
  

  

 

All three courses this term attempted to look at ways to meet the diverse 

needs of a multitude of learners. The goal being to create and nurture an inclusive 

community where the needs of all learners are being met. This is best done through 

the use of Universal Design and differentiated instruction strategies. Increasingly, 

an inclusive community is one in which a healthy, supportive, but variegated 

environment exists; one in which an atmosphere of openness and safety is 

promoted.  It is important to recognize that this does not mean an attitude of 

assimilation or sameness is promoted. An equally valuable learning experience is one 

that is tailored to the individual and their needs.  

By looking at the needs of specific learners, an inclusive vital community can 

be created. But how do we encourage a sense of belonging to this community we 

intend to develop? How do we facilitate a sense of membership? This project looks 

at one way in which students can be encouraged to relate to their school/ 

classroom community. One key ingredient to belonging to a place or environment is 

through knowledge and a sense of ownership. Understanding is an important 
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component of belonging. Understanding of „place‟ is crucial to a person‟s sense of 

belonging in that community.  Using the study: Focusing on Meaning: Immigrant 

Children‟s Exploration of Nonverbal Interaction Strategies with Peer through 

Creating Photo Novellas by the work of Anna Kirova and Michael Emme as our 

jumping off point, this activity based project attempts to enable each child to 

make tell a story about their environment.  

While the work of Emme and Kirova focussed on the impressions of students 

who had just immigrated to Canada, our focus has been more on differentiated 

learning. This project is still a very good one for students of all backgrounds and 

abilities, but our interest was in enabling learners at a variety of levels to create a 

visual reflection of, and give them a voice in, their school environment. Students, 

armed with a camera, were sent out to capture images they felt reflected their 

school world. The pictures were then put into a comic book / graphic novel format. 

For our purposes the Comiclife program was used, but there are a number of easily 

accessible and inexpensive alternatives. The result is a reflective visual picture. It 

may reflect how that student interprets their world, a moment in time, a humorous 

episode, or seemingly nonsensical collage of pictures. It is a way to give students a 

voice and the freedom to express themselves in a variety of ways. This allows for 

multiple intelligences and because of the different elements (photography, art, 



writing, reading etc...) students can approach this project from a position of 

personal strength.  

This project is visual, but also literary based. It incorporates into a graphic 

novel unit, and works for diverse groups of readers. It also allows for an inclusive 

discussion of what „reading‟ is. We „read‟ things all the time that do not involve 

letters or printed words. Students should be introduced to a variety of graphic 

novels prior to engaging with the medium themselves. Texts like “Owly” are a great 

introductory work, and because there is little or no textual content it is a very 

good choice for those students who are still in the early emergent reading stages. 

But, students need not be designated to a „low‟ or basic reading group with these 

works. Owly is a great example of a text that can be used with mixed groups of 

students; ones with little or no literacy, and those that are quite proficient. None 

of the students need feel excluded or diminished because the book is interpreted 

through pictures not text. This is just one example of the inclusive multi-level 

reading groups that can be created for this project.  

Once students have started working in the graphic medium they can begin 

creating their own graphic novel. The key is ownership of the pictures and the 

text.  When creating the „comic‟ format, it is important that the students are given 

total control of how much or how little text is inserted. What makes this medium 



work so well is that “non-verbal communication among school children [often 

remains] unchanged even when” the students have learned new language, literacy 

skills etc.. (Kirova 1).  The students can then share their comic books in groups, 

share them for reading circles, or depending on the project use them as a learning 

circles tool.  

Provided here are a number of suggested graphic novels for curriculum use, 

a number of lesson plan, unit and lesson idea resources as well as a number of small 

graphic novel samples.  Several were created on the VIU campus by and for adult 

students. The other was created by a twelve year old middle school student with 

Asperger‟s Syndrome.  

A project of this nature would be very useful for ESL students, as an anti-

discrimination tool, and for a multitude of other projects. This one was meant as an 

inclusive literary /reflective guided reading project. Students can represent, 

reflect and gain confidence in “their ability to interact successfully with their ... 

peers” while they become more proficient with their language arts skills (Kirova 2).  

  

        



 

 

 

 If young children are taught how to understand each other on a nonverbal 

level, their overall social competence is likely to increase (Feldman, Philippot 

& Custrini, 1991).  

 

 

 

 

 There are advantages in having the students both create fotonovelas and 

read those created by others. Fotonovelas created by children for 
immigrant children can be used as a tool to assist them in the decoding of 

language and meaning. The reader benefits from the use of photography and 

words presented in sequence. This format can offer cues into the cultural 

workings of the world in which they have entered. The nuances of language 

and social structure can be seen through the photography accompanying 

written language. Likewise, a fotonovela format can provide cultural cues to 

help in understanding unspoken conventions of language, informal 

communication, social roles, dress and mannerisms.(11) 
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