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The Art of Expression: Learning Communication through Comics
By: Dr Kush Dhebar

Report Submitted to Art Medium Circle as a Part of 2025
Shapeshifter Cohort Member

About the Project

As a member of the Art Medium Circle 2025 Shapeshifter cohort, Kush Dhebar taught
visualization and Communication skills to 15 girls ata Department of Women and Child
Development, Haryana's child care centre called Ashiyana Children's Home in sector
15, Panchkula, Haryana. The girls were between the age group of 12-17 and all of them
were living together for at least 5 years if not more. Their original names and identity
were not disclosed as they all came from highly vulnerable backgrounds and hence the
author was not allowed to capture their photographs. The medium of instruction was
purely in Hindi and the author taught 1 hour every Sunday from 12:00 — 1:00 PM. The
following report will include the aims and objectives, research methodology, the flow of
the interventions, challenges and outcomes and learnings. The intervention/workshops
started in May 2025 and culminated in January 2026 with a month-long gap in July. But
the author was managing the senior students with the help from the Superintendent, Ms
Blessy John.

Aims and Objectives

Understand the importance of Communication and Visualization as a
* life skill.

Learn the multi-modality of comics as a medium of expressing and
communicating.

Leverage comics pedagogy to teach Communication and Visualization.
Create our own comics based on mutually discussed themes and topics.

*  Publish the final comics as an anthology.

Why the Author/Facilitator chose Comics as a Medium to teach?

The author/facilitator was diagnosed with Dyslexia at the age of 4 and Adult ADHD at
the age of 32. His mother used to take him to special centre between the age 4-9 where
Special Learning Disability teachers taught him basic motor skills. It is then that the
author started responding to visual and kinaesthetic mediums of learning. He was
extremely fortunate to be a student at Sardar Patel Vidyalaya, Delhi, a school that
empathised with him and his way of learning and worked on his personality
development. He did his under graduation in History Honors from Delhi University and
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he realised that he did not want to study past from reading but through archaeology that
was way more experiential and inclusive. Before he could do archaeology to earn a living,
he did his Teach For India Fellowship and then bounced around a few CSR and
International schools in Pune, Ahmedabad and Bangalore where he taught multiple
boards like IB, IGCSE and CBSE through comics.

But what made him pivot from K 12 education was the lack of resources, acceptance and
knowledge of comics pedagogy. He wanted to create content and resources that he as a
teacher could never have and also bring comics learning in the mainstream K 12
dialogues.

Here are some of his works with his students in Pune and Bangalore.
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Research Methodology

Phase 1

° Understand the meaning of visualisation, communication, semiotic,
sequential narratives, comics and multimodal learning/skills.

o Do an inquiry-based discussion on the above-mentioned topics and
themes.

. Read comics and illustrated books and discuss them.

o Take journey of art from the prehistoric period to the present.

Phase 2 (pure student led active learning)

. Understand the meanings and reasons behind art and their hidden
meanings and symbolisms.

o Create an Art Collective and design the logo.

. Create comics and other smaller tangibles to display and showcase
understanding of visual communication design.

The classes were conducted keeping the Comics Pedagogy models in mind
where the aim was to not just use comics to learn but the create comics to
express and communicate various things and document the process while
that was happening.

A Note Comics and Comics Pedagogy

Comics are best understood as a multimodal narrative medium that
communicates through the coordinated use of images, words and sequence,
typically in juxtaposed panels on pages or screens (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 4-6;
Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 1-4). They belong to the broader family of
“sequential art”, but differ from single cartoons or illustrated books because all
aspects of character, setting, action, sound and thought are represented through
pictorial and linguistic signs arranged in deliberate succession (Duncan and
Smith, 2009, pp. 1-4; Heer and Worcester, 2009, pp. 124—-126). Contemporary
theorists emphasise that this visual-verbal “iconic solidarity” is the defining
feature of comics as a language system, rather than humour, genre, or format
(Heer and Worcester, 2009, pp. 124-132; Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 4-6).

Why comics matter for learners?

For children, adolescents and young adults, comics occupy a distinctive place at
the intersection of literacy, popular culture and identity formation (Heer and
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Worcester, 2009, pp. 11-13; Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 171-176).
Historically, they have been one of the first self-chosen reading materials for
many young readers, providing highly engaging narratives that blend visual and
verbal cues (Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 20-23; Babic, 2014, pp. 3-5).
Because comics circulate through mass culture, they also function as “portals”
into wider cultural debates about gender, nation, history and social justice,

whether in American superhero books, French bande dessinée or Indian Amar
Chitra Katha (Babic, 2014, pp. 5-7; Stoll, 2016, pp. 1-3).

