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Introduction – Background to the Study 

The impetus for this project stemmed from my experiences as a teacher. I feel strongly that there are unique aspects to graphic texts which may enable them to aid some weak readers to process texts more efficiently. The obvious reason for the success of graphic works in reading would be the motivational, or “fun,” aspect of reading such a text, and in fact, almost any discussion of comics in both academic and popular literature points to the relationship between reading graphic texts and increased motivation in reading among both normative and weak readers.  Simply put, comics are fun and visually interesting, so children will want to read them.  Kay Haugaard (1973), in a brief but groundbreaking article, talked about how her son read comics and “these things appealed to him when all other printed matter had failed” (p.55).  Norton (2003), in reference to Haugaard’s piece, talked about the “fantastic motivating power of comic books” (p.140).  Negrete and Lartigue (2004) include comics among a list of tools, such as stories and plays, to be used to make learning science more fun and less intimidating for children.  Versaci (2001) mentions the use of comics as a way to engage his students and add energy to his language and literature classroom and Sabati (2012) supports the use of graphic texts in order to give students something that they will find “less alienating, more pleasurable and less reminiscent of ‘work’” (p. 191) 
.  But there just may be other, more complex reasons why graphic texts can be helpful to some readers.  The goal of this study was to begin to explore some of those reasons, in order to generate further research in this facet of the field of reading comprehension. 

Usage of the Term: Graphic Texts 

I would first like to clarify why I have chosen to use the term Graphic Text (or GT). The medium of graphic texts suffers from an image problem as well as one of simple semantics.  What should these works be called?  The two most widely used terms in English-speaking countries 
 are “comics/comic books” and “graphic novels”. The term "comic books" conjures up images of light, humorous children's books, without much content or literary weight. But many are not light, fluffy or the least bit humorous – Art Spiegelman's Maus (1987), an illustrated exploration of his father's experiences in the Holocaust, being a case in point.  Thus, Will Eisner, (although it isn’t clear who actually coined the phrase), was the primary and most notable advocate of using the term ‘graphic novel’ (Freedman, 2011, p. 30) to describe several forms of the medium which employ an inseparable integration of narrative and sequential art.  The problem with the term "graphic novel" is that although it is typically used for non-fiction works as well, "novel" inherently implies a work of fiction.  So books such as the graphic version of Ayers and Alexander-Tanner's To Teach (2010) , and Two-Fisted Science (2001)  which is a book of biographies of famous scientists, suffer from an identity crisis when they are referred to as graphic novels 

There is no ideal or standardized term to describe some graphic works, so I have chosen to use the term “graphic text” which here will mean a text that is written in accordance with the accepted conventions of the medium of the graphic or “comics” novel 
. The authors of the 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation (2006) struggled with this same obstacle, as they explained in an Amazon website statement (undated), where they said that they prefer the term "graphic adaptation", since the term "novel" would be a serious misnomer. And of course, to use the word "comic" when referring to the events of 9/11 would be preposterous.  

Components of Graphic Texts 
A graphic text differs greatly from a regular linear or “block” text (BT) that is supported by illustrations, graphs, charts or photographs.  In the latter, the pictures augment the text. In a graphic text, the text itself is partly comprised of imagery. McCloud (1993) refers to the word-image relationship as “partners in a dance, and each one takes turns leading” (156). There are essentially three components to a graphic text and usually all three appear in each or almost every cell:  the pictures, a range of graphic “effects” such as speech bubbles and/or exclamations, interjections or sound effects, and written text which usually appears above and/or below the cells. These components are fully integrated and inter-dependent and the pictures, speech bubbles and other visual aspects are an integral part of the text. 
Rationale for the Study – The Need to Search for Information in Written Texts
The process of reading written words has been studied extensively over the last several decades.  Reading handbooks, guidebooks and whole journals dedicated to the study of reading abound. There are educational, psychological, linguistic, neurological and ophthalmological approaches to understanding reading, with each one focusing on those aspects which are unique or related to that particular field.  These approaches vary so greatly, that often the reader is left to wonder if they are truly discussing the same activity altogether. 
One aspect of reading which has been largely overlooked by academics, teachers and even by the readers themselves, is that of searching for, and locating, information in texts. When readers are required to find a piece of information in a text, how do they go about searching for, and locating it?  Scholars as prominent and diverse as Frank Smith, in Understanding Reading (1971-2004), despite the fact that the book has undergone six editions over the span of more than 30 years, and Walter Kintsch in Comprehension: A Paradigm for Cognition (1998) have not seen fit to mention this stage of the reading process at all.  This stage of the reading process is strongly affected by letter and word processing, and from my experience with weak readers, it is clearly linked to comprehension difficulties as well, yet it is fairly invisible in discussions about learning to read. 

