacts their selection:
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Again, I guess I'm going to go on this a windows and mirrors thing today, but it's
very important to me, that my students who, as I mentioned are majority Black
and Brown, are reading literature that has representation of their own identities
and also literature that features representation of other marginalized identities
from around the world.

For Ms. Baker, her own personal belief about highlighting marginalized identities in her
classrooms becomes a primary force in her decision-making process. She believes that

her responsibility as a teacher is not wholly necessarily to a set of standards for the
course, but to creating a balance of self-beliefs and students’ empowerment. Ms. Baker

also continues to discuss how their personal beliefs about their positionality as a teacher
impacts their curricular selections:
I mean, I think a lot about my role as a White woman in that position of power,
in a room of mostly Black and Brown students, I feel very strongly that when I
can step back, I should, and I deeply believe that in my classroom, all of us are
bringing expertise to the room...and to be honest really deeply, I believe that
teaching is political. We're told to act like it's not, but that's just false because if
we act like teaching is not political, then we are simply reinforcing the dominant
narrative that exists.

Ms. Baker’s understanding of her own positionality within her classroom is one
reason why this theme of conflict between teacher and self is important. Teachers are

frequently told to keep politics out of the classroom and to maintain political neutrality.
In order to solve that tension, Ms. Baker’s own beliefs about being purposefully political

take precedence in her curriculum choices.
Ms. Stevenson echoes the importance of personal identity in choosing particular texts for

the classroom:
I picked Maus because of my own background. I'm Jewish. Holocaust literature
tends to be something that most students have found interesting and then they tie
it to current issues with any subjugated group that's been kept in horrible
conditions.
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Ms. Carroll wanted to include texts in her classroom that she had a special connection to

or that meant something to her in a meaningful way:
I think sometimes it would be a text that I had connected with myself as a student
or I had a really meaningful learning experience around the book, like a professor
who really showed me how much more there was. Oh, I remember how exciting
that was and I want to show that to my students.

For other teachers, there were clear connections between how their upbringing and the
meaning they attached to the exposure to specific things impacted their curriculum

choice. Mr. Eisner, in his discussion of literature selection, talked at length about how

early exposure to particular television shows impacted his later life:

And I think too, just what I grew up with, some of my 30s, but I watched a lot of
Looney Tunes reruns and a lot of Twilight Zone, and a lot of '50s, '60s, at that time
even, like nostalgic retro television. And so, I think a lot about those like what
was culturally relevant at the time, like what has seeped into our societal culture.
In addition, Mr. Eisner also discussed his rationale for selecting graphic novels as he

loved cartoons and even considered being a cartoonist at one point in his life:
But what I do get, and maybe it's because I grew up watching cartoons, reading
comics, and all that thing, I do get the... and maybe it's because I studied comics
and graphic novels in college, but I do get how to process narrative in words and
pictures.

Similarly, Ms. Stevenson had an early love of comics and was exposed to them in her
childhood:
I was very much into comics when I was child, I would say. My stepfather was
very like Marvel's 616, the older versions of them, and I just kind of like, "Yeah.
These are pretty cool."

Film was an influence on Ms. Moore, as she built her curriculum based on her favorite

genre:
So, I taught a sophomore honors class and it had a lot of world literature that I
wasn't familiar with. And one of the stories was Gilgamesh and I'd never heard of
Gilgamesh before, and I fell in love with the story. And so, I kept digging and
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digging and digging and finding out more things. And then, that led to origin
stories. And so, moving back further, and then, I started becoming a Star Wars
geek. And so I was wondering how could I weave Star Wars through my
teaching? And so, I started with origin stories because they have the hero twins.
And then, I bring in Gilgamesh because I think the friendship between Gilgamesh
and Enkidu was a lot like maybe Han and Chewbacca. And then, I started pulling
in King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table because of the whole sword in
the stone and with the newer Star Wars movies, do you know when Ray gets the
saber? That's the SkyWalker Legacy Lightsaber.

For these teachers, there were very specific aspects of their own identity about which
they refused to compromise to some extent. Additionally, they believe these aspects are
integral to who they are as individuals which influences their literature selection in the

classroom. For these teachers, they select literature that is meaningful to them personally
and literature that other teachers may not necessarily understand, which can produce
tensions if they are asked to choose between how they see themselves and what they

teach.
Teacher/Student. Another source of tension these teachers faced was choosing

literature that addressed the needs and wants of their students. These teachers ultimately
sought to provide literature that they believed would best benefit their students and

considering the length of their tenure at their respective schools, these teachers have a
greater understanding of what their students need. When asked to describe the process of
selecting literature for her students, Ms. Moore indicated that she completely abandoned

the textbooks because her students wanted stories that didn’t have a sad ending, literature
that from an anecdotal standpoint is common in anthologized texts in secondary ELA

curriculums. This sentiment was also echoed by Ms. Stevenson who commented that her

students “are over sad books.” Ms. Carroll also discussed how understanding her students

impacted her curricular choices:
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So, I would choose texts based on just knowing my students, knowing the
demographics, what would be approachable but stimulating enough to stretch
their skills. Not a comfortable, easy read, but something that would hold up to
multiple reads and analysis, expose them to new storytelling tools that they could
potentially use, sharpen skills that would help them in other classes as well.

Building on her description of text selection by starting with “windows and mirrors” for
her students, Ms. Baker also wants to make sure that her students are genuinely interested

in reading:
So, when I make text selections, I am going primarily for the variety that I talked
about before the variety of experiences, but I'm also looking for readable texts.
This idea of balancing interest and “text complexity,” a term associated with Common

Core for State Standards, is one that resonated with many of the teachers. CCSS

references “text complexity” as a qualifier for choosing literature in order to prepare

students for standardized tests, and many of these teachers do consider the Lexile level
and maturity level of their students when choosing texts. In a department discussion of

which books to use in their classrooms, Ms. Stevenson concurred that “they want text
complexity” when selecting books, and also that they also believe in a “variety of types

of texts.”
These teachers know that they must decide what is good for their students in
terms of curriculum and determining what is good for students with regards to academic

forces such as standardized testing and what is good for students in terms of engagement
and ability can lead to further tensions. If there is a disjointedness between the text
complexity of the standardized assessment and the ability of the student, then the teacher

may have to decide which good is better for the students, relieving the tensions that
choices of curriculum make.
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Teacher/Course. The relationship between the teacher and their course is also a

source of tension as the tension responds to not only the academic ability level of the

student but to larger issues such as the aforementioned standardized assessments.

Interestingly, these teachers were obviously all aware of either state testing or AP/IB
assessments as an outcome of their class; however, as Ms. Carroll noted, due to the
already high achieving level of the students in the school, performance on these

assessments ranked rather low for concern:
That was a golden age for teachers if you wanted to be the kind of teacher who
had control over your curriculum.. .and then in a high achieving school like that,
the state exam was a joke. They were all getting exceeding mastery as freshmen
so there weren't measures like that that we needed.
Mr. Eisner had a similar attitude in that the standards and standardized assessments were

just not a big influencer on his curriculum planning. His primary focus for curriculum
development is on a different outcome than standardized test scores:
Within that curriculum map there are certain things that we have to teach, and
particularly with the seniors, there's a lot of independence for the teacher-kind of
design the course the way they want. I try to backwards engineer, trying to figure
out what skills I need them to learn and which texts will hit on those skills in a
way that also kind of broadens their cultural capital at the same time.

For teachers who teach underclassman courses (9th and 10th) grade and whose
students typically take a state assessment, there was not an overwhelming sense of

concern regarding the state test. They were ultimately confident that their students would
perform well. Interestingly, for the teachers who teach upperclassmen courses and whose

students take the AP or IB assessments, their first concern was not whether or not their
students would perform well on the assessment, but rather, their primary concern was
selecting the right literature that would best prepare their students for the assessment

while also considering student interest. In fact, Ms. Baker loves the “[IB test] as a starting
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place for what I teach and what we're reaching for” as the framework for the assessment

provides broad guidelines for choosing literature. Ms. Baker continued:
I mean, there's still plenty of old dead White guys on that list, but the IB
framework is very particular about the way that teachers select literature and that
you must select literature from different genres, different time periods, different
parts of the world, different genders of authors, all of those things factor into
creating the two years of IB framework classes. So, in the beginning, when I was
picking out curriculum, it's a fun puzzle to put together.

