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So you want to motivate your students to read... with authentic material... oh, yeah, doesn’t everybody? With the resources available nowadays, it’s really not difficult: several publishers host websites that can be accessed free of charge; the Web itself is full of activities and tools of all kinds, and there are the readers, usually facilitated to cater to specific levels. And there are comic books.

 

Comics have been used for a long time in language teaching, mainly the comic strips from newspapers. I would guess that the Peanuts and Calvin & Hobbes series are the champions in this area, but other characters have also been used, for the delight of students and teachers alike. But there is more.

 

Along the readers line, there are some facilitated comic books available with before-, while- and post-reading activities, a glossary, and a wide range or themes to please almost any taste: “Escape,” by Phillip Barrows & Mark Foster, an adventure directed mostly at teens; “King Arthur,” by Janet Hardy-Gould & Axel Rator, the famous story that appeals to any age; “The Ransom of Red Chief,” by O. Henry & Axel Rator, another adventure, this time mixing indians and suspense; and “Vampire Killer,” by Paul Shipton, obviously a horror story. All these titles are from Oxford University Press, in the series Oxford Bookworm Starters.

 

Oh, you prefer some classic literature. No problem: also by Oxford University Press, in the series Dominoes Starter, there are two very interesting titles: "Mulan," retold by Janet Hardy-Gould, and "Rip Van Winkle" & "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," by Washington Irving. Both have activities about the story and a glossary.

 

If your students are into suspense, what about some Sherlock Holmes and Agatha Christie? Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's "The Hound of the Baskervilles," and Agatha Christie's "Murder on the Orient Express" are available through Chancerel, in the Detective English series. Both are graphic novels very well illustrated, true to the original stories, and contain a wide array of activities. Included is a CD with listening activities.

 

Still in the Literature area, have you heard of the Hobbit? Not everybody knows that J. R. R. Tolkien wrote a book that is actually an introduction to "Lord of the Rings." It was called "The Hobbit." Since most of your students probably saw the trilogy "Lord of the Rings" at the movie theaters, it might be a good idea to ask them to read "Hobbit, the Graphic Novel," entirely and faithfully based on the original by Tolkien. Actually, “The Hobbit” provides a lot of background information to understand Lord of the Rings better.

 

Teenagers and grown-ups (such as myself) were glued to the Harry Potter saga, both the books and the movies. However, few adults know about Artemis Fowl (teens do, though), the so to speak techie version of Harry Potter, but, let's put it this way, on the wrong side of the Force (to quote Star Wars). Eoin Colfer has written a series of books featuring our evil genius, and now you can read "Artemis Fowl, the Graphic Novel," published by Puffin Books.

 

Oh, I see: you prefer to stick to the classic comic books. You can pick "Asterix, The Gaul," originally written in French by Goscinny, but translated in almost every living language. The English translation was made available by Orion Publishing Group. Or you can stick to the more famous titles: Batman, Superman, X-Men, Hulk, and Spider Man, to name a few.

 

From the TV come some titles that are graphic adaptations of famous series. Remember “Buffy The Vampire Slayer”? The boys will be thrilled to read her graphic novels (and drool over her images) in Dark Horse Comics' "The Origin," "Uninvited Guests," and "The Dust Waltz." Oh, I see, your girls might prefer Angel in "The Hollower," also by Dark Horse Comics. Ok, ok, let's please both groups: take a peek at "Serenity," also by Dark Horse Comics, the graphic adaptation of the movie that joins Buffy and Angel.

 

Talk of TV series, do you like the 4400? Well, I do, and because I'm into comic books, I see (and critics do as well) strong resemblances between this series and a graphic novel by Michael Straczynski entitled "Rising Stars." Probably the 4400 were inspired in this series (to say the least), and a good idea here is to show one or more episodes of the 4400 and compare them with the original "Rising Stars" graphic novel.