As Guthrie has pointed out in several of his works, in our daily reading, we are constantly being asked to locate information in written texts (for example: Guthrie and Kirsch, 1987; Guthrie, Britten and Barker, 1991).  This is true, even in our increasingly digital age. 

Using mathematical models of search (such as Cross and Wellman, 1985), Guthrie and Kirsch (1987) touch on a fascinating proposition – that readers may search for information in much the same way that children would search for a lost toy in a playground – namely, by using visual clues.  While they don’t develop this suggestion much beyond raising it as an interesting possibility that “may merit further investigation”, this idea forms one of the cornerstones of this study – that when people read blocks of text, they use visual clues and cues to locate information. Is it possible, then, that for some readers, internalizing and identifying these clues may be difficult or intimidating – especially if the text appears as a monolithic block?  And that, perhaps clearer visual cues, such as those in graphic texts, could facilitate the search for information? 
The Need for Greater Understanding into how we Search for Information in Written Texts 

Understanding how readers search for and find information in texts would seem to be a crucial part of understanding the reading process, and yet somehow, it has been neglected in theories and studies of reading development.  And while some researchers do raise the issue of how readers locate information in texts, and not just how and what they comprehend, the area remains largely understudied, and we still don’t understand how children perceive the visual aspects of the text itself.  To return to Guthrie and Kirsch’s analogy, researchers seem more interested in the strategic “battle plans” of how the readers intend to scour the playground, but not in how the readers perceive the playground itself – its layout, landmarks and contours.  

Thinking about how readers locate information in texts led me to wonder if, perhaps, graphic texts could be used as information signposts for weak readers. That is, perhaps the integration of text, pictures and other visual cues could help some students locate information in a text in a way that straightforward, or “block” (also referred to as “linear”) texts could not. 

The Relationship Between Imagery and Text 

Concrete research in the area of graphic works specifically being used to aid in searching for and/or locating information in texts is, to my knowledge, non-existent. For example, in their introduction to The Language of Comics: Words and Image (2001), Varnum and Gibbons tell us that there “is a synergy between words and pictures in comics such that their combined effect is greater than or different from what might have been predicted” (p. xiv) – coming tantalizingly close to saying that perhaps graphic texts can enable us to approach reading in new and innovative ways. But they don’t actually say this, and in fact, they don’t pursue this idea at all, beyond raising it in the introduction. In a book edited by reading expert Peter B. Mosenthal entitled Reconceptualizing Literacy in the Media Age (Pailliotet and Mosenthal, eds., 2000) a chapter dedicated to “A Taxonomy of Visual Literacy” makes no reference whatsoever to the medium of graphic texts, despite being about literacy and visual images.   
Combining imagery with text or narrative has been a literary practice since ancient times. Hieroglyphics, cave drawings, illuminated manuscripts and ancient alphabets are all examples of varying degrees of the fusion of narrative and graphics. In fact, as thinkers as diverse as Gunther Kress and Scott McCloud have noted, imagery cannot truly be separated from written materials, despite the fact that in the last several centuries there has been at least a conceptual separation of the two, with written language and imagery being perceived and portrayed as two distinct entities.  Until very recently, written text and imagery were defined, analyzed and referred to separately. One could, and in fact, often did, augment the other (usually with imagery playing a secondary, supporting role to written texts) but not in an integrated fashion. Thus, books can have graphs, charts and illustrations, but these serve only to clarify or enhance the written text. 

The basic assumptions are that text and imagery are separate, unintegrated entities and that the primary conduit of information is the written text, with imagery playing a secondary role.  Imagery is usually viewed as somehow being less able than written text to independently convey information with any degree of efficacy. Varnum and Gibbons (2001) go so far as to say that pictures can “belie” the written word, and Kirby (1993) raises the interesting question of whether for some tasks, images may detract from, or compete with, the information relayed in verbal texts.  This may be true for certain types of readers as well as certain specific tasks.  

This compartmentalized view of the relationship between text and imagery is changing, however. As those in the fields of communications, computers, literacy and other scholars have observed, in recent years, text and imagery “are once again converging, creating multimodal texts” (Martinec and Salway, 2005, p. 339). In an increasingly global and computer literate world, we are moving once more in the direction of combining the visual and the verbal in our reading processes. Social networks and instant messaging systems have made a variety of symbols not just popular, but laden with meaning as well. "Smileys" or "emoticons" (a telling name in and of itself) and punctuation symbols used to denote facial expressions have taken on universal significance, and relay much more in one symbol than can be expressed in several words – without any language barriers. 