Other teachers echoed Ms. Baker’s thoughts about selecting texts written by “dead, White
guys.” Ms. Stevenson spoke of the evolution of her team’s curriculum as they made the

curriculum more diverse in that “It was very heavily dead, White guys.” Similarly, when

designing her curriculum, Ms. Kirkman made a similar remark in that “For AP, I do focus

a little bit more classical, but not dead, White guys.”
The conversation around “dead, White guys” is an especially interesting one

considering the historical context of these courses; the historical curriculum for these
courses originated from the heavy inclusion of White, male European authors, and so for
these teachers to largely eschew these types of authors, not necessarily because they do

not believe that these authors cannot contribute to their course but because they want to

be able to provide literature that may be more approachable and engaging for their

students becomes an important decision. As more diverse students are taking these

advanced-level courses, then the literature should be less “dead, White guy” and be more
reflective of the students in the course, especially if the teachers know and understand the

complexities of the larger community from which their students come. In a macro sense,
as our nation also becomes more diverse and less White, our ELA curriculum should

reflect this shift as well. Part of the discourse of secondary ELA curriculum is always

about canonicity, especially when many of the assessments associated with secondary
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ELA courses also incorporate “dead, White guys” into those assessments. Teachers

cannot completely abandon authors based on the “dead, White guy” label, but teachers
must find a balance between preparing students for these assessments and finding

literature that is engaging. Mr. Eisner believes this is possible.
[The conversation about the canon] probably a generational thing to some degree
and a globalization thing to some degree. At the same time, I think that what's
good is good and what's useful skill-wise is useful skill-wise. That being said, I
think that there is actually some use in embracing that. Not to say that you should
be like, "Dead White guys is all the good stuff, and therefore I'm not going to
teach anything that is not dead white." I think that you need to make an effort to
teach something that is not that. But I think that the ones that you decide to keep,
embrace that and really address the dead-White-guy thing. Should we care about
what this dead, White guy thinks? How does this fit into intersectionality? How
does this ...? And really teach kids that it's okay to challenge the author, the same
way that it's okay to challenge another human being.

The bounded system of this study, that of the advanced-level ELA class, was chosen

because these courses carry academic capital with them in that students take these
courses because they want to be challenged and because these courses can potentially
help them with college admissions; therefore, when teachers in these courses select

authors and texts that veer from the historical context of the curriculum in these courses,
the question of why becomes one of importance. Additionally, because the students in
these courses are also academically advanced and their passing a state assessment is of
minimal concern, these teachers also experience more autonomy in these courses to

choose their literature, which enables them to take more creative chances, which includes

their inclusion of graphic novels.
Choices of curriculum are not easily made; there are many factors that shape the

final syllabus of the class. When teachers are engaging in sensemaking, they are
absorbing external considerations and filtering these considerations with their own
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knowledge of themselves, their students, and the expectations of their courses. Many of
these considerations could be oppositional to one another, and when that occurs, the

teacher then must balance which consideration is best.
The Aesthetics of Graphic Novels. The final theme that emerged from the data

set of this study addresses how and why these advanced-level English teachers use
graphic novels in their course. The question of what to teach in a course can come down
to a question of value: is this book engaging for my students? Will this book help teach or

expand skills to my students? Can this text provide opportunities for literary analysis?
Does this text address the themes of this course? Can I teach the benchmarks and

standards with this text? If a book is deemed to have value for the course, then a decision

is made to use the text. Sometimes the decision is made through negotiations with
colleagues or a department; however, sometimes the teacher is the sole deciding body of

whether or not a text should be used. All of the teachers in the study chose to use a
graphic novel because they believed in the value that that graphic novel brought to their
class.
From a theoretical perspective, questions of literary value intersect with theories

of aesthetics, and while this section will make no attempt to reference and critique the
many movements within aesthetic theory, it will use a basic definition and framework of
aesthetics in order to judge the value of graphic novels. Graphic novels are a combination

of words and artwork; therefore, their determined value should come from an evaluation
of both. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2017), “the term

‘aesthetic’ has come to be used to designate, among other things, a kind of object, a kind
of judgment, a kind of attitude, a kind of experience, and a kind of value.” For this theme,
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each of these of these smaller characteristics will be applied to how the teachers use and
regard graphic novels.

A Kind of Object. Hartman (2014) argued that in order to determine the value of
an object, one must look at the structure of the object or the character of its value. Since a

graphic novel contains both words and images, creating a multimodal text that must be

read on two semiotic systems, the first characteristic of aesthetic that will be analyzed
will be that of a graphic novel as a single text.

The teachers in this study see graphic novels as having value because of what can
be taught from them, in particular vocabulary and analysis skills; however, several of
these teachers take a unique approach when introducing the graphic novel to their
students. Mr. Eisner, who is also cartoonist, introduces graphic novels by scaffolding

with another art medium that the students may be more familiar with: the meme:
I think the introductory activity that I do with them is really helpful, because I
show them, you know memes are really big right now, so we go through the little
comic memes and I'm like you already communicate in a heavily graphic way,
this is just like a different way to do that. We look at the memes, you know the
SpongeBob meme... I was like what does this say, it's not just about the text,
when you see this picture that flips the switch in your brain...So, I think
understanding or getting them to understand, even if they're not going to access it
at that level, there is a scientific and a psychological... there is no ceiling to the
psychological, scientific explanation of how they work and why they work. If all
we're doing is saying, "This is a comic and it's a story," we're just going to read
the story and not address the words in the picture, and how the words and the
pictures work together, then, you might as well just teach a regular book.

The connection between the visual and the brain is also where Ms. Moore begins. In her

introductory presentation to the students, she begins with a graphic of the human brain
and what happens when an individual consumes a multimodal text. She then provides
terms and definitions associated with graphic novels to help her students have the
language to analyze the texts and images.
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Figure 3
Introductory Slide from Ms. Moore

Why read graphic novels or comic strips?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Engages reluctant readers
Engages both sides of the brain
Demonstrates concise language
Demonstrates nonverbal
language
Demonstrates sequencing
Teaches inference
Promotes critical thinking
Promotes imagination,
creativity, and storytelling
Slows down speed readers
Helps readers identify emotions
Supports art education

Figure 4

Definitions for Elements in a Graphic Novel

A Graphic Novel Page
https://slideplayer.com/slide/10819820/

Pages consist of a variety of elements
•

Panels-squares or rectangles that contain a
single scene

•

Gutters-space between panels

•

Dialogue Balloons-contain communication
between/among characters

♦

Thought Balloons-contain a character's
thoughts

•

Captions-contain information about a scene
or character

•

Sound Effects-visual sound clues i.e.. Wonk!
Pow!
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Ms. Moore likes to begin her instruction of teaching graphic novels with
providing a foundational rationale for reading graphic novels and then providing
vocabulary to help the student interpret and understand what they are reading.

Ms. Carroll’s introduction of graphic novels evolved the longer she taught them.

She realized that in some instances, providing students with less instruction actually
made her students “see” more in the graphic novels. In her beginning years of teaching
graphic novels, she began in a similar fashion to Ms. Moore in that she taught “graphic
novel devices, so splash and gutter and frame and bleed and emanate, all of those terms.”
However, over time due to sensemaking experiences Ms. Carroll decided to change
approaches:
I just really found over time that it was really doing a disservice. It was really low
level work. It again, made it a very technical experience. If you give them that list
of devices or techniques, then that's all they look for and that's all they see. Or
that's what they see first. So, it's much harder for them to see all of the other
things that are on the page that are happening, things that we don't necessarily
have a word for...So it was really limiting, and it did too much of the work for the
students. When you give [the terms] to them and you define it and you give them
an example, you're also limiting the possibilities of it. This is art. This is art and
literature, writing, telling stories, creating. No simile is bound by rules, other than
the like or as, but there's no other limit to that and if there were, then ewww, that's
not a good tool for a writer.