From an educational perspective, comics matter because they:

. Support the development of multiliteracies, including visual, spatial and
digital literacies alongside traditional print literacy (Kukkonen, 2013, pp.
1-3; Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 153-158).

e  Provide accessible entry points into complex historical, political and
ethical issues, as exemplified by Art Spiegelman's Maus or Indian series
such as Amar Chitra Katha (Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 1-3; Stoll, 2016,
pp. 1-2).

o  Reflect and shape youth cultures, allowing students to recognise their own
experiences and social worlds in curricular texts (Heer and Worcester,

2009, pp. 11-13; Babic, 2014, pp. 5-7).

Tangible benefits in learning

Empirical and practitioner-oriented work on comics and graphic novels
highlights a range of concrete benefits when these texts are integrated into
teaching:

. Motivation and engagement: Comics' combination of images and
concise text draws in reluctant or “slow” readers, increasing time-on-task
and willingness to persist with longer narratives (Reynolds, 1969, pp. 1-3;
Gavigan and Tomasevich, 2011, pp. 1-2).

. Scaffolding comprehension: Visual cues about character, setting and
action support inference-making, summarising and prediction, key
components of reading comprehension (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 7-10;
Gavigan and Tomasevich, 2011, pp. 26-27).



Vocabulary and language development: Dense but contextualised
dialogue, sound effects and captions expose learners to new lexis and
syntactic patterns in manageable doses, particularly in subject-specific or
historical comics (Gavigan and Tomasevich, 2011, pp. 26-27; Tatalovic,
2010, pp. 1-2).

Conceptual understanding in disciplinary learning: In science, history
or social studies, graphic narratives can model processes, timelines and
multiple perspectives more transparently than prose alone, helping
students organise complex information (Tatalovic, 2010, pp. 1-2; Duncan
and Smith, 2009, pp. 246-249).

Critical and cultural literacy: Because comics foreground representation
(of bodies, races, nations, genders), they lend themselves to discussion of
ideology, stereotype and power, fostering critical reading practices (Babic,

2014, pp. 7-9; Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 246-249).

Inclusion and differentiation: Visual-verbal redundancy and flexible
pacing make comics particularly supportive for multilingual learners and
those with learning difficulties, without stigmatising them through
“simplified” texts (Reynolds, 1969, pp. 1-3; Gavigan and Tomasevich,
2011, pp. 1-3).

Comics pedagogy: a researcher's view

“Comics pedagogy” refers to the systematic use of comics within teaching
and learning, and to scholarly inquiry into how comics function as
pedagogical tools in formal and informal education (Kirtley, Garcia and
Carlson, 2020, pp. vii—ix; Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 123-125). As a field it sits
at the intersection of comics studies, literacy education, curriculum studies
and cognitive narratology. From a pedagogical researcher's point of view,

comics pedagogy involves at least four interrelated dimensions:

Medium-specific literacy work

Researchers argue that students must learn to decode and interpret the
specific conventions of comics—panels, gutters, page layout, speech
balloons, captions and visual metaphor—rather than treating them as
“simplified” versions of prose (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 7-10; Duncan and
Smith, 2009, pp. 127-130). Close reading of pages trains learners to
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coordinate visual scanning, inferential reasoning and narrative
reconstruction, thereby exercising cognitive processes different from, but
complementary to, those used in prose reading (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 7-9;

Dunst, Laubrock and Wildfeuer, 2018, pp. 129-131).

Narrative and cognitive engagement

Graphic narratives demand that readers actively “fill in” gaps between
panels (closure), track shifts in focalisation and reconcile tensions between
word and image (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 31-39; Heer and Worcester, 2009,
pp. 124-132). Cognitive approaches suggest that this multimodal
integration engages both verbal and visuospatial working memory and can
deepen narrative transportation and empathy particularly in
autobiographical and historical comics (Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 55-65;

Duncan and Smith, 2009, pp. 153—-158).