Different Types of Readers and Reading Styles
A discussion of the type of text which I am investigating, involving incorporating the use of imagery embedded within a verbal text, and readers’ abilities and inclinations, would not be complete without at least a brief reference to Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences (2008).  Although the theory has numerous detractors, there is something that resonates as very true about different people exhibiting diverse inclinations or aptitudes and possessing differing skills which can be divided into distinct categories. Whether or not these categories can or should be called “intelligences” is beyond the scope of this paper. What can be said, though, is that reading generally falls into the realm of linguistic-verbal skills, and readers who are weak in the linguistic skills, but are stronger on the more spatial or pictorial front, may be inclined to rely on visual cues, of all sorts, when they read. 

Imagine a youngster who, for whatever reason, is a weak reader.  He 
  finds reading to be a source of difficulty and undue effort. On the decoding front, perhaps he confuses letters, sees things out of order, or just does not grasp how complex words and sentences are formed from groups of letters.  Tutoring, remedial help and various reading programmes can correct those difficulties and help him make sense of letters and words – on the micro level – but on the macro level, the child may be left still finding it difficult to navigate large, uninterrupted blocks of "linear" text –that is, paragraphs and pages of largely unbroken expository text, such as this paper.  In essence, although the child has been taught to identify and work with the parts of the whole, and even to master the smaller "wholes", when put together into larger blocks of text, those words may become daunting, and can present a seemingly insurmountable monolith of words. The child has learned to see the trees, but cannot find his way through the forest. 

From my experience as a teacher, and from interviewing both other teachers and students themselves, I would suggest that many readers with reading difficulties are not efficient searchers. Both Guthrie and Oakhill, along with their various colleagues (see, for example, Guthrie and Mosenthal, 1987; Cataldo and Oakhill, 2000) see a direct relationship between how efficiently a reader is able to search for, or locate, information in a text and  comprehension level. From my own teaching contexts it has come to light that for some readers, every page looks the same, and what was read on one page is forgotten, or has become hazy, tens of pages later. From all the aforementioned observations, this study was born. 
Method

Research Questions 

1) Do readers use the visual cues in a text to search for, and find, information in that text? And if so, are they aware of using those landmarks?  
The first research question really ought to be “how do readers search for and locate specific information in a linear written text?”  For reasons which will be discussed in the Limitations section, this was not a primary focus of the study, and answering this question was not an explicit goal of the research design. It was not ignored, however, and although it wasn’t addressed directly by the study, it coloured the way the study was formulated and carried out. 

A corollary to this question is: do weak readers have particular difficulties searching for and locating information in block texts? This too, was not addressed directly, but the assumptions behind it shaped and informed the entire study.
2) Are there aspects of the comprehension process – specifically searching for, and locating, information in written texts – that merit much more attention from scholars and practitioners than they have received until now? 
3) Is it possible that a graphic text, being a fusion of words and images, would by its very nature, provide visual landmarks in order to make it easier for some readers to locate information in the text? And if so, how? 

4) What are the aspects of an expository graphic novel that are considered by weak readers to be either helpful or unhelpful, or of particular importance when they were reading the text and searching for information in it?

5) What are the aspects of an expository graphic novel that are considered by weak readers to be helpful or unhelpful, or of particular importance when they were searching for information in the text?

From the outset, the study was intended to be exploratory in nature, raising some salient questions and observations, and investigating possibilities in order to generate further research. 

Research Design

To answer the research questions, a short mixed-method study was conducted. Participants received and read two different but related texts.  Each text had a graphic version and a “block” version, and the students received one of each by random allocation. While reading each text, they received a set of locating information and comprehension tasks related to the text they were reading. The tasks were the same for both versions of each text. 

During the reading process, students were encouraged to express orally how they felt about reading each version of the text and carrying out the tasks.  There was also a written feedback component to the study. In addition, the students’ non-verbal responses were closely observed and recorded in writing. All sessions were recorded with audio equipment.

The Participants 

The study took place in central Israel. There were 23 participants, 15 of whom who were 14- 15 years old and of similar demographic backgrounds.  One student did not actually read the texts, but gave a lengthy interview and provided essential information regarding how graphic texts help her read. Twelve students, boys and girls, participated in the study in small group sessions at school during English class, with a session lasting approximately an hour and fifteen minutes.  Three girls participated in the study in the evening in their homes.  The remaining eight boys were North Americans studying in Israel for a gap-year programme, such that they were slightly older than the other students (18 years old) and it is possible that they came from different demographic and educational backgrounds.  Since the main factor in the study was whether or not a student defined him or herself as a weak reader, these differences were not deemed crucial enough to remove them from the study.  