Ms. Carroll’s emphasis on the graphic novel as a type of art, as an object of study and a

type of thought is why she considers graphic novels to be appropriate in her advancedlevel course.
The visual aspect of the graphic novel is another reason why many of these

teachers found value in using them in their class.
Ms. Carroll: We're living in an increasingly visual world and all of our students
need to know how to analyze visuals. Everything they read online has a visual
embedded in it and [graphic novels] help them really slowly, not just quickly
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consume images, but really helps them really study and slowly analyze all the
different elements at work in an image.
Ms. Moore: Take something like Gilgamesh, and the kids really, when they have
to draw pictures that translate the essence of the story, they're digging so deep to
do that and then minimizing what they can put in a tiny little speech bubble or
narration rectangle. They're really digging down to find the essence of that story
that I don't think they do if they just read words off a page.

Mr. Eisner: But I think what is nice about graphic novels and something, it's one
of the things that I think is really important to teach about them, is you can't
imagine them as anything but what they are, right? You have to confront what
you see.
The value that the teachers find in the graphic novel is one that addresses the value of
teaching and using multimodal texts. For the teachers in the IB diploma program (Ms.

Baker and Ms. Stevenson), teaching their students how to evaluate images is incorporated
into the curriculum. The other teachers value the graphic novel because it is a text that
allows them to teach the same literary analysis skills as a text-only book but with an

additional visual component.
A Kind of Judgement. For Immanuel Kant, the determination of aesthetics is not

necessarily in the object itself; rather it is the interaction between the subject
(teacher/student) and the object (graphic novel) and the experiences that are created from
this relationship that create aesthetics (Hughes, 2010). The more we study an object, the

more we find beauty in it, which makes us want to study it further. This circular
experience, Kant argues, is how we can judge whether or not an object truly has beauty.
Graphic novels can be evaluated by the same standard, especially when students

are excited to read them. Many of the teachers specifically chose graphic novels because

they were looking to engage their students:

137

Ms. Moore: So, I was trying to think, if I'm going to be more engaged [by
bringing in graphic novels into the curriculum], my students are going to be more
engaged.
Ms. Baker: Students are usually excited and, um, uh, I really think that some of
them are excited because this is less reading if reading isn't their thing, which by
the way is completely valid.
Ms. Kirkman: If I put a graphic novel next to a traditional novel, their eyes are
going to go to the graphic novel because it's shorter not realizing how many layers
there can be with it. They're so excited to read something that's visual. I don't
know if that was on purpose back when I first did it or what. Someone referred to
it as a palate cleanser.
Ms. Stevenson: They're excited that there's pictures. And they mistakenly think
that is going to make it easier.

Initially, the students are excited to read a graphic novel because of the novelty of the
text; however, what many students do is read a graphic novel through without really

looking at both the text and image as a combined narrative. Ms. Moore discussed how her

students read through the book the first time on a superficial level:
I will tell you that I think they read it like a very surface reading, and I don't think
they really ponder a lot of the other things about a graphic novel.

This sentiment of the students not reading the text closely was echoed by many of the

teachers, and of course, it is when the teachers push for their students to take a second,
deeper look, do the students begin to see the depth of the graphic novel. Knowing her
students were not really engaging with the graphic novel and missing important details,
she encouraged her students to go back and look a little more:

When you start showing them all the other stuff that's going into the
pages of that graphic novel, they're blown away, and they can't believe how
complicated it really is. So, they have to figure all this out, and they're
overwhelmed. It's kind of funny. It's almost like they've done this physical
workout and they're exhausted. They're like, "Oh, that was so hard."
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Mr. Eisner agrees that encouraging the students to take a second look at the graphic novel
begins to reveal more meaning in the text:

But one of the things about graphic novels is that the reader controls the speed
and the passage of time. So, if I really need my students to do a deeper reading,
which is usually the case, they're very reluctant to go back in when they have
stopped paying attention to the lesson, hyper focused on the thing, and then, finish
the book in a class period. Usually, I have to prompt that, look back. But then,
they're in the minutiae of it. Or I can say, for Fun Home, which I don't actually
have a copy on my desk right now, but for Fun Home, I can say, "Alison says that
her dad was meticulous. Go find me five panels with descriptions where we can
tell." And so, they have to find like, "Oh, he's ironing the drapes." So, those
things. It's harder to get them to go back and look at the words than it is to go
back and look at the pictures.
Ms. Carroll took a slightly different approach when getting her students to take a deeper
look at the graphic novel:

With a visual medium, it almost seemed much more important to me or obvious
that I needed to not say anything and let each student really study a specific page
or even sometimes one panel and draw their own conclusions...So first, drawing
their attention to even just what's there before they're drawing conclusions from it
and then letting them draw their own conclusions and form questions and then
come together in small groups, usually of four, where they're posing their own
questions and showing what they saw on the page and drawing their own
conclusions.

Several of the teachers teach Persepolis and discussed how the students begin to make
more significant meaning of the text once they take a deeper dive:
Ms. Carroll: I remember when I first taught that I was leading the students to
thinking like, "They all look the same. This is Satrapi showing how much they
hate the veil. It's taking away their individuality," but then I had a student who
pointed out, "Well no, actually all their eyebrows are drawn differently and their
mouths." Even though they're just squiggles, they're all different. And then the
panel on the very bottom of that page, which is just the same size and long as that
one where they're all repeated, it shows them at recess and how they're all doing
really comical morbid, weird things with their veils at play. So, it really disrupts
what you would have originally thought by looking at that panel at the top.
Ms. Baker: All right, so there's this page in Persepolis where there are two
images and the top image is of soldiers being blown up by a bomb, and the
bottom image is of Marji and her friends dancing at a party. I actually forgot that
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it was a student who said this the first time, but one of the first times I taught it, a
student was like, "Well, their bodies dancing look the same as the bodies in the
air."
The more the students interacted with these texts objectively, the more subjective

meanings they found. As the students found more meaning in the graphics and words,
they felt encouraged to continue looking through the text.

A text that students find engaging has value, and once students began making
connections with the text, then their excitement about reading them was evident. Mr.

Eisner discussed one of those “a-ha” moments that teachers live for:
[The students] come in and they want to talk about it, and they are noticing things
and I feel like usually...like I'm drawing things out of them with some of the other
texts but, also because they're able to read it in one sitting they still have the full
story arc in front of them when they sit down to discuss it, rather than going these
little halting step by step that you get with a traditional chapter book. But I was
almost moved to tears, because one of my classes came in and they’re like, "I am
shocked, we need to talk about this right now. Whatever you have planned, cancel
it, because we're just going to talk about the book." And I was like ...(incredulous
facial expression).

For these teachers, graphic novels became more than a text; they became a way to hook
their students by presenting them with something novel and unique. Some teachers

indicated that their students seemed familiar with graphic novels before coming to their

class, but there were a few teachers where their advanced-level course was the first
English class that gave them a graphic novel, and these teachers in particular were able to
provide a new way of analyzing judgement.

Incorporating aesthetic judgement into determining the value of graphic novels

could be useful considering that graphic novels also provide an analytical purpose. Kant
(1790) wrote the following:
Although mechanical and beautiful are very different, the first being a mere art
of industry and learning and the second a kind of genius, yet there is no beautiful
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art in which there is not a mechanical element that can be comprehended by rules
and followed accordingly, and which therefore there must be something
scholastic (Kant’s emphasis) as an essential condition (130).
Graphic novels are scholastic in that they are more than words and images; they weave
together two semiotic systems from which students make meaning. Students who may

initially underestimate the complexity of the graphic novel realize that these texts are

worthy of serious study, and more importantly, the students are excited to take a deeper

dive into the graphic novel. Because the form of the graphic novel encourages and excites
the students to take a second evaluation, the value of the graphic novel becomes

intrinsically tied to the relationship the student has with the text. It is this relationship that
connects the student to the text that the ELA teacher finds incredibly valuable in the
classroom.

