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Commentary
Darren Elliott
There is an undeniable element of gimmickry in publishing research in comic
form. This may be helpful in getting your work actually read; in such a crowded
field it is good to stand out. However, it remains to be seen whether such work
can be taken seriously. Sousanis (2015) demonstrated how an entire doctoral thesis
in philosophy and visual communication could be produced in graphic form to
great effect, but are comics welcome in language education research?
The first part of this contribution was intended to, briefly, familiarise the
unfamiliar reader with the ‘form’ of comics. Comics, like any other media, have
certain stylistic features which need to be understood in order for the message to
be correctly understood. I do not contend that this particular content is necessarily
best served by presenting it as a comic, however. For the writer, it is labourintensive and difficult to edit. Although it may be original, engaging, and novel, it
is probably not the most effective way of conveying all information.
Where I see more potential, however, is in the use of a visual medium to present
vignettes or short exchanges within more conventional academic writing. We are
used to seeing graphs and diagrams in our journals (e.g. Segal & Heer, 2010). Why
not sketches? Here I present a short, informal exercise in exploratory practice
which I undertook to understand a puzzle in my own classroom. As you can see
from the marginalia, presenting this as a comic strip allows certain elements to be
highlighted very efficiently.
The dramatisation of narrative research, as described by Nelson (2013), seems to
me to have much in common with the comic book form. The appearance of the
researcher as a character; the ability to show multiple perspectives; opening the
narrative to audience interpretation; expressing emotional complexity; locating the
research in a physical context. All these are possible in skilled graphic storytelling
(and skilled graphic storytellers are not necessarily technically gifted artists). This,
I suggest, is where comics could add depth to the presentation of research.
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