It is common lore and that boys read more comics-style books than girls. In addition, in an earlier pilot project (Arram, 2012, unpublished) a gender difference in attitudes towards GT's was noted, with boys showing a slight preference for GTs over typical prose “block texts (BTs)  and a marginally higher degree of comprehension and success in searching for information in the GTs than in regular texts. Boys also tended to answer more positively about GTs in the feedback questions of the earlier study and as such it was important to ensure that there was a relatively equal number of boys and girls. For various reasons, it proved much more difficult to get a group of boys together than a group of girls at the local school. Furthermore, when a request for participants was posted on a local online forum, the responses were from girls, not boys. As such, the population sample initially had far more girls than boys – an obstacle which needed to be rectified since exploring the gender differences was an important objective, albeit a secondary one.  For this reason, it was decided to use the group of 8 older boys on the gap-year programme, who were easily accessed and willing to participate, even though they may have been demographically different from the other subjects.  

Students were chosen based on a number of factors: 

· English had to be their native language and they had to be comfortable reading it at an age-appropriate L1 level. In addition to the teachers' recommendations, each student was asked whether they were comfortable and fluent reading in English before they participated.

· Of the 8 older students, most had some type of learning difficulties – as defined or identified by the students themselves, what they had filled out on their programme applications, and by the staff who had been teaching them throughout the year. The boys were old enough to know that they had learning disabilities, and that over the years they had been tested and evaluated, but not all of them were able (or willing) to give an exact definition of those difficulties.  

· The school-aged children had all undergone testing via the Ministry of Education, to diagnose learning disabilities. Most were aware of what their disabilities or diagnoses were and were able to tell me at the outset of the study. Some were reluctant to disclose the nature of their difficulties and others were not entirely certain. 

· Because of the uncertainty surrounding the exact nature of the students’ various reading difficulties, and that fact that searching for, or locating, information in texts was not evaluated prior to the study and is not a factor which is tested in the Ministry’s evaluations, it was decided that if the students self-identified as having difficulties reading, that would be sufficient for the study, regardless of what the difficulties might actually be. Time and resource constraints did not permit pre-testing the students to verify what difficulties they had. 

All students were told that they would be participating in a reading experiment that involved different kinds of texts and answering some questions and feedback, that nothing invasive or personal would be done to them, that their names would be included in the write-up of the study, and that it was the text that was being tested and examined, not them. 

Materials 

The  Texts
Many factors were involved in choosing the text for this study:  
· Although many graphic texts are works of fiction, the nature of the research required the use of a text that relayed a significant amount of information, such as an expository text. For this reason, it was decided that the text should be non-fiction.  

· Another reason for choosing a non-fiction text was to move beyond issues of motivation and the "fun factor" of graphic texts.  It was important to choose a text which in and of itself would not necessarily be seen as being "fun" or" light".  With the chosen text, the students recognized right away that they were being asked to read something which, although graphic, had the weight and seriousness of any expository text. 

· The text had to be age-appropriate and suited to the students' abilities and language level.
· The subject matter had to be something that most children would be familiar with, could relate to, or be interested in, to some degree. 

· In order to do the actual testing, the graphic text had to have a parallel "block" text, or be easily transcribed into such a text.  From my previous study in this area, it became evident that certain elements of a graphic text, such as dialogue, exclamations and sound effects, would not transcribe easily into a BT format. Thus, to keep the two versions as similar as possible so as not to give either any unforeseen advantage or disadvantage beyond the difference in the format itself, the graphic text had to be inherently transcribable into linear text with a minimum amount of changes.  For this reason, although speech and thought bubbles, exclamations and other graphic cues are usually an integral part of the graphic text, in this instance, the GT version was comprised almost solely of the two elements of pictures and text surrounding the graphic cells without the third element of additional graphics which are typically found in a GT . 

For these reasons, the 9/11 Commission Report, Graphic Adaptation, by Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colon (2006) was chosen, with written consent from the publishers to copy, transcribe and distribute the excerpts which were used.  This graphic work had itself been adapted from the original report which was a linear, expository text, and still retained much of that character and flavour. Large sections of the text were without dialogue, which was exactly what was needed for this project. There was also a more even ratio between written text and pictures than exists in many GT's:  although it was a graphic text, there was a considerable amount of written information divided in or around each picture cell. 