A Kind of Attitude. Aesthetic attitude is marked by a notion of “distance,” in that
an individual person forces themselves to create a temporal distance between themselves

and the object in order to gain a new perspective on an object (Bullough, 1912). Bullough

(1912) argues that distance “describes a personal (Bullough’s emphasis) relation, often

highly emotionally coloured, but of a peculiar character” that is filtered and cleared of

“the practical, concrete nature of its appeal” (461). To explain his reasoning, Bullough
illustrates his point with a comparison to fog. Individuals may view fog as a hindrance
and then feel a sense of anxiety associated with the fog; this anxiety then colors the
individual’s opinion of the fog. On the other hand, if an individual looks at the fog as a

separate phenomenon and if the individual creates distance to look at the fog objectively,
the individual may then see the true beauty and wonder of the fog.

141

If the merit of a graphic novel is compared to the merit of the canonical texts that

have been traditionally been taught in these advanced-level courses, then the differences
between the texts would perhaps be where the graphic novel loses merit as its rigor may

come into question. However, if the graphic novel is distanced from the other canonical
text and evaluated on its own “peculiar character,” then perhaps more advanced-level

educators would see how valuable it can be in these courses.

These advanced-level teachers see these graphic novels not only as a valuable

object and an engaging way to hook their students but also as a text that can provide the
same rigor as a text-only novel. When discussing how graphic novels are often dismissed

for their lack of rigor, Ms. Baker provides this perspective:
But I'm going to answer it anyway, that to me is why all these concerns about is
this rigorous enough? This is bullshit, because to me it's actually like more layers.
There are more layers to analyze and more places to go...I don't understand
teachers who think that rigor means that students have to be miserable.
Her insight connects the first three of these characteristics of aesthetics together: the

graphic novel as a text is not only interesting and fun for the students but it also provides
complexity and depth for literary analysis. When distanced from other canonical texts, its
multimodal format becomes the “peculiar character” that actually enhances the learning

experience for the student. Ms. Carroll also defends graphic novels as a text appropriate
for advanced-level courses:

Any text is worthy of rigorous study. For an English teacher to put up their nose
at some kind of what they consider popular art or popular cultural text is totally
missing that point.
Mr. Eisner also worries about what happens to graphic novels when they are lumped in

with ideas of “popular art” or “popular cultural” and broadly dismissed rather than judged

on their own merit as a text:
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But I think that there's still an understanding, not even that, I think almost
understood at this point, that there are graphic novels for adults. I think we're
almost finally past the point of comics are for kids kind of thing. But I think we're
more so entering a phase of people who were under the school of thought that
they aren't smart...Because I have a lot of students, especially this year, more this
year than any other year that read a lot of Manga for instance, which are translated
books. But they may not even really think about that super heavily that there's a
transfer of language going on in there. But a lot of these kids read Manga and then
I will say, "Oh, well, we're going to read a more difficult novel next." And they
say, "Oh, well, I'm not, smart. I'm not. I can't read that." So I think that there is
sort of an inherent synonymous understanding, "If I read Manga or I read comics,
I may be reading, but I'm not reading something smart," even though all of these
things have like, not all of them, but many of them have broadly complex or
overly so concepts. So, it's a matter of like what wrapping paper is it put under?
Yeah. So, I think if we as a society are ... If we're not addressing the fact that
comics are smart, then kids or people growing up are going to assume, "Well, I'm
reading it, but it's not smart. So therefore, I'm not either."
Mr. Eisner’s point of graphic novels not being viewed as “smart” literature is perhaps

why they have not been readily embraced in these advanced-level courses. Even though
comics and cartoons carry a linguistic weight to them, they are not distanced from the

context of comics and cartoons being for children or intending to provide humor rather
than analytical sustenance. Perhaps this attitude of not viewing graphic novels as works

of art is what is preventing their widespread use in the courses. Ms. Kirkman believes

something similar:
I think a lot of it has to do with the history of comics and just people looking
down them and thinking that they're not real art. And I think that is changing quite
a bit. But even now, a lot of times what gets used isn't a graphic novel for its own
sake. For those lower level classes, it's the graphic novel version of Romeo and
Juliet, which I think is what our reading support class reads instead of reading
Romeo and Juliet. But I think when they're looked at as pieces of work in their
own right, they're just as rich and complex as any other text we might give them.

For her AP course syllabus, Ms. Kirkman’s third quarter text is “a novel of literary
merit,” and she makes her students defend their graphic novels as novels of “literary

merit:”
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They just go through and I say, "Okay. Pretend like it's not visual. Now, talk
about it on a textual level. How could you use this? What would you connect it
to? How does it work with society?", et cetera. And then they go into, "Now, can
you analyze it panel by panel just like you would for example chapter by
chapter?" Usually, they can. They tend to focus on symbolism, allegory, the big
ones, but they work.
When studied and analyzed on their own merit and not against traditional texts of the
canon, graphic novels can provide access to the same literary elements and analysis as
text-only novels. Their rigor is not diminished because they have less text; rather, their

merit is actually enhanced because the art provides a secondary component for analysis.
Ms. Moore believes in this value of art that graphic novels provide:

Because I think it's all this stuff we've talked about. It's not just words. If they
watch images, if they're watching Netflix or TV or commercials, political spots,
all this stuff brings in images. It brings in archetypal characters. Again, the color
symbolism, all these different things that words alone can't bring. I like the
combination of what the image and the color and the symbolism bring along with
the words, because I don't think you can just isolate words. What are words worth
in a way? They're pretty one-dimensional flat things, but then when you combine
them with all of this, you're getting something so much fuller.
This “something” that Ms. Moore alludes to is the “literary heft” that Ms. Carroll argues

graphic novels have, which makes them completely appropriate for advanced-level
courses. Graphic novels, when judged on their own merit as transmitters of narratology,

provide teachers and students with the same essential elements of literary analysis that
text-only novels provide. Just because they don’t look like a text that was historically

taught in these courses does not mean that they cannot be good for the students and the

course. As novels were finally accepted over time as “serious” texts, so too, may the

more graphic ones.
A Kind of Experience. Dewey (1934) argues that expressive art becomes its own

language, and that the chosen medium of the art can communicate in a powerful way. He
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further claims that work of art is “a work of art only when it lives in some individualized
experience” (p. 212). The lived experience contributes to the deeper connection that the

individual has with the art, defining the value of the art.
For many of these teachers, they use graphic novels as a means of providing an
experience for their students. After completing their literary analysis of the graphic novel,
the teachers then turn the creative process over to their students so that their students can

immerse themselves in the creation of their own art.
After her unit on the graphic novel, Ms. Moore turns the creation of art over to her

students:
I found this story about... It's called The Exploding Whale. Maybe you've heard of
it. So, this gigantic whale carcass washes up on a beach in Oregon and they don't
know how they're going to get rid of the whale carcass, and they blow it up and it
becomes a disaster... I gave my kids, they watched the news story on YouTube.
They read a news article on it, and then they had to translate the main idea of the
whale, the exploding whale story, into a graphic novel page

Figure 5
Student Sample of Exploding Whale story
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Figure 6
Student Sample of Exploding Whale Story

Ms. Moore continued:

It was amazing, because one kid did it from the seagull's point of view, so it's like
flying over the beach looking down on the dead whale, and then the explosion is
just like this flat red and orange cloud coming up off the beach.
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Figure 7
Student Sample of Exploding Whale Story

Ms. Moore sees the value in having her students become the creator of art rather than just

the consumer. In an exercise such as this, students are actively engaging in
transmediation where they are taking a news report and video and creating the narrative

into their own drawings, determining what to show in the frames and what to imply in the

gutters between the panels.
Ms. Carroll also has her students create their own graphic novels. After reading
Persepolis, she has her students create a personal narrative in a graphic format. In a blog

post about her experience using graphic novels in her AP Language and Composition
course, Ms. Carroll frames her rationale for this project:

But another important reason to teach students to read, analyze, and create a
graphic novel is that the form invites them to express hard truths about themselves
and their experiences in a way that is different from what they can do with pure
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prose. And perhaps a more surprising reason is for the impact it can have on a
teacher’s relationship with students. Teaching the graphic novel to my high school
English students was a way for me to see that there was pain in my classroom and
the role I might be playing in students’ difficult experiences.
McCloud (1993) explains that the less cartoons are detailed and specific, the more the

reader can import and envision their own experience into the narrative. Furthermore, the

medium of the cartoon can also create emotional distance between the author and their
narrative in a way that is not possible in a plain text or written format. This insular
distance can allow for more emotional and personal storytelling, a medium that is
beneficial for students.