 

Let's talk a little about movies. Yes, big screen movies. Older teachers will remember black and white movies depicting The Phantom, Zorro, Jungle Jim, and Captain America (now available on DVD). Younger people probably didn't miss the five Superman movies, the three Spider Man movies, and the five Batman movies, not to mention the Hulk (and let's not forget the cartoons on TV). All of them, among others, came from comic books. Plus, there has been a boom in movies based on comic books in the past ten years, but not everyone knows these blockbusters came from comic books or graphic novels. Among them are The Fantastic Four (two movies so far, the second also featuring the Silver Surfer), Hellboy (the second movie is coming up), Constantine (originally from a comic book called Hellblazer), Ghost Rider (I have my reservations about Nicholas Cage as the main choice), Iron Man (just out), and some others.

 

From adult graphic novels came “Sin City,” a beautiful movie based on its namesake "Sin City" (Dark Horse Comics), a series of graphic novels by Frank Miller. The movie “V for Vendetta” also comes from a homonymous graphic novel by Alan Moore, by DC Comics. "Watchmen," another graphic novel by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons, published by DC Comics, is already in mid-production for the big screen. The same goes for “300 Spartans,” a superb graphic novel by Frank Miller and Lynn Varley, originally a 1962 movie (“The 300 Spartans”); there is a remake (“300,” with Rodrigo Santoro, 2007) based on the graphic novel. This would be interesting to discuss in class: the original movie, then the graphic novel, and finally the new movie...
 

Sometimes the stories in the movies derived from comic books and graphic novels are exactly the ones that at one time appeared on paper, but at other times the stories are created for that particular film. In that case, you can resort to what is called a "movie adaptation," i.e., the same story from the movie retold in graphic form. Such is the case, for instance, of “Batman Begins, the Movie,” transcribed into comic version as "Batman Begins, The Official Movie Adaptation" (DC Comics). The same can be said of Star Trek and Star Wars, only these last ones also have their own sagas in graphic form.
 

Nowadays, maybe due to the boom in movies derived from comic books that I mentioned earlier, it’s fairly easy to find the English originals in Brazil. Also the prices are very competitive, sometimes cheaper than the Portuguese translations, believe it or not. Be it comic books or graphic novels, they can be easily found at megastores or specialized newsstands that carry imported publications. Remember that the Web is also an efficient means of buying this kind of stuff; it's usually cheaper, and the website many times has items on stock that the physical store doesn't. And there’s always the possibility of using the text in Portuguese as a springboard to practicing English, why not?
Creativity will dictate several ways to work with comic books in the classroom, or even in the form of longer projects. They can be used, if you choose the paper version, for language or cultural activities, as triggers for conversation classes, as illustration and/or expansion of grammar topics, or for any other purpose. Those comic books or graphic novels that are either movie adaptations or that have been transcribed to the screen can be used for a comparative work, analyzing the similarities and differences between the two versions, the printed book and the movie. Changes in the language used, characterization, the truthfulness to the origin of the characters, the believability of the characters, the clothes, the setting, the colors, anything can be used to compare the rendition of the original stories into its cinematic version. More traditional literary works that already has a graphic adaptation can also be analyzed directly in the graphic form, or, if time allows, in comparison to the original book format. Hey, you may find the original book, the graphic version, the cartoon and the movie. Talk about discussing similarities and differences!!!
 

The underlying idea here is that comic books and graphic novels can be used in a variety of ways and for a variety of purposes, in themselves, or in comparison to other art forms. Teachers can select one or more passages, or work with the entire story. Comics can be used in the classroom a few times during the term, or they can become part of longer projects that will involve extra-class work.

 

I tried to provide a few titles, with the authors and publishers, but a Google search will be most prolific in other titles and where to buy them.

 

Anyway, comic books can become very handy when you are trying to motivate your students to read. Comic strips from newspapers, comic books (magazines), graphic novels, books, DVDs, all can be used interactively. There are also collections with the most famous stories by known characters such as Peanuts, Hagar the Horrible, Beetle Bailey, Superman, Batman & Robin, Ultimate Avengers, Hulk, Spider Man, Fantastic Four, X-Men, Spawn, Witchblade, among others. Comics may serve all purposes in a language class; besides reading, the stories can yield composition assignments, speaking activities, vocabulary building or any other practice that is needed. They are always well received, and may turn out to be that little push students need to start reading with the motivation they usually don’t have. Is that clear at this point that I simply love comics? :-)
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