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Comic book text is short, but that doesn’t mean students 
don’t learn a lot from it! comic books and graphic novels 
can be used to teach reading processes and writing 
techniques, such as pacing, as wells as expand vocabulary. 
Use this PDF to help students get more out of their comic 
book reading.

Here are some of the projects you can give to your students 
to make comics educational and enjoyable!



Publication History & Research
Classic stories speak to every generation, but it’s important for students to 
know the context of the story’s original publication and any other facts about 
the story’s history. Use these questions as a starting point for students to 
research a Graphic Classic. 

1. When was the classic story originally published? Was it originally published 
as a book or in a magazine?

2. Did the story become popular? Was it a best-seller? Many classics were 
ignored in their time, or they only sold a few copies when they were first 
released. For example, Moby Dick only became known as an American 
masterpiece after Herman Melville died. Have your students research the 
public’s and critics’ reactions. 

3. What was hapening in the world when the classic story was originally 
published? For this activity, have students search online for a list of 
noteworthy events in the story’s publication year. Were there any major 
historical events — such as wars, inventions, or famous people — from that 
era? What country was the work originally published in? Who were the 
country’s leaders at that time? What other events were happening in the 
world?

4. Does this information about the world at the time of the classic’s 
publication change your group’s understanding of the work at all? How?
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Book vs. Movie vs. Graphic Novel
Classics are often adapted into movies or other works, including the stories 
feature in our Graphic Classics series. Host a movie viewing in your program 
and watch the adaptation of the classic as a film. 

1. How did the movie version compare with the graphic novel adaptation and 
the original work? Did some of the themes seem more important in the 
movie? Make a list of the group’s observations on a white board.

2. Research director and actor interviews on the making of the classic movie 
and read their takes on the characters and storyline of the classic to the 
group. Have your students discuss how their throughts compared to the 
group’s list from above.

Example: The Time Machine was published in 1895 by noteworthy science 
fiction writer H.G. Wells. The movie version from 1961 updates the story by 
showing London after a nuclear attack — a powerful image during the Cold 
War, when the movie was made. The 2002 movie version shows London and 
the world being destroyed because of an explosion on the moon when 
humans were trying to settle it for living. YouTube these different themes and 
aspects of the classic that were made decades or even centuries after the 
original story. They make great discussion starters with your class. 
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Shared Reading & Fluency Practice
Graphic novels are primarily filled with dialogue. There is less descriptive text 
than in novels. This provides unique opportunities for shared reading and 
fluency practice in a group reading environment. 

1. Assign students to “give voice” to the characters in the story. Have one 
student read the narration boxes in the graphic novel for setting or story 
developments. Remember, reading fluently can mean reading dramatically 
— with accents, hero voices, villain laughs, and more. So encourage creative 
reading styles to help add fluency practice to graphic novels. If you view a 
movie based on the classic, use the actors’ interpretations of the characters 
to add fun to the reading. 

2. Discuss the fluency choices made by the students. Why did they choose 
certain voices for the characters? Most of the Graphic Classics titles are set 
in England, except for White Fang, which is set in the Yukon during the Gold 
Rush. These settings can help the group explore the dialects and accents of 
people from different areas. 
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Work with Your Library
Many of the research projects and ideas throughout this guide can be 
supplemented by your local public or school library. Graphic Classics are 
designed to introduce students to the basic story of classic tales. You can 
foster more reading by providing related nonfiction, the original classics, and 
more for your program!

Provide the information for orginal classics for your students to find:

Barrie, J.M. Peter Pan. New York: Penguin, 2004.

London, Jack. White Fang. New York: Puffin Classics, 2008.

Melville, Herman. Moby-Dick, or, The Whale. New York: Penguin, 2001.

Pyle, Howard. The Merry Adventures of Robin Hood. New York: Sterling, 2004.

Verne, Jules. Around the World in 80 Days. New York: Aladdin, 2007.

Wells, H.G. The Time Machine. New York: Bantam, 1982.
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Around the World in 80 Days
1. World Travel Times: This story was written when traveling around the world took 
months at a time. Have students research how fast they could travel around the world 
as tourists today. What cities would they go to? What vehicles would they take? Have 
students research the modes of transportation in the story: steamers, trains, elephants, 
and horses. How far can one person travel on a horse in one day? On an elephant? How 
long does a steam ship take to cross the ocean? Ask students to think about how they 
would pass the time and what all they can fit into that time in their everyday lives.

2. Map the Journey: Using a world map, atlas, or globe, have students locate all the 
cities and countries mentioned in the story, tracing the journey of the characters. Have 
the countries changed names or borders since the story was written? Have the world’s 
routes such as canals and train tracks changed, and if so, how?

3. Motivation: Discuss with students why Phineas Fogg bets he can race around the 
world. Why do people want to be the first to fly over an ocean, to swim the English 
Channel, or cross a continent? Encourage them to research other famous travelers such 
as Amelia Earhart or Ferdinand Magellan.