For Ms. Carroll, these student-created graphic novels provided a space for
students to discuss their own personal struggles. In her interview, she said that students

would discuss their struggles with their sexuality, often using their graphic novels to
come out in this safe environment; other students used the platform to discuss issues such
as suicide or the isolation they felt at the school. In fact, Ms. Carroll noted that this was a

common, yet powerful, occurrence that happened in all of the courses in which this unit

of the graphic novel/student-created graphic novel was taught.
Part of the lesson also included having students read the work of other students,
sometimes de-identifying the artist. Students became more intimately aware of the

struggles of their classmates and how the artist envisioned their public and private regard;
students could also see how their actions impacted the lives of their classmates, leading to

a development of a type of critical consciousness (Freire, 2000) within their classroom
community.
Ms. Carroll notes in her blog post that this experience was not just powerful for
her students; it was also incredible powerful for her as an educator:
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While reading my first class set of student-created graphic novels, I started to
reconsider everything from my assessment practices to my nonverbal signals. I
didn’t change into an enlightened, empathetic teacher overnight, but I started to
approach interactions with students with the understanding that there were stories
inside them that I wanted to hear, that I could make instructional decisions that
would decrease cortisol and build relationships.
And concludes her post with these words:

Teaching students to create graphic novels gives you the power to read their
minds, which can change everything about the way you teach. More importantly,
it gives them the power of voice—a superpower that can change their worlds.
When asked in the interview what was the most rewarding part of teaching graphic
novels, Ms. Carroll did not hesitate with her answer:

So, this is an experience where I'm seeing them produce work that I'm just
genuinely in awe of, which has never happened when they write prose for me. I'm
not going to be like, "Wow." For their level, sure, this is really impressive for a
10th grader, but not really impress me as just a reader. But that's different with
their graphic novels. They're able to produce a quality of impactful emotional
work that I'm in awe of.

By having their students engage in the creation of art after reading how another artist
interprets their own narrative using art and words, these teachers are tapping into their

own students' funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Molls & Amanti, 2005), allowing the

students to express their thoughts in a way that may not be expressible via words only.
Dewey (1934) explains that

The work of art...is not only the outcome of imagination, but operates
imaginatively rather than in the realm of physical existences. What it does is to
concentrate and enlarge an immediate experience...The work of art is thus a
challenge to the performance of a like act of evocation and organization, through
imagination, on the part of the one who experiences it. It is not just a stimulus to
and means of an overt course of action.

For these students, the experience of engaging in the creation of art, especially art that is

connected to their personal lives, becomes an incredibly valuable means of expression.
Any teacher can have their student create art, to use transmediation, to connect to a
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student’s fund of knowledge. However, these teachers framed this entire experience with

a graphic novel, first providing and building a foundation of language and skills that the
students then were able to transfer to use for themselves. The combination of factors: the
personal experience, the art, the control of the narrative is what makes the graphic novel a
powerful text to teach in these advanced-level courses.
A Kind of Value. That last characteristic of aesthetics that will be discussed is
aesthetic value. Since the term value is such an encompassing concept of a multitude of

ideas, for the purpose of this characteristic, I will not frame this section from an aesthetic

philosopher; rather, I will focus on the value that the teachers see in using graphic novels.
For these teachers, the value of the graphic novel is in the transmission of ideas that the
format allows. Students can not only take the visual literacy that they learn about from a
graphic novel and apply it to other types of media, but they can also not just read about
but see the experiences that authors have had.
In a blog post about graphic novels, Ms. Carroll discusses the value that she sees

in graphic novels:
There is no shortage of ways we all can benefit from teaching graphic novels.
They engage reluctant or struggling readers, they are gateway texts for more
complex literature, they build necessary background knowledge, and they develop
visual literacy skills.

Other teachers agree with that assessment of the value and benefit of graphic novels. For

many of the teachers, they see the growth in their students of literacy skills, both visual
and narrative:
Ms. Moore: I think when the kids start finally making those connections, like
you said, when they start... They remember the color symbolism, or they know...
When they can finally get through the last section of Beowulf, because it's divided
into three sections, and the last section is mostly gray tones, and so then that's one
of the questions I'm asking them is, why do we have this sudden change that we
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have in the beginning we have these brown and blue and green tones, and then we
get into the middle of the book and we've got these brown tones and still some of
the green, and we've got some orange... Then all of a sudden, we go from color to
really no color, and it's almost like the book goes silent, and you're looking at
this... Then they finally know, "Oh, because he's old and gray represents him
being aged now, and he's near the end of his life, and he's weaker." When they
start making those connections finally, that's awesome.

For Ms. Moore, part of the value of graphic novels is how she can use them to teach

inferential skills to her students. At the beginning of her graphic novel unit, she teaches
colors and their traditional meanings. Students then apply this knowledge to their graphic
novels, adding to the students’ visual literacy skill set.
Ms. Kirkman: Last year, we were talking about bleeds and we talked about it. It's
called My Father Bleeds History, and he goes, "Miss, but wait, it goes across the
page," and it was just like the little light bulb above his head...For the kids that are
just visual, it's the best. Things that they might've struggled with. One of the
books that we do is Handmaid's Tale, for example, where symbolism is very out
there. Here, it's like literally in front of your face so it's very easy to point out and
you approach it backwards. Okay. Now, it’s simple. Tell me how it is and how it
extends through the novel.

Ms. Kirkman also visual skills that students learn through reading graphic novels and

then has them apply that same symbolism of colors and graphics to text-only novels. The

knowledge and skills acquired through reading graphic novels are also applicable and

transferable to other texts.
Mr. Eisner: And so, I had a kid once that came in, and he was like, "I was trying
to watch my favorite movie, The Fast and the Furious Tokyo Drift," which I
thought was a really weird choice for a kid in 2017. He's like, "But all I could see
were color symbols and metaphors." And then, he just said, "When do I get to
enjoy things again?"
In this conversation with a student, Mr. Eisner also references the idea of transferability

of visual literacy skills between media. Like Ms. Kirkman’s students, Mr. Eisner’s
students were also able to use what they learned from graphic novels and apply them in

other contexts.
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These teachers also value these graphic novels because of what Keen (2001) calls
the ambassadorial strategic empathy and strategic narrative empathy. Because graphic

novels contain images that can create a space in that the reader can more easily imagine

themselves in the story, they become a powerful way to tell an emotional story. Stories
told from a historical context can evoke empathy in a modern-day reader, making the

narrative a bounded and ambassadorial text that transcends its own time period. Several

of the teachers in this study teach graphic novel memoirs that allow them to give their
students exposure to a difficult historical event, and because these texts contain images in

which the students can “see” themselves, the value of the graphic novel becomes even
more apparent. Ms. Baker agrees that this is one reason she loves Persepolis:
I mean, I think Persepolis in particular for IB is such an amazing fit
because IB is looking at global understanding. If you just gave my students a 10page paper about the Iranian Revolution, most students aren't going to engage
with that. They're not going to think about the personal connections. Most of them
aren't going to read it. But this text means they can learn something about the
history of the world that they aren't learning in history class, because there's too
many parts of history to teach them all, and that doing it in a frame that actually
allows students to gain that information. So it just... it's such a marvelous vehicle,
not just for story, but for literary analysis, for exploration of social issues, for
exploration of history, it's all there...But anyway, I've had students really, really
get interested in the history because of the way that it was presented. Like,
"Whoa, I can't believe all this stuff was happening. Now I understand what she
means when she says this. Now I understand who's pulling the strings." I've really
had kids respond to the levels of depth that they didn't see coming.