It is important to note here that the events leading up to 9/11 is a serious topic, a weighty one, and also a highly politicized one, especially in the Middle East. There was some initial hesitation on my part about using this book as the text for the study, but the technical advantages of using this particular book outweighed any potential disadvantages in terms of content. The sections of the book which I chose reflected my awareness of the difficult nature of the topic – they focus on relatively less contentious issues such as Bin Laden's early years, the logistics of planning the attack, the choosing of operatives, obtaining travel visas and which flight schools the pilots attended. 

Two sections of the 9/11 Report - Graphic Adaptation were chosen. As outlined above, the book was chosen for specific reasons, and within the book, the excerpts were selected based partly on their content, but more so on their transcribability (ie – minimal dialogue, exclamations and other elements which would be difficult to transcribe into a linear text, thus rendering the two versions less comparable), as well as how coherently they formed their own self-contained unit of information, and were not dependent on the students' having read other sections of the book.  The sections also had to be manageable in terms of length, and the amount of information they conveyed to the reader.  

Both selections were then transcribed into "block" texts. Every effort was made to make the block text parallel to the graphic version. In addition, while the BT was written in an expository, linear fashion, it was presented in a way that was familiar to students, readable and not overly monolithic.  The font was clear, line numbers were given for clarity, paragraphs were kept short whenever possible and followed the natural flow of the GT, and headings, subheadings and other dividers were highlighted in a similar fashion to how they were presented in the GT. 

Both versions were then copied and stapled into mini-booklets, to be distributed to the students during the study.  
The Tasks
Ideally, each student was to read two different excerpts – one GT and one BT – and answer a separate set of questions for each, as well as a brief feedback questionnaire. The questions were short and fairly simple, given the time constraints. The main focus of the questions was on locating information in the text – straight, factual literal comprehension questions.  After the students had answered the questions, their scores on each task were to be compared, in order to yield information about how reading a BT and a GT affected their ability to locate information in the text, as well as comprehend the texts.  Text 1 had more questions than Text 2, in order to account for the possibility of time running short towards the end of the session. Despite the fact that this would make the two tasks slightly uneven, it was decided that making them both doable and not intimidatingly long was more important than being more strictly comparable. 

Both selection tasks had Locating Information questions, and then some Comprehension questions. The comprehension questions in each selection first asked a simple, factual question, and then built on comprehension from that fact. This was in order to help the students find the relevant information more quickly. 

Text 2 had comprehension questions which in fact, were similar to the locating information questions, except that the information was not given in a direct fashion such that the student could just copy the answer – a certain degree of inferential comprehension was necessary in order to answer it correctly. The comprehension questions in the second excerpt were easier and less abstract, again, in deference to the fact that this section was the very last one after having already read two texts and completed one task, and if time was short, it was better to ask simpler questions and get an answer than to ask more complex questions and not get any response at all because the student was too rushed or tired to answer them properly. 

The students were randomly given a selection to read.  For the first text, half the students were given the original GT, while the other half was given the parallel transcribed block text version of it.  As they neared the end of their reading, they were given questions to answer about the text.  They were told that they could refer to the text to answer the questions and search for the answers in the text – in fact, that was preferable. 

After they had read the selection and answered the questions on it, each group was given the opposite type of text for the second excerpt, along with questions on that excerpt.  During the study, students were encouraged to talk about their reactions to the texts, how easy or difficult it was to read the texts and find information in them, and anything else related to the reading experience. 

At the end of the tasks, students were given a brief feedback page to fill out (Fig 3) and encouraged to express, either orally or in writing or both, how they felt about the project specifically and about reading GTs in general. 
Data Collection

There were several forms of data collection:
The Tasks:  

For each text, students had to complete the locating/comprehension tasks, and the answers were analyzed for correct/incorrect, but also for “don’t know”, incomplete and any other information given on the task pages. 

Feedback Questionnaire:

Students each filled out a feedback questionnaire (Fig.1) about the texts, the tasks, what they perceived were the differences between the GT and BT in terms of ease of reading, understanding and locating information in the texts.  Questions were a mix of scaled, dichotomous and open-ended. 

Student Comments and Responses 

Students were encouraged to talk about the process: what it was like to read a GT, whether and how reading from a GT differed from reading a standard BT etc.  Where relevant and practicable, they were encouraged to talk while they were reading and completing the tasks and if this was not possible during the process, then upon completion.  

All the sessions were recorded using audio equipment and with the students’ knowledge. 

