
Hi, I’m Graham and it’s my 
dream to become a high 

school English teacher.

In this comic, I’ll address some of the 
communication gaps between 

contemporary teachers and their 
students, identifying some of the areas 
where Student learning and engagement 

breaks down.



Have changed the way 
students socialize and 
even their values and 
beliefs.

However, there are others, like Andrew 
Burn, David Buckingham, Becky Parry and 
Mandy Powell, who see the situation 
differently.

The rhetoric these days tries to argue 
that because of digital media, students 
and teachers are more different than 
ever before. Some critics argue that 
technologies like…

Social media…

Video games…

These critics worry that today’s 
teachers and their lesson plans are 
rapidly becoming irrelevant in the face 
of new forms of digital literacy.

These researchers argue that the only 
real differences between students and 
teachers concerning digital media is the 
type of Media they consume. As far as 
format or daily usage goes, teachers 
and students consume media in quite 
similar ways.

Essentially, rather than 
different species, 
teachers and students are 
more like different 
breeds of the same Media 
animal.

And Cellphones…

based on my own 
interactions with students 

and also some cutting 
edge research, I’ll also 

recommend some 
strategies for bridging 
these gaps, specifically 
through Graphic Media.



Still, Burn et al. acknowledge that there remain differences between Students and 
Teachers. Drawing from Bourdieu’s work on “cultural preferences,” they argue that 
“both groups represent particular dispositions, tastes and values related to their 
social roles,” meaning that the biggest difference between students and teachers 
are their social identities. 

The things Teachers 
consider important are 
often associated with their 
vocation, yet also their 
personal world views.

The things that interest 
students usually have to 
do with popular culture 
and exploring an 
Emerging world view.

So… how do we bridge the gap? 

Burn et al. suggest that Teachers encourage a “third Sphere” dynamic in their 
classrooms. That is, they seek to find areas of convergence between the 
curriculum and students’ interests, aspirations and worldviews.



Over the past five Wednesdays, I’ve visited a local high school to become more 
comfortable with my future teaching environment. During this time I’ve come into 
contact with a number of students; however, one in particular stands out. Meet 
Brad (not his real name)…

In this next section, I’ll reflect on three 
important encounters I’ve had with Brad 
that have come to reshape my understanding 
of the modern student and popular youth 
culture.

My dad’s a 
contractor and I 
want to be just 

like him!

I’m in grade 9.

I love 
baseball and 
practice four 
nights a week.

I’m the king of Tik-
Tok. Facebook is so 

last gen…

I think my 
parents are 
Christian? I 

think…?

My background is 
German and Metis, but 
only my grandparents 

speak German.

Hi, I’m brad.



I first met brad in English class where 
he already had a reputation for mischief. 
Brad was funny and charismatic but not 
very interested in reading.

When the teacher had the students pick 
a book for silent reading, Brad 
seemed hesitant. He eventually 
reached for a graphic novel.

Why’d you pick this one? Do you like 
this author or the illustrations?

Nah, it’s cause it’s the 
only one that’s not a 

book.

Because of his dyslexia, Brad had come 
to associate books with a feeling of 
inadequacy and stress. He felt 
isolated from his friends who had no 
problems with reading. Graphic novels provided Brad with a form 

of narrative that didn’t carry a negative 
stigma, largely because it invited 
methods of reading that played to his 
strengths. I must recognize that not all 
my future students will share my 
linguistic ability or appreciation for 
written texts. For students like Brad, 
I’ll likely have to employ more creative 
multimedia strategies to break down 
those barriers against literature and 
classical texts. Once they’re down, I can 
guide students towards the kinds of 
literacies they’ll need to flourish in 
Post-Secondary education.



Outside the school, the boys were relaxed and 
talked about their personal interests.

Another meaningful encounter with Brad 
opened me up to the potential culture 
gap between me and my students. During 
one lunch break, Brad and his friends 
invited me on a walk to Tim Hortons…

So, what 
are your 
hobbies?

Baseball 
too!

Video games 
mostly. We play 

a lot of 
MADDen.

MADDen’s 
a football game 

you can play 
online with 

friends.

Is that how 
you usually 
hangout?

Yea, it’s easier 
than getting our 
parents to drive.

