Graphic Storytelling 6

COMS 460-01 / ENGL 414-01 Topics
Graphic Storytelling
Fall Semester 2023      

CRN 12303 / 12814     
TTH 8:00-9:30 a.m.
Hemphill Hall 1006 


Contact Information

Instructor: 
Matthew J. Smith, Ph.D., Dean and Professor of Communication
Office: 
CHBS 3401
Phone/voice mail:
(XXX) XXX-XXXX
E-mail: 
XXX@radford.edu
Office hours: 
Available by appointment
Course Description

This course examines the medium of comics, a form of communication that uses images and text to convey meaning as practiced in comic strips, comic books, graphic novels and graphic albums, webcomics, editorial and gag cartoons, caricature, animation and other related forms and traditions. The course considers the historical, theoretical, and critical arguments that the medium can enrich and express the human experience. In order to better understand these arguments, we will perform close readings on some of the best (and a few of the worst) examples of comics from the past to consider their individual merits and techniques in storytelling. 

Though this course takes “comics” seriously, their four-color fantasies can be imaginative and stimulating forms of human expression and should prove to be engaging reading for you. My hope is that the critical interpretive skills that you will develop within this medium will not only enhance your appreciation for comics but will translate into improving your understanding of other literary and visual media as well. 

Course Objectives

COMS 460/ENGL 414 makes available to you the following opportunities:

· to learn the communicative principles and standards that guide the medium 

· to identify and articulate major historical developments and influential figures in the medium’s evolution

· to develop an appreciation for the creativity and expression exhibited in comics

· to sharpen your ability to create written and oral critical responses 
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Resources

Secondary Source

Primary Sources
 



Peer Mentor

Your peer mentor may help you out as a contact should you miss class or even as a study partner or paper reviewer outside of class. Ideally, peer mentors could even act as coaches for one another, looking out for and encouraging one another to do their very best in the course. I will provide you with some opportunities to work together in class so that you can get to know one another early on in the term. However, if at any time you feel uncomfortable with your peer mentor or if you find your peer mentor unreliable, please see me. 



Peer mentor contact information:

Name:_____________________________ Phone:_______________ E-mail:________________

Assignments


You can anticipate completing assignments in two general areas: comprehension of concepts and application of concepts. 

1. Comprehension of Concepts

Chapter Quizzes

In order to encourage and reward you for keeping up with the assigned readings in The Power of Comics, I will make available a series of reading quizzes on D2L and due before we meet for class. These quizzes test your reading comprehension so you can prepare yourself for them by reading each chapter carefully. Preparing for these quizzes should help you begin to learn the material and consequently promote informed class discussion. The quiz will close at the start of class, so there will be no make-ups after that time. However, I will drop your lowest score or any single missing quiz prior to calculation of your final grade.  

Final Examination

The comprehensive final examination is an instrument to assess your comprehension of the course material, both that introduced in the readings and that introduced in the class. This exercise will consist of multiple testing methods, including some combination of multiple choice, true-false, short answer, and essay prompts.

2. Application of Concepts


There are three application projects in this course, and I welcome you to consult with me during the development of each of them prior to the deadline. You may come to visit me by making an appointment. The purpose of these consultations is to help you succeed in understanding and responding to my expectations for your work. 

Grassroots Comic


You will identify a local cause for which you wish to produce a four-panel comics poster. Then following the instructions in the Wallposter Comics from World Comics India published on D2L, you will create an advocacy comics poster. 
You may render your poster in drawings or original photographs, but you must generate your own images as part of this assignment (i.e., no clip art, pre-existing photography). Think consciously about the choices you are making when it comes to communicating your ideas through a combination of words and pictures. Your selection of images should reflect the lessons about effective comics storytelling we are reviewing in the course. You can achieve stronger results if you work through several drafts of the project towards its completion, as your understanding of effective comics and your ideas for communicating your ideas evolve. 

Comics Review


You will select a comic book or graphic novel of your choosing and author a review, per the guidance outlined in the “Writing about Comics” chapter in the textbook. I would expect the body of your review to run about 600 words. Please submit this paper in accord with either MLA or APA guidelines, including having it typed in a standard 10 or 12 point font, double-spaced, spell-checked, proofread, and uploaded to D2L. 