Ms. Carroll echoes not only this idea about Persepolis, but also expands the idea of

empathy and understanding to other topics that secondary students may struggle with.
From her blog post she reflects:

The combination of words and pictures helps writers communicate hard stuff—
no story is too complex to tell with this medium. Comics have a long history of
teaching complex subject matter. There are graphic novels that discuss scientific
phenomena, race, gender, cancer, and mental health. Satrapi catches us up on
thousands of years of Persian history through carefully composed panels. Some of
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my students were able to portray subtle racial and gender-based microaggressions
they experienced without even needing to know the term “microaggression.”
Others described complex learning disabilities and mental health issues without
using a clinical vocabulary.
Mr. Eisner related a similar experience after his discussion of American Born Chinese.

He realized that both the way he frames the text in terms of a means to teach
intersectionality combined with the strong visual elements of the text that the students are
able to have a deeper understanding of what he is attempting to teach:

[Before teaching the text] So, we research a little bit the Chinese Exclusion Act
and the Thomas Nast political cartoons at the time. And even though Nast was an
ally of the... may use that term loosely. Even though he was not super anti
Chinese because of the accepted imagery of Chinese people in the country at that
time, kids look at that and be like, "Whoa, that's racist." And I'm like, "Yeah, it
is."
[in our follow-up interview] I just finished American Born Chinese with my
students. And interestingly enough, I sort of see kids getting more, for lack of
better terms, woke as time goes on. So, we get to the chapter that puts everything
off kilter, and I had kids messaging me in the chat going, "Oh my God. So is that
the ..." What did they say? "Is that the representation of his own internalized
racism?" And I was just like, "What? Yes. I can't believe I didn't have to walk you
through that."
Ms. Baker had a similar experience when teaching Persepolis, as she believes that the

graphic novels is a platform for larger societal issues:
This is such a serious topic but presented in a way that is accessible. I also love
that it's a coming of age story because another thing that's successful about it is
the bildungsroman factor that students really can relate to the growing up issues. I
like that there is important discussion of sexism and feminism in that book, as
well as discussion of social classes and social inequity.

When teachers are selecting a text to use in their course, they are looking for a text that is

ultimately valuable for whatever their objectives are for their course. For these teachers,
graphic novels provided not only a platform for the students to discuss immediate issues
that are relevant to their lives, but teachers also use these graphic novels to explore larger,

153

societal factors that impact others. From these texts, teachers can teach issues such as

empathy and do it in a manner that is accessible. Regardless of their objectives, these

teachers all picked graphic novels because they could use them to teach specific
academic standards and because these texts sparked larger conversations in their

classroom community.
Summary

For all of these teachers, different properties of sensemaking were present and powerful

at different times of their decision-making process. For some their strong sense of
identity was the primary determiner of their curriculum choices; for others, they found
the school and course environment supportive of their decisions. Many of these teachers

demonstrate proactive behavior because they were the first, and in some cases the only,

teacher to bring graphic novels into their courses. Regardless of their reasons for why
they brought the graphic novel into the course, they ultimately saw value in the graphic

novel for what it could offer their students: a way to teach literary elements, a way to

instruct on visual literacy, a platform for discussion, a form of expression. While none of
these teachers saw what they were doing as extraordinary, the reality is that their use of

graphic novels in these advanced-level courses, at the minimum, challenges the

traditional secondary ELA canon. For a much larger purpose, these teachers are being
reactive to their students in these particular courses and making them more accessible and

engaging which could, in turn, bring in more students to these courses. The racism and
classism that this bounded system was built on is being actively challenged by these

teachers in their own small way, and furthermore, many of these teachers are using these
texts to further dismantle larger societal hegemonies. They are using these texts to build
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bridges between students and between their students and the larger world, and all these
bridges are being built within the smallest gutters of these texts. For these teachers,
graphic novels just ma
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CHAPTER VII

DISCUSSION
The purpose of this case study was to explore how and why advanced-level ELA

teachers use graphic novels in their course. The following research questions framed the

study:
1. How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the constraints of

specific curricular boundaries or limitations, personal beliefs, and environmental
social factors?
2. What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including graphic novels in

their curriculum?
3. How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional identities impact

curriculum choices and selection?
In this chapter, I discuss and interpret the findings from Chapter 4 as they apply to these

specific questions and then connect the findings to the relevant literature in Chapter 2. I
will also discuss the limitations of this study and give future recommendations for

research and will conclude with implications of this research.
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Currently, there is no literature that traces the process of why advanced-level ELA

teachers use graphic novels in their course. Most studies focus on how graphic novels are
used in other types of classes including EFL, ELL, special education, or in classrooms
with readers who need support (Gillenwater, 2014; Hughes, et al., 2011; Nesmith, et al.,

2016; Smetana, 2010); however, due to the bounded system and the historical context

provided about texts traditionally taught in advanced-level courses, this research fills a
gap in the literature.

Research Question 1: How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the
constraints of specific curricular boundaries or limitations, personal beliefs, and

environmental social factors?
At the macro level, broad federal and state mandates and standardized

assessments influence how teachers make curricular decisions. For many underclassmen

courses, 9th and 10th grade courses, curriculum may be selected to best prepare students
for state standardized assessments; for upperclassmen, advanced-level courses, many of
these courses have their own year-end assessment. However, many of the participants

indicated that there is an unspoken understanding that their students will perform well, at

least on the state assessment which provides a little more freedom and autonomy to these
teachers when selecting curriculum. Some of the participants had taught at multiple levels
(Honors vs. non-Honors classes), and they did indicate that there was a different type of
process for selecting literature for their advanced courses.

For teachers who teach Advanced Placement courses and courses within the
International Baccalaureate program, the courses provide a framework, but do not dictate

specific curriculum. The expectations of these courses also include an end of the year
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assessment, or assessments in the case of some IB options, so teachers prepare their

students for these assessments; however, only some states include AP data as a part of

their state school report card (Education Commission of the States, 2021), and in the case
where the states do not include AP data, the force of curriculum limitation may be
drastically lessened due to less pressure of student performance.

Another limitation as the meso level of curriculum selection confirms what
Brauer (2010) purported was that often teachers within a content department face

additional pressures about curriculum selections as negotiations now factor into play
between multiple teachers. Many of my participants were individual content teachers in

that they were the only one within their department which then removed that limitation
from their curriculum selections. These teachers had immense flexibility and freedom in

bringing in graphic novels into their classroom. In the instances where teachers operated

within a cohort of grade and content level teachers, there was much less freedom. Ms.
Stevenson discussed the process of designing and negotiating the curriculum of a single

class; she indicated that there were a few units that she loved that she had to give up

teaching because the other members of the cohort wanted to use another unit. In larger
departments such as the one she teaches in, these negotiations are perhaps unavoidable,

but they do increase the likelihood of creating a boundary regarding curriculum.

Interestingly, both Ms. Baker and Ms. Stevenson teach English in an IB program, and
while Ms. Baker praised the wide range of options and suggestions that the programs

provided, Ms. Stevenson saw the options and suggestions as limiting. I imagine this
disparity arises from the fact that Ms. Baker is a single teacher in her course and never
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has to negotiate with anyone regarding curriculum while Ms. Stevenson must negotiate
every decision regarding curriculum, further creating boundaries and limitations for her.
In spite of these limitations, the primary factor in choosing curriculum for

students seemed to be what the students would like and/or respond to the best. Within any
framework of curriculum, the participants still wanted to use texts that were not only

engaging to the students but were also relevant to the lives of their students. There were
certainly concerns from the participants about how parents would react to the text

selections, but again, the participants experienced little to no pushback from the parents,
and in most cases, their own administration was supportive or at least not prohibitive of

their choices.

Research Question 2: What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including
graphic novels in their curriculum?

For all of these participants, including graphic novels in their course was a

decision that was extremely important to them. Some of the teachers included graphic
novels because they had read some iteration of graphic novels or comics their entire lives
and considered them to be a part of how they saw themselves as readers: Mr. Eisen loved
comics and is still a cartoonist; he also has long believed in the academic importance of

graphic novels. Ms. Kirkman discussed how present comics were in her own childhood.