In-Depth Questioning 

With six of the students – 3 girls and 3 boys – it was possible to have more open one-to-one discussions, ask more directed questions and receive more in-depth responses. 
Observations

Throughout the sessions, students were observed and their verbal and non-verbal reactions were noted.  Observations included utterances, facial expressions, as well as how they went about reading and completing the tasks, for example, observed speed and ease of locating the information, displays of confidence or confusion while reading or answering the questions. 

Results and Analysis of Key Findings 

Data Analysis
The quantitative data did not yield effective or useable results. Neither text came out a "clear winner" as the easier or more efficient text to read or from which to answer questions, although the BT appeared to have been slightly more manageable for some of the students (see Table 1). 
Both the data and the research design had several flaws and therefore it is difficult to determine whether differences in answer scores were truly from the manner in which the readers comprehended or located the information, or because of the numerous flaws (this will be discussed further in “Limitations”). 

In addition, although the second task was slightly easier and shorter than the first in order to accommodate the fact that it was a long, intense hour, a lower score in the second task (regardless of which type of text the students received), could have been due to the “boredom effect”, which could have adversely affected their scores, perhaps even more than the texts and tasks themselves did. 

Conversely, the study may also have suffered from a “practice effect”. Although the students received two different types of texts for the two tasks, both texts were about the same topic and it is possible that the students became more accustomed to the subject matter and vocabulary used in the text, and thus read and comprehended the second text more easily. 

The more salient results came from the qualitative data, which will be discussed and analysed in the following sections. 

Table 1: Location and comprehension questions by text type. 
Scores have been converted to scale 0-24

	
	Location question

Min score=0, Max score=24
	Comprehension question

Min score=0, Max score=24

	
	mean
	sd
	mean
	sd

	Block Text

N= 11
	22.7
	1.85
	15.5
	6.27

	Graphic Text

N=12
	20.4
	5.14
	13.5
	7.37


Table 1 summarizes students’ scores across Texts 1 and 2 and the scores have been standardized on the same scale (0-24) to aid comparison across question types and across texts. The raw scores are shown in Appendix E and F.   While mean scores on BT were higher than scores on GT on both location and comprehension questions, the difference was not great and was not statistically significant. Statistical significance on the location scores was tested using the Mann Whitney due to the skewed nature of the distribution on this scale. As can be seen from the means which approach the maximum score of 24, quite a number of students scored near the maximum (4 out of 8 on Text 1 and 3 out of 3 on Text 2). A t-test was used to test statistical significance on the more normally distributed comprehension questions.

Thematic Analysis

From the comments, the written feedback and the brief discussions with some of the students, as well as from observing the students and how they read and answered the questions, various themes emerged regarding how they viewed the efficacy of the graphic texts for helping them read the text and locate information. Responses were coded as follows: preference; motivation; perceived level of difficulty (of text); emotional response; word volume; locating information; pictures support meaning.  It is important to note that the “emotional” thread runs through most of the study and the students’ reactions, but was only coded as such when the students used words that actually signified an emotional response. 

From these codes, the following categories of themes emerged.  
· "Confusing and Distracting" (preference/emotional): Certain negative comments came up fairly often and although they were numerous, they showed little variance from one another. Those who found the GTs difficult or unhelpful said they did so because the GTs were “confusing”, “out of order” and “distracting”.   For many, it was their first time reading this type of graphic text. Some were familiar with more common “comics”, and some had very little or no experience reading any sort of graphic work, but none had ever read a GT that resembled the 9/11 Report. 

It is very difficult to determine with accuracy if the students found the GT to be confusing and distracting because: 

(a) they were not familiar with the medium, its conventions and how best to read it,
(b) even those who were more accustomed to reading GTs, felt it was confusing, possibly because they were not in the habit of locating information in them in order to answer questions in a task, since most young readers read GTs for leisure purposes, 
(c) this particular text was less clear than it could have been (for example, poorly illustrated), 
(d) GTs in general are written and intended to be read in a less linear manner and thus potentially offer less clarity and more ambiguity than a straight BT 
or
(e) some combination of all these factors.   
One student did provide some insight, supporting (c) as a reason, when she said that it was not any easier to find Osama Bin Laden’s physical attributes in the GT than it would have been in the BT, because “he just looks like any big guy - the picture doesn’t help because it doesn’t really look like what they said – he doesn’t look extra tall or athletic here “. 

Only one reader made that kind of more in-depth observation.  The others, including some who successfully answered the majority or all of the questions, simply stated that they found the GT version difficult or confusing to read without articulating why, other than to say it was distracting and “out of order” or “not in order”. 

· The Fun Factor  (motivation/emotional)  Comments which reflected a more positive attitude towards reading the GTs were far richer and more complex, although not as fully fleshed out as I would have hoped, largely due to the time constraints and to the students not fully opening up and articulating to the extent that I would have liked. 