4. Amazing Race: Have students research real-life races such as the adventure in the 
story. Do students have examples from their own lives of when they bet they could 
reach a place in a certain amount of time — a footrace to the store, etc.? Why do we do 
that? This discussion can help students explore the human nature of seeking adventure 
and notoriety that others have done for centuries, including racing around the world, 
that still happens today. Take a look at those races and what makes them exciting.

Activities For Each Story 
Graphic Classics
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Moby Dick
1. Discuss Whaling: Whaling, once widely practiced, was a major protest concern 
by groups like Greenpeace starting in the 1980s. Now the hunting of large 
intelligent mammals for their blubber and meat is limited to just a few countries. 
Research whaling vessels, terms like “Nantucket Sleighride,” and how whales 
were caught and killed. Why is whaling banned now? 

Research how long a whaling vessel would stay out to sea. Many voyages would 
last years. Discuss with students similar jobs today. What do they think of a job 
that would take you away for two to three years at a time? 

Research what whale oil, blubber, and meat was used for. How do humans meet 
those needs with different resources today? 

2. How to make a whaleboat: The story of Moby Dick was based on a true 
account of a whale attack on the Essex, a whaling boat that was sunk when 
attacked by a sperm whale in 1820. The story made headlines around 
the world. 

Have students investigate the original reports of this attack on the Essex. Lead a 
discussion on what they think. Was it real? What elements of the real attack are 
part of the story Moby Dick? 

Have students measure the dimensions of the Essex. In a large room (or out-
side), measure 87 feet long by 20 feet across for the ship, along with four smaller 
whaling boats the Essex could launch (each 25 feet long). Now, measure out the 
length of a large adult sperm whale (50-60 feet) and the humpback whale (50+ 
feet). What do the students think? Was whaling easy? 

 

Activities For Each Story 
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Peter Pan
1. Never Grow Up: One major theme in Peter Pan is that of immortality and 
eternal youth. Peter Pan never grows up. Discuss with students where this 
common theme is found in other stories, books, and movies. Can they think 
of other stories where characters can live forever, or longer than humans? 
(This can include vampires, fountain of youth stories, etc). 

2. Fantasy: Peter Pan became famous when it was first staged because of its 
magical story. It had many elements (fairies, pirates) from different traditions, 
as well as impressive stage effects (children flying, for example). Can students 
think of movies, video games, and books that blend different traditions? 

Activities For Each Story 
Graphic Classics
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Robin Hood
1. “Rob from the rich & give to the poor”:  This powerful theme in Robin 
Hood is also the heart of stories and legends set in several other eras. 

Research gangsters during Depression Era America. Have students research 
how the public viewed famous gangsters like Bonnie & Clyde, Al Capone, and 
others. Did the Depression and mass poverty affect how people felt about 
banks being robbed? How does this relate to Robin Hood, set in medieval 
times? 

2. Outlaws: Research and discuss “heroic outlaws.” Can students think of 
people today who break the law but are still respected and admired? Also 
explore other fiction-based antiheroes. Why do we root for someone we 
might otherwise call a bad guy?

3. Terminology: Look up the following Robin Hood terms: yeoman, Lincoln 
Green, archery, highwayman.

Activities For Each Story 
Graphic Classics
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The Time Machine
1. Time Travel: Time travel is a theme or device used in many Western 
literature stories, movies, and TV shows. Discuss with students why they think 
time travel is used in so many of these stories. Did they know The Time 
Machine was the first story to use this idea? 

Have students list and research the different movies and stories that use time 
travel (there are literally hundreds, like Back to the Future). What are the 
“rules” of time travel in those works? Do they differ, or are they all the same? 

2. Fantasy: The narrator of The TIme Machine landed 800,000 years in the 
future that had a new people. How did those people live differently than we 
do now? Have your students create a society they imaigne they would find 
800,000 years in the future. What would the world look like? How would it 
and society be different from today? Get creative!

Activities For Each Story 
Graphic Classics

10

10

TimeMachine-Int 8/3/07, 2:24 PM10



White Fang
1. Dog Days: Discuss with students how many dogs there are in classic stories 
and other tales. Old Yeller, Call of the Wild, White Fang, Cujo, the Hound of 
the Baskervilles in Sherlock Holmes, even the best-seller and turned hit 
movie, Marley & Me are just a few. Research the number of dogs found in 
classic fiction. Why do students think there are so many?

2. Creative Writing: Have students create an original “dog’s tale” that can be 
based on a true story of how they got or met a dog. Or, have students write 
an adventure story like White Fang, but set where they live today. 

3. Wild dogs: Wild dogs, like coyotes and wolves, are being spotted in parks 
and suburbs more than ever across the United States. Have students research 
how these dogs differ from the domesticated dogs we live with. 

Activities For Each Story 
Graphic Classics
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