For other teachers, their choice to use graphic novels was one that came from a curiosity

about them and a desire to bring in texts that were engaging for their students: Ms. Moore
became intrigued by them and immersed herself into understanding the language of usage

of graphic novels while Ms. Baker wanted a text that checked a variety of personal and
professional boxes.
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Ultimately, the teachers found the use of graphic novels to be an important
decision in their curriculum because of how “non-traditional” they are. These teachers
saw the value of a graphic novel not only in its art, but in its narratology. They especially

appreciated the conversations sparked by these engaging texts. Despite the fact that they
all recognized that graphic novels are regarded differently than “traditional texts” (an
issue of semantics that some of the participants mentioned), none of these teachers really

saw their choice of a graphic novel as groundbreaking, despite the fact that graphic

novels are not typically used in their advanced-level classrooms. Almost all of the

teachers experienced varying levels of social pushback from their decision to use the
graphic novel, but this negative feedback did not deter them from continuing to use the
text.

For all of these teachers, the feedback from their students became perhaps the
primary reason why they continued to use the text. English teachers want their students to
read the books that are selected for the class; however, most English teachers will also
acknowledge that their students may not or do not read all of the assigned texts. The

graphic novels were initially less threatening or less intimidating for the students, and the

more the students interacted with the multiple semiotic systems of the graphic novels, the
more intrigued and animated they became. Students were vying to be the ones to make
meaning from a frame or panel or to connect images to themes. This level of engagement

and excitement became part of a positive feedback loop for the teachers, which only
made them more determined to continue using them.
Most significant to this study was the fact that all of these teachers felt that

graphic novels were no less rigorous than traditional texts, and in the bounded system of
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advanced-level classrooms, this perception of graphic novels has tremendous value.

Because of their use of both art and text, students can actually connect to the text in more
complex ways than a text-only novel. The art creates both a barrier for students when

reading stories that are horrific or dehumanizing in nature and a simultaneous pathway

for the students to empathetically enter into the story. There were no sacrifices to the

curriculum in terms of literary analysis or writing with graphic novels; if anything,
graphic novels created new and more creative possibilities for these students. For the type

of student who typically takes the advanced-level courses, creative ways of expressing
thought and understanding should be encouraged as gifted students sometimes need to be

challenged to perform tasks that they may not have already perfected (i.e. writing an
essay) (Galbraith & Delisle, 2015).
The experiences of these teachers with graphic novels in their advanced-level
course were overwhelmingly positive. Not only did their students enjoy the experience,
but some of the teachers were even able to influence other colleagues to use graphic

novels. Through their enthusiasm and persistence, they were able to push their influence
into other classroom settings.

Research question 3: How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional
identities impact curriculum choices and selection?
The literature is clear that teachers will generally teach what they know and what
they are comfortable with (Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004; Stallworth, Gibbons & Fauber,

2006). So, in the case of those teachers who had not previously been exposed to graphic
novels, what made them choose this type of text? Interestingly, the answer is the same for
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those teachers who have loved graphic novels and/or comics their whole lives: there is a

personal identity piece that guided them to this choice.

For the teachers who already loved graphic novels and comics, bringing them into

their classroom was an act of love. They wanted to give their students the same positive
experiences and memories that they had. For most of the other teachers—those who grew

up with graphic novels included—they brought in the graphic novels because they were
an interesting, worthwhile idea, one that had not previously been explored in any other

English classroom at their school. As part of the semi-structured interview format, I was
able to ask follow-up questions that were responsive to what my participants were saying.

Two of these questions were: “Were you the first person to bring in graphic novels to

your department?” and “What other curriculum ideas have you introduced in the past?”

Unsurprisingly, there was a very interesting correlation for both of these answers. The
introduction of the graphic novels to their curriculum was just a wonderful symptom of

their larger identity of being a change agent in their schools. Fullen (1993) found that
teachers as change agents have four distinguishable characteristics: personal vision,

inquiry, mastery, and collaboration. A change agent actually seeks to positively channel
change because of an appreciation for the “volatile character” that change represents.
Change agents tend to identify as life-long learners and “behave their way into new

visions and ideals” (Fullen, 1993, p. 13). van der Heijden, Beijaard, Geldens, and

Popeijus (2018) also found that when teachers act as change agents, often their primary

driving force is that they have their students’ best interests in mind. Teachers as change
agents tend to be more innovative in their curriculum and do so with great
confidence. Many of these teachers became change agents with regards to bringing
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graphic novels into their classrooms. Being a change agent occurs through sensemaking
as an individual evaluates the current context or environment and makes a decision based

on what they know. Individuals perceive ambiguity—or in the context of this study, these

teachers saw a course curriculum that was not bound with the same restrictions as other
classes—and took those opportunities to create change.
Ms. Moore wanted to connect themes in Star Wars to themes in literature

hundreds of years old because her students were tired of “sad stories,” and so she

designed an entirely new curriculum around what would be most engaging for them. Mr.
Eisen wanted to bring in comics and graphic novels because of his own love for them
when no other teacher in his department taught them. Ms. Carroll believes that rigor of

text is not bound to a text-only novel, and while graphic novels had already been

introduced at her school, she not only embraced them for the social and emotional

benefits they provided for her students, but she writes prolifically about their use in AP
courses on her blog and encourages other teachers to use them as well, further qualifying
her as a change agent. Ms. Baker thrives off creating an engaging curriculum for her

students and discusses in her interview how she uses a plethora of atypical sources—from
graphic novels to lyrics written by musician Kendrick Lamar in her classroom—because

she believes they are best for her students. Ms. Stevenson has a long teaching career of

introducing new books, new activities, and new lessons into her classroom. As a teacher
who is also a voracious reader, she wants to expose her students to different voices from

all over the world. Finally, for Ms. Kirkman, her love of comics and graphic novels from
her childhood inspired to not only bring them into her classroom, but she, like many of

the other participants, was the first to bring them into her school.
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Despite their many differences, all of these teachers share the commonality of
being change agents; they envisioned what they wanted for their students and for their

curriculum and they made it happen. They read, they learned, they collaborated with
others, and their persistence to create a better experience for their students perhaps

constitutes their biggest identity piece as professionals and as sensemakers.

Limitations of Study
There were a few limitations to this study. First all of the participants were white
and of the six, only one participant identified as male. While American teachers are
overwhelmingly white and female, having a lack of diversity of participants is limiting

because of other social and racial factors that could influence an individual’s

sensemaking process. I imagine that these social and racial factors could also be a
potential boundary or limitation with regards to curriculum and autonomy; therefore, this
study is unable to address those factors.

Another limitation of this study was the type of school from which my
participants came. Most of my participants come from schools that are very racially

diverse, and many of the schools in which my participants teach are Title I schools. What

was interesting was that I did not have a participant from a predominantly white, more
socioeconomically advantaged school. Since advanced-level courses and the American
ELA canon both derive from primarily white and economically privileged school

settings, not having a participant from a school such as this limits an understanding of in

what contexts graphic novels are being used. If graphic novels can challenge the ELA
canon in secondary schools and teachers who teach advanced-level courses potentially

have more professional capital to make changes that challenge the ELA canon, there is a

164

gap in this study regarding who exactly is teaching graphic novels in these courses and in

what type of school they are being taught.

Additionally, another limitation is that these interviews were primarily conducted

at the beginning of the 2020-2021 school year when all schools were adjusting to
teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. Many teachers were adjusting to an

interruption in their normal teaching routine which was undoubtedly a distraction. This

could perhaps provide an answer to the lack of diversity with participants.
Further Research
There are many interesting potential research questions that were generated from
this study. One future study could explore ELA canonicity in schools that are

socioeconomically diverse to ascertain if there are patterns in literature taught based on

school demographics. Since cultural capital (CITI) seems to be replicated in specific
contexts, it would be interesting to look at how this replication impacts the choices of

literature taught in ELA classrooms and what impact this replication has on either
upholding the canon or changing the canon. Another future study could look at how

teachers who are change agents operate within other content areas in secondary
classrooms. In this study, it seems that having ELA teachers as change agents could

impact and create a diversity in the current ELA canon; therefore, it would be beneficial
to explore how change agents in other content areas impact those spheres of educational

capital.
Implications of Research
All of these teachers in this study have characteristics of change agents which

seems to be particularly impactful as they also teach courses that many of their current
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students would have historically been excluded from. Because this research has the
potential to be transformative, then there are some further implications of this research
that need to be discussed.