Comics Analysis and Presentation 

You will select a comic book or graphic novel, separate from the one used in your Comics Review, to conduct an analysis of, per the guidance outlined in the “Writing about Comics” chapter in the textbook. I would expect the body of your review to run 1200-1500 words. Please submit this paper in accord with either MLA or APA guidelines, including having it typed in a standard 10 or 12 point font, double-spaced, spell-checked, proofread, and uploaded to D2L. 

You will deliver an oral version of this analysis on an assigned date. Please provide me with a copy of your completed presentation outline before you begin speaking. It would certainly be helpful for us to see elements of your analysis (e.g., handout, Prezi). If you elect to have these stored in an electronic file (e.g., PowerPoint), please send those to me electronically a day in advance, as we will not have time to log in and out of the computer during class. 


You should time your oral presentation to last approximately 5 minutes (with a 30 second grace period either way). Students missing their presentation date may forfeit the opportunity to earn credit on this course requirement.

Professionalism 

You may earn credit for professionalism each day you participate in the course meetings. Professionalism is defined as being in class on time, having a positive attitude, participating in lectures/activities, being prepared with appropriate readings, completing assignments, taking notes and treating y instructors and peers with respect. Working on other classwork, not paying attention to speakers and using your phone or laptop inappropriately are examples of behaviors that will result in a loss of professionalism points. If you are not in class, even if the absence is excused, you will not earn professionalism points for that day.  



Communication courses require effective communication in both written and verbal formats. In addition to your presentations, I expect to hear consistent and meaningful contributions from you throughout the term. Your active involvement in the daily discussions and activities is linked to your success in this course. You will be evaluated not merely on the frequency of your contributions but more so on their quality. A well thought out question is more impressive than a mere statement of fact.


Some words of caution, though: My directive for you to be a frequent and substantive contributor is not an invitation to speak at every opportunity. Seeking to comment on everything does not acknowledge the context of your participation within a shared class. Likewise, speaking only when prompted by the instructors is tantamount to ignoring this course requirement and will accordingly earn you a poor grade for this requirement. 


Within and beyond our discussions, I fully expect all students to treat their classmates and the instructors with respect. To that end, please restrain yourself from such poor communication behaviors as talking while others have the floor or packing your book bags as the end of class approaches. Occasionally, I may also ask you to complete short exercises out of class for discussion-generating purposes. Such exercises are an incentive to be present in class, so misplaced exercises cannot be properly credited when submitted after class, although we will accept them before class if you let me know in advance of an excused absence. 

Evaluation Considerations

I encourage you to ask me for help on any of your assignments or related issues. I am willing to meet with you to work through the development of your ideas. Moreover, if you are having trouble with course material, or if external factors are interfering with your performance, please contact us before a serious problem occurs. I expect you, as an adult, to approach us about these matters. Please do not have a parent or significant other speak to me on your behalf (unless you are incapacitated). You are responsible for your own performance.

Accessibility Services

If you are a student with special needs or circumstances, I invite you to contact me early in the course so appropriate support and scheduling can be addressed. Students seeking academic accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act must register with Radford University’s Center for Accessibility Services (CAS). The policies regarding students with disabilities may be found at http://www.radford.edu/content/cas/home.html. You may also contact the CAS at 540-831-XXXX. 

Academic Integrity

Any time you submit an assignment to me in hard copy, on D2L or via email, I will consider the act of submission to carry with it your word that the work submitted upholds the highest standards of the Radford University Honor System. According to that system, “Lying, cheating, and stealing are considered to be acts of dishonor” and punishable by sanctions ranging from failing an assignment to suspension from the university.

Plagiarism is a kind of academic dishonesty that occurs when someone intentionally or unintentionally misrepresent the work of others as one’s own. This may happen when someone fails to credit a source or when someone submits portions of an assignment authored by another person, but is not limited to just these examples. If you have questions or doubts about whether or not you are plagiarizing, please ask me about it. I welcome the chance to educate you about the boundaries of academic integrity and avoid putting your performance in any kind of jeopardy. 

Assignment
Points
Score

Chapter Quizzes
  100
_____

Grassroots Comic
    50
_____

Comics Review
    75
_____

Comics Analysis and Presentation
  100
_____
Professionalism
  125
_____

Comprehensive Final Examination 
         150
_____

Total  
      600 
_____

Scale















The instructor reserves the right to raise a borderline final grade based on meritorious effort.
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Course Calendar

It may be necessary to adjust the dates below as the semester progresses. Please note that readings are to be completed prior to the meeting for which they are assigned. 