Curricular integration and disciplinary aim

Pedagogical work distinguishes between teaching about comics (as
literature, art or media) and teaching with comics (as vehicles for
disciplinary content) (Kirtley, Garcia and Carlson, 2020, pp. xi—xiii;
Gavigan and Tomasevich, 2011, pp. 1-3). In secondary and tertiary
contexts, comics have been integrated into units on memoir, cultural
history, postmodern literature, area studies and civic education, often to
disrupt hierarchies between “high” and “popular” culture and to legitimise
students' everyday reading practices (Heer and Worcester, 2009, pp.
11-13; Babic, 2014, pp. 5-7). In the Indian context, chitra kathas such as
Amar Chitra Katha explicitly frame comics as tools of cultural

transmission and value formation in school curricula (Stoll, 2016, pp.
1-2).

Critical, inclusive and participatory practice

Contemporary comics pedagogy is deeply concerned with questions of
representation, authorship and voice (Babic, 2014, pp. 7-9; Kirtley, Garcia
and Carlson, 2020, pp. xi—xiii). Classroom use of comics often includes
production tasks in which students create their own strips or graphic
essays, positioning them not only as consumers but as authors of
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multimodal texts (Gavigan and Tomasevich, 2011, pp. 139—144; Dunst,
Laubrock and Wildfeuer, 2018, pp. 291-293). This aligns with broader
shifts towards multiliteracies and culturally responsive pedagogy,
recognising comics as a means for marginalised groups to articulate
experience—as seen in Indian grassroots comics or autobiographical works
by women and minoritised creators (Stoll, 2016, pp. 13-15;

Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 55-68).

Taken together, this research suggests that comics pedagogy is not a
remedial strategy, but a theoretically grounded approach that leverages the
distinctive affordances of comics to support complex literacy, disciplinary
understanding and critical cultural engagement across age groups
(Kukkonen, 2013, pp. 1-3; Kirtley, Garcia and Carlson, 2020, pp.xi—xiii).

Phase 1

The author took a few sessions on introducing the importance of art,
semiotics, communication and symbolism. For that multiple activities
were undertaken where the author/facilitator slowly tapered down his
role from a facilitator to an enabler. But it was a gradual release.

Journey of Indian Art from Prehistoric Times to the Present

He began with foundational questions to understand the students' conceptions of
art, its meaning and its place in society. Drawing on his background as an
archaeologist, he demonstrated various manifestations of art in India and abroad,
ranging from prehistoric rock art, petroglyphs, coins, ceramics and sculptures to
folk art forms such as Pichwai and Madhubani, as well as contemporary logos and



Mahabharata Chakravyuha Scene (Author’s Photo)



Logo Design
The following worksheet was given to the students where popular logos were
given and they had to say who they belonged to and what were their significance.

Qoo

A © & BR

Later the students were asked to create logos that represent them or a particular
characteristics about them.

v

Once most of the students were able to
create their own logos, they were asked

to think of a name for our Art I
Collective and create a logo. Three )»
senior girls knew Adobe Illustrator so

they created the following logo. 311-5"‘ aﬁ 'ﬁ,)—{ﬁ

ART COLLECTIVE



Phase 2- Creating Comics

The author divided the students into three groups where each group had an
illustrator, editor, writer, program manager and designer. They were also made
accountable partners who kept each other on task.

The groups had to finalise their topics and were told to create a comic each of at
least 20 pages. The topics chosen and finalised were,

e Two Shlokas of Bhagwat Gita
e Sacchai Aur Imandari
e CyberFraud

While the students were working on their scripts, page designs etc. the author did
small activities to break the monotony and teach visual communication through

other interesting mediums.

Create a Clay Model of their Comic Themes

During the course of the workshops, the students were watching a lot of Mahabharata, so
they were asked to create a clay model of their favorite scene.
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Chai Making Activity
The students were asked to teach the author how to make a good cup of tea/chai using

only sequential art, no words.
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Converting Known Stories into Illustrated Pages with Words

The students were given stories from Panchatantra which they had to illustrate using
their own understanding of what should be written and what should be illustrated.
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Activity: Teaching or Explaining Concepts through Comics

Students were assigned the task of teaching a concept from their school curriculum
or explaining something from their everyday life through comics.
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Creating Comic Strips from Prose Stories
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Each student was given a 100-200 words moral story in Hindi and a blank comic panels
sheet and they were supposed to communicate the story in a multimodal comic format

and within the stipulated panels that were given to them.

Stories were like-
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