Professional Development/Pre-service Instruction. Since personal and
professional identity seems to be not only a powerful property of sensemaking but a

major influence of curriculum selection, providing professional development for novice
in-service teachers and pre-service teachers about building a coherent personal and

professional identity could be valuable in building confidence in these teachers early in

their careers. When teachers are confident in their ability to make good and appropriate
choices about curriculum, they may be more likely to create positive change in spaces of

autonomy within their classroom or department.
Furthermore, since there is a national racial disparity between the teachers in the
front of the classrooms and the students in the classroom, having teachers who

understand and believe in equity is crucial, especially in many of these advanced-level

courses as these courses are often pathways to college admission. Teachers who have a

strong personal and professional belief in choosing a curriculum that best benefits and
reflects the interests of their students in their classroom could potentially make needed

systemic changes in our educational system.

Cultivating and encouraging life-long learners could be another pathway for

schools to utilize professional development. Since many states require teachers to
continue some sort of learning in order to renew their teaching license, districts could
design and build programs to cultivate change agents within their own schools and then

166

have those teachers lead meaningful professional development for teachers in their

content areas.
Policy Implications. One commonality of the participants of this study was that
they were teaching their advanced-level course because of their seniority at their school.

They were offered these courses not because they were perhaps best suited for these
courses but because they had been there longer than other teachers in their department.
Giving advanced-level courses to more senior teachers is common in many secondary
schools; however, research indicates that the longer teachers are in the classroom, the less

likely they are to change their curriculum thereby potentially perpetuating the ELA
canon.

Course assignment is maintained at the local level and how each district
determines which teacher teaches which course(s) differs between districts. While this

may not apply in all content areas where teacher specialization and certification are
determined through pre-service testing such as PRAXIS, in other more generalized

content areas, this practice of assigning more senior teachers to more advanced-level
courses is commonplace. One argument for continuing this practice is that the teacher
approaches these advanced-level courses with more experience; however, conversely,

this often means that less experienced teachers teach classes that have students with

higher and more pressing academic needs. If districts are committed to equity and putting
the right teacher with the right students, then districts using their teaching staff

intentionally and purposefully should be a conversation worth having.
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Curriculum Implications. While there is no defined or specific ELA canon in
American secondary schools, there are texts that have more longevity than others. Some

of this longevity is due to the persistent belief that students should be familiar with
specific authors and specific texts as this knowledge will benefit them on standardized

assessments, in postsecondary contexts, and by extension, their adult life. These texts are
believed to provide cultural capital, and historically, these advanced-level courses were

academic spaces that taught and perpetuated these authors and texts. Since these courses

carry so much academic and social capital for students, these courses could also be the

most appropriate spaces to further diversify and/or dismantle the current canon. These
advanced-level courses are much more diverse than when they were first created and if
these courses can potentially provide an academic pathway to higher education, then the

literature and lessons taught need to reflect the faces in these classrooms.
There should also be a shift in what literature is considered “acceptable” or

rigorous for these courses. Much of the literature that constitutes the canon has a
decidedly White, male presence, and some of these canonical texts also contain erroneous

and harmful racial, ethnic or gender stereotypes that were deemed part of the norm of the
hegemonic hierarchy but are inappropriate for our students today. Furthermore, in order

for this shift to happen, testing companies need to modify their exams to include more

types of literature. The pressure for students to pass or score well on these assessments is
immense, so districts and teachers will frequently mirror their curriculum to match these
exams. The more diverse these assessments become, the more easily changes can occur

in secondary curriculum.
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Transformative Power of Graphic Novels. All literature has the power to be

transformative. As educators, we need to be able to use every available type of literature
to provide the best experiences and opportunities for our students. Graphic novels have a
distinct transformative power; their use of both art and text help tell difficult stories and
help create empathy in the reader. While graphic novels have been increasing in

popularity and have become more accepted in ELA classes over the last decade, there are
still underlying assumptions about them that they are not “real” literature. This
“lowbrow” literature label is incredibly undeserved as these texts provide powerful

spaces for students to connect with other experiences and to connect with one another.

Not only can graphic novels become a platform to have meaningful discussions about
issues that impact our students today as they are more modern and relevant than
canonical texts, but they can also be used to support social/emotional development in our

students. Sometimes students have difficulty expressing their ideas in words for fear of

not being understood or being judged; however, visual art can create a type of avenue for

the student to feel safer and more secure about expressing themselves. Advanced-level

students need this support as well, and these advanced-level courses seem to be one of
only spaces in which they are not viewed as valuable.

Critical Thinking Regarding Visual Texts. As our world is becoming more
increasingly visual, educators should respond to this evolution by creating more spaces to

teach visual literacy. Teaching visual literacy is becoming more crucial as disinformation

spreads more rapidly than truth, and students need to be taught not only how to
understand visual texts on a semiotic level, but they need to also learn how to make

meaning from them and question the veracity of the text. By introducing more
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opportunities to learn and understand visual literacy in our ELA classrooms, we can also
create more opportunities to explore other critical literary elements such as rhetoric that
will enable them to view these visual texts with a critical lens.

Summary
This chapter served to answer the research questions from this case study using a

social constructive approach and Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory. Advanced-level

secondary English courses can provide students with a rigorous education that can meet
the needs of these particular learners. However, these courses can also be transformative
as they carry an immense amount of academic capital. Part of this change will come from
whoever is in the front of the classroom. If the teacher is a change agent and seeks to

create the best learning experience that is responsive to their students regardless of
historical precedent, then the combined force of both the professional and academic

capital can be harnessed to make larger systemic changes that make these courses more
inclusive and less exclusionary. Another part of this change will come for the choices of

curriculum being taught. If the teacher wishes to use this advanced-level platform to
challenge the canon, then a shift in literary cultural capital is also possible.

Teachers face a plethora of challenges and limitations when selecting curriculum

for their courses. For ELA teachers, the ambiguity in the standards present a prime
opportunity for proactive teachers to become change agents within their school.
Hopefully, we can seek out and develop more teachers who strive for equity and justice

for their students and who use the ambiguous “gutters” of the standards to create their
own artwork of curriculum.
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APPENDIX A
Research Questions:
Q1: How do teachers select texts for their classrooms within the constraints of specific
curricular boundaries or limitations, personal beliefs, and environmental social factors?
• Can include school/district influence, student interest, social/political concerns
Q2: What are teachers’ perceptions and experiences of including graphic novels in their
curriculum?
• Can include pedagogical practices, classroom challenges and success
Q3: How do teachers’ perceived personal and professional identity impact curriculum
choices and selection?
•
Can include experiences with colleagues and personal preferences

Background questions:
1. What class(es) and grade(s) level do you currently teach?
2. How long have you been teaching?
3. Can you tell me about your school? (population, demographics,
social/geographical context)
4. Why did you become an English teacher?
5. How did you come to teach the advanced-level course?

Questions for teacher:
1. How would you describe your process of selecting literature for your course?
(Q1)
2. What are the academic factors that contribute to your selection? How much do
these academic factors drive curriculum selection? (Q1)
3. What are some personal factors that contribute to your selection? How much do
these personal factors drive curriculum selection? (Q3)
4. What are the limitations that you face when selecting curriculum for your course?
(Q1)
5. To what extent do you believe your own personal beliefs play a role in your
curriculum selection? (Q3)
6. What influenced your decision to teach graphic novels? (Q3)
7. Which graphic novels do you prefer to use and why? (Q2)
8. What challenges have you faced by colleagues because you use graphic novels in
your classroom? What challenges have you faced from parents (from students)?
(Q1)
9. How have graphic novels been accepted by parents? By students? What have you
noticed? (Q2)
10. What is your perception of how students learn with the use of graphic novels?
(Q2)
11. Why do you think graphic novels are appropriate for advanced students? (Q2)
12. How does your instruction of graphic novels differ from your instruction of
traditional texts? (Q2)
13. What do you find most challenging about teaching graphic novels? What do you
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find most rewarding? (Q2)
14. Overall, how would you describe your experiences teaching graphic novels? (Q2)
15. “Critical incident”- positive or negative in teaching
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