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Communicative practices today rely on texts that are both visually dominant and modally 
diverse (Kachorsky, 2015).  With websites, magazines, traditional/digital picturebooks, 
PowerPoint presentations, social media outlets, films, and comic books being utilized by 
most people in digital and analog platforms, the multimodal nature of these different 
cultural sites becomes inescapable (Duncum, 2004). As such, the role visual images and 
multimodal ensembles play in representing and communicating is expansive (Elkins, 2008; 
Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). 

As people navigate environments dominated by visual images and multimodal ensembles, 
they enact a wide range of literacy and meaning-making practices (New London Group, 
1996). Consequently, being literate in today’s communicative landscape involves skills 
beyond the reading and writing of logocentric texts; rather, contemporary literacy requires 
people to construct meaning in transaction with and design a variety of multimodal 
ensembles (New London Group, 1996).

With this in mind, the purpose of this in progress research was to explore the design 
decisions of adolescent students who planned, designed, and drafted their own comic 
books. Specifically, I examined what design features students used, how and why they 
implemented design features, and how they talked about their design decisions. The 
following research questions guided this study: 

1. What design features do students use in comic books of their own design? 
2. How are these features used? What are students goals in using these features?
3. How do students discuss their design decisions?

Texts that are primarily visual require students to navigate and interpret different 
communicative modes (e.g. image, design, color, text, font, etc.), and to create meanings 
from the ways these modes are configured (Jewitt, 2006; Jewitt & Kress, 2003). Researchers 
have argued that students need an accessible vocabulary, or metalanguage based on the 
concept of design, in order to make sense of and design multimodal ensembles (The New 
London Group, 1996). Unsworth (2006) argues that explicit instruction in the metalanguage 
of visual design helps students to approach, talk about, and create multimodal ensembles 
such as comic books. Comic book authors, illustrators, and scholars, McCloud (1993) and 
Eisner (1985), argue that comics have their own language and conventions that authors and 
illustrators utilize purposefully to achieve a range of narrative goals. 

Much of the existing research in visual literacy has focused on how students read and 
interpret various multimodal ensembles (e.g.,Callow, 1999, 2003; Sabeti, 2012; 2013). 
However, some researchers have explored how students design multimodal ensembles of 
their own. Pantaleo (2012, 2013a, 2013b) has looked extensively at how students have taken 
available designs (The New London Group, 1996)—those designs made visible to them 
through metalanguage—and applied them in their design process in order to make new 
meanings and new texts. Specifically, Pantaleo (2012, 2013a, 2013b) considers the design 
decisions of students in elementary and middle school when creating their own comic 
books. Little attention has been paid by scholars to the design decisions of high school 
students.
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Design Features Use and/or Goals
Cover/Cover Page
Background
Image
Panel
Color
Size
Composition
Salience
Exposition Box
Speech Bubble

Facial Expressions
Lines
Icons
Gutters
Concept Art Page

To show or establish location
To convey emotion
For clarity
Because of personal preference
To create focus or emphasis
For humorous effect
 
Other
Change based on artistic skill
Driven by narrative
Pride in work
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Analysis
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