Over half the students, including those who also had negative comments about the GT, mentioned that the GT version was “interesting” and/or “fun”, without really elaborating beyond using those two words.  This was completely expected, given the amount of attention in the literature dedicated to the “fun” appeal of GTs.  As I have stated, this aspect is not the focus of this study, although it is important to note, considering that it was raised by a majority of the children and it does confirm what previous studies have already demonstrated. It is likely as well, that the "fun factor" also influenced the performance of some of the students, in that they may have participated more willingly or concentrated better because they perceived the text as being fun or even just different from what they were used to.  This in itself is a strong motivating factor. 

· “Easier to understand” (pictures support meaning):  One student said that the pictures made the text “easier to visualize” and another simply said that “imagery is easier to understand”.  Thus, while the unfamiliar format of the GT's layout may have been confusing to many of the readers, the content may have been positively affected by the presence of the pictures.  Having pictures integrated with the text seems to have facilitated the reading process, at least for approximately a quarter of the students who mentioned ease of understanding due to having the pictures as part of the text.  Although none of the students elaborated (even when pressed) beyond saying that it was “easier with the pictures” the reasons could have been because it made the information easier to visualize or that pictures themselves, by their very nature, carry meaning and information. It may also be that the pictures trigger the students' prior knowledge (Pardo, 2004), which leads to increased comprehension (this is also known as activating the reader’s “schema”, as in Anderson in Ruddell and Unrau, 2004). The reasons for their not elaborating further are likely: a lack of time, feeling like they were finished the process already and didn’t need to give more information, inability to explain or articulate the reasons, and feeling inhibited or uncomfortable with their classmates present. A lengthier, more leisurely one-on-one session would possibly have yielded more in-depth introspection into the process which enabled the pictures to make the materials easier to understand. 

· “Speed, ease or confidence in finding the information” (locating information/ pictures support meaning) :  Despite the fact that the students scored lower overall when using the GT,  several of them seemed more confident and comfortable searching for the information using the GT than with the BT. This theme was noted primarily through observation of the students, particularly in finding certain types of information. In answering certain questions, several students were observed to have flipped back quite quickly to the page where the correct answer was, and to have found the picture which accompanied the information, copying the correct information quickly and efficiently.  
Observations which indicated a degree of confidence included facial expressions (eyes lighting up, flash of a smile or a nod to themselves), the speed with which the students located the information, and the lack of hesitation or time-lapse between reading the question and turning back the pages to the correct location of the answer. This was in direct contrast to the typical search techniques of many of the BT readers, who hesitated more, wrinkled their faces more often, and were seen to scan the text, sometimes in its entirety, and often went back to the beginning of the whole text to answer each question. 
Furthermore, some of the students stated outright that the pictures assisted them in locating the information. One student said the pictures "give you something you can rely on” and another said that the pictures “help you remember where things are”.  When asked how he found the information in the GT, one student answered: “I knew where to look because I remembered where the picture was”. 
· “The Physical Features of a page in a Graphic Text”  (word volume, locating information, pictures support meaning, emotional) : 

- Perceived difference in word density or number of words
This is one of two sub-themes which I found, which both fall under the heading of The Physical Features of the Page in a Graphic Text, and of which there may be more sub-themes.
Four students said that it seemed like there were less words in the text, even when it was pointed out to them that the text was transcribed verbatim – it "just seems like less words". For example, in this exchange: 

Naomi: "Even if it’s the exact same words – I copied this text bang-bang-bang (pointing to the same words on the pages of each version), so what makes this (the GT) different?"   
P – "It just seems a lot less,"
One youngster said that that fewer words made it "less frightening" and another reader said that just knowing that there were fewer words on each page, made it seem like there were less words altogether.  

- Breakdown of GT text via its physical characteristics 

In a related but slightly different subtheme, one of the children also said, without elaborating, that somehow having the GT version "summarizes the paragraph a little bit, so it helps you find it" (i.e. the information).  Another student, in a similar vein said that the GT "is like sections" (despite the fact that the BT was written with very clear headings and sections, and in a much more typical and familiar fashion), and another student felt that the block text had "less connection between the paragraphs" than the graphic version by virtue of the fact that it was written in linear form, rather than in picture cells.  All three comments relate to the unique characteristics which comprise a graphic text, but each comment is actually dealing with a different aspect of graphic texts, and therefore each subtheme really merits its own further investigation. 