I’m 
already 

getting bored 
of MADDen, to 

be honest.
the largest differences in media 
consumption between Brad’s friends 
and I concerned content. As burn et 
al. put it, Brad’s friends and my 
media preferences were influenced 
by our “social roles”: young 
students vs. Future teacher. 
Brad’s friends CONSIDERED 
THEMSELVES TO BE, FIRST AND 
FOREMOST, athletes and were 
interested in video games AND MEDIA 
THAT COMPLIMENTED THIS IDENTITY.

 Moreover, their FRIEND GROUP was more 
condensed than minE (CONSISTING ALMOST 
ENTIRELY OF SCHOOL FRIENDS) resulting in 
A GREATER UNIFORMITY IN TASTE AND 
HOBBIES. Finally, As students, Brad and 
his friends have ample leisure time, 
meaning they can master hobbies faster 
and, typically, get bored of them quicker 
THAN an adult. In essence, Brad’s 
interests are usually socially influenced, 
intense and shift rapidly. This doesn’t 
mean Brad’s hobbies are superficial, just 
that he’s part of a different 
SOCIOcultural norm than me.

Graphic 
novels!



A third encounter with brad reminded me 
that not all of my future students will 
share in my particular worldview. On our 
way back from Tim Hortons, Brad confided 
how he felt about the new indigenous 
oriented curriculum…

I don’t see why we have 
to study about their 
culture. We don’t 

study my heritage. It’s 
just picking favourites.

Maybe it’s because there’s tension 
between our cultures and theirs, and 

the school district wants us to 
understand where they’re coming from?

My dad says 
they’re just 

lazy.

I was surprised by Brad’s comments, 
mostly because I hadn’t heard 
anything like it since my high school 
days. I naively thought most of the 
coming generation supported the 
reconciliation Canada is pursuing with 
its indigenous populations; however, 
this is evidently not the case.

I recognize that many of my future 
students will not share my perspective 
on many social justice issues and will 
generally default to their parents’ 
perspectives. As a teacher, it will be my 
responsibility to, first and foremost, 
respect each student’s values but also 
to tactfully challenge areas of their 
thinking that might still be immature. I 
believe this particular gap—of bias and 
belief-will be the most difficult to 
bridge; however, it remains the most 
important AREA TO SEARCH OUT A COMMON 
GROUND BETWEEN MYSELF AND MY STUDENTS.



As the cognitive theorists Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky observe, students don’t 
simply compartmentalize new information and store it away. Rather learning is a 
dynamic process of taking existing knowledge and turning it into new 
knowledge or extending old knowledge to fit new circumstances. 

For this reason, it’s crucial that I attempt 
to draw from my students’ existing stores 
of knowledge, to ensure that they have 
sufficient building materials to construct 
new ways of thinking.

Why should teachers seek out 
the interests, beliefs and 

abilities of their students?

Because all learning relies 
on previous experience!

They call this process “constructivism.”



While conventional novels communicate entirely through written text, graphic 
novels employ multiple types of literacy—including images, gestures, and 
lettering—and therefore invite interpretation from multiple angles. For students 
struggling with written literacy (like Brad) graphic images might be the bridge they 
need to improve their grammatical understanding. Moreover, the marriage of text 
and image better reflects the multimodality of many online platforms and, as such, 
better prepares students for interpreting the online textual landscapes of 
tomorrow. The ruptured sky online graphic novel, for example, provides an 
engaging interactive narrative for students…

But what are some strategies for 
incorporating my students’ interests 
into the English classroom? Graphic 
novels offer a promising bridge for 
Modern learners like Brad.

As David Booth and Kathleen Lundy argue 
in their book, In graphic detail…

“The form and design of both 
the images and words help the 
reader to see, hear, and 
comprehend the story in a 
different way.”

Not only can learners 
discover more about the 
influence of indigenous 
peoples on the Canadian 
international border, they 
can also learn more 
about narrative through a 
graphic medium that 
encourages a multimodal 
exploration of text. 

Furthermore, with the new availability of user 
friendly graphic media software and comic book 
creation programs, students can respond to this 
type of graphic work with their own comics! This 
entire booklet was made using the “Comic Life 3” 
program, Which is free to download for its first 
month. comic design encourages the creator to think 
in terms of graphic or visual literacies, and also 
prompts them to refine and condense their written 
points. These kinds of literacies are becoming more 
important than ever in the digital age, as students 
learn to navigate new online literatures.
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