Week 
Date 
Topic 
Reading





1
8/24
Course Introduction 
Groensteen on D2L
8/26
Defining Comic Books as a Medium
PoCGN Introduction & MLK on D2L
2
8/31
Comics in Culture, Comics as Culture
PoCGN Ch. 1 & Mad on D2L



9/2
Making and Reading Comics
PoCGN Ch. 2
3
9/7
Encapsulation of Moments
PoCGN Ch. 3 & O’Neil on D2L

9/9
Grassroots Comics
Wallposter Comics & 99 Ways on D2L
4
9/14
Composition of the Panels
PoCGN Ch. 4 & The Spirit on D2L

9/16
Layout of the Pages
PoCGN Ch. 5


Grassroots Comics Workshop
5
9/21
Comic Book Genres: Classifying Comics
PoCGN Ch. 6 & Archie on D2L

9/23
Genre Readings: Horror & Romance
Horror & Romance on D2L


Grassroots Comic Due

6
9/28
Comic Book Genres: The Superhero as Genre
PoCGN Ch. 8 & Action/Spider-Man on D2L

9/30
Writing about Comics
PoCGN Ch. 12 
7
10/5
The Marvel Saga
FF, Marvels, & Ms. Marvel on D2L

10/7
Discuss Watchmen
Watchmen Chs. 1-4


Review Due

8
10/12
Discuss Watchmen
Watchmen Chs. 5-8

10/14
Discuss Watchmen                                                        
Watchmen Chs. 9-12
9
10/19
Adaptations
Lefévre on D2L

10/21
Comic Book Genres: The Memoir
PoCGN Ch. 7 & Bechdel on D2L


10
10/26
Discuss Maus I: A Survivor’s Tale
Maus I

10/28
Discuss Maus II: And Here My Troubles Began
Maus II
11
11/2
Beyond Entertainment
PoCGN Ch. 9



11/4
Guest Speaker



12
11/9
Exploring Meanings in Comic Book Texts


PoCGN Ch. 11

11/11
Women and Comics
Women & Persepolis on D2L
13
11/16
Evolution of American Comics
PoCGN Ch. 10 & Code on D2L

11/18
Analysis Workshop

11/23-12/1 Classes are canceled in observance of Thanksgiving break.

14
11/30
Analysis and Presentation Due 




12/2
Review for the Final Exam
Judgment Day on D2L
Finals
12/7
Comprehensive Final Examination at 8:00 a.m.

dead∙line (ded΄līn) n. 1. A time limit, as for the completion of newspaper copy, payment of debts, etc.     


2. Originally, a boundary line that prisoners might not cross. 


--Funk & Wagnalls Standard Desk Dictionary





An important part of my teaching strategy is to help you learn to adapt to the deadlines you will face in the vocations. As such, I will enforce the announced deadlines for assignments in order to support this lesson but also in order to be fair to your classmates who do manage to meet the deadline. Only in extraordinary circumstances—and usually with a request in advance of the due date—may I consider extending an individual’s deadline (and even then I am likely to assess some penalty). Note that computer malfunctions, competing assignments in other courses, and extra-curricular commitments (e.g., team sports) are not extraordinary circumstances but rather part of the college experience of learning time management, multi-tasking, and prioritizing. 








Duncan, R., Smith, M. J., & Levitz, P. (2024). The power of comics and graphic novels: Culture, form, & context (3rd ed.). New York, NY: Bloomsbury. 








Moore, A., & Gibbons, D. (1995). Watchmen. New York, NY: DC Comics. (Original works published 1986-1987). 





Spiegelman, A. (2003). The complete maus. New York, NY: Pantheon Books. (Original works published 1972-1991). 





In addition to those listed above, a number of required readings will be available on D2L. 





Reading Comics


Get physically prepared. Sit up, get settled (but not too relaxed) to read, and minimize competing stimuli (e.g., turn off the TV or iPod). 


Read twice. The first reading should really be to orient yourself to the story. The second reading should be to scrutinize the storytelling techniques.


Discern, not just enjoy. Comics are often pleasurable, and it’s okay to enjoy yourself during a read; however, as a critic your task is to discern meaning from the comics and/or apply concepts even while you are enjoying it.


Take notes! As a critic you are studying comics. Take notes over relevant passages and most especially observations you make as you consume the comic, especially on that second read through.





Prior to the start of class, please silence all cell phones. 


If you must use a laptop or tablet for note-taking, close additional functions such as messaging apps or browsers. 
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