· “Visual Cues in a Block Text” (locating information): While the majority of the questions, discussions and feedback focused on the students’ reactions to reading from the graphic text, with some of the students, I was able to begin a discussion about how they go about searching for, and locating, information in block texts in general.  Themes that arose were being guided by headings, remembering where on the page specific information can be found, making a mental map of the page and paragraphs looking different from one another.  

Discussion and Conclusion

Limitations
There were several shortcomings in the research design and implementation, which led to flaws in the quantitative data which the study yielded.  

· The study should have been piloted before it was carried out. This was not done, largely due to time and resource constraints. Piloting it also would have used valuable participants who then would not have been available again to take part in the actual study.  Moreover, in reality, the entire study was a pilot in and of itself, and piloting a pilot seemed unnecessary when it was begun.   The texts and questions were read by a teacher and two students, and a prior unpublished study, carried out for the IOE EdD programme was used as the basis for this study. At the outset of the study, this seemed sufficient, but in retrospect, a small-scale pilot would have been beneficial. For example, although each of the texts was at an age-appropriate level and not too difficult or long in and of itself, and several of the students managed to read them both and complete the tasks, some of the students found the combined demands of reading two texts and completing two sets of tasks (plus a feedback questionnaire) to be too much. Thus, the number of students who actually fully completed all the reading and tasks was disappointing. 
· A reading test or evaluation was not performed on the students prior to having them participate in the study, in order to accurately determine the nature or extent of their reading difficulties.  This was largely due to the lack of time, opportunity and resources.  In addition, the teachers who referred the students confirmed that each one had difficulties reading, even if the specifics of those difficulties were not made known to me in all of the cases.  Moreover, the nature of the study allowed for the students to self-identity as having some sort of reading difficulty or weakness. Based on my experience as a teacher, if a student identifies himself as a struggling reader, then he is one – especially students who are already over 14 years old and have been struggling with reading issues, both in and out of the classroom, for several years.  A more thorough investigation into the extent and nature of the various reading difficulties which the children had may have yielded more precise data, and perhaps provided deeper insights as to which specific reading difficulties could benefit from using graphic texts as a reading tool. 
· Although it was noted that students may have performed worse on one of the tasks as compared to the other due to boredom, or better on one than the other due the practice effect, aside from the aforementioned shortening of the second task, the research design did not account for these potential variances in performance.  The sheer novelty of the type of text may have also influenced the students’ performance, and this was not taken into consideration. In addition, the question of whether pictures or graphics in general can actually detract from, or compete with, information in a text, was acknowledged but could not be fully taken into account within the scope of the study.
· Lack of time in some of the sessions was also a significant drawback. Although a double class (an hour and a half) with the students was requested, to ensure that there would be enough time to read, complete the tasks and have a short discussion, in some instances, the allotted time was curtailed to an hour. This was not enough time to do everything, and some students only fully completed one text (reading and task) and did not complete the second one.   Conversely, many of those students who were available for the full time-slot, got tired, bored or “fed up” by the end, so that having the full amount of time was not necessarily beneficial either. 
· The school setting for the girls was not ideal – the classroom was noisy, people were passing by and the girls repeatedly became distracted. 

· In the sessions with the girls in school, as well as with the gap-year boys, there were too many participants at one time to encourage an in-depth discussion, and thus, many valuable insights were likely lost because the participants did not open up as they should and could have had they been in smaller groups or in a one-to-one setting. 

· Two of the three girls who participated at home, and not in a school setting, did so after a long day at school, and although they had initially willingly agreed to take part in the study, it became clear early into the session that they were too tired and distracted to read, complete the tasks and engage in a meaningful discussion about reading at that late hour of the day. 

· The gap-year programme boys were brought together to take part in the study on very short notice, and in the rush, they were given the wrong instructions about what to read for Text 2 (both GT and BT).  By the time the error was noticed and corrected, several had begun to answer the questions already. Some of the boys had not begun to answer yet, and a few noticed the error on their own and self-corrected, but in the confusion it was not clear to what degree this affected their scores. 
· As mentioned, the tasks for the second text were shorter and easier than those of the first. Although this was done intentionally in order to compensate for the possibility of the participants becoming tired or weary, it did make the two tasks uneven, and thus may have skewed the scores which the students received on the second task, in comparison with the first. 

For all the above reasons, there were far fewer complete sets of quantitative data than there should have been, and as such the quantitative data did not yield particularly useful or reliable information. 

Despite the numerous flaws in the study’s design and implementation, several interesting points were raised by the participants and observed during the research.  

The Potential Use of Graphic Texts as a Reading Aid

Feedback and comments from the students, observations of them while they were reading, and also their scores to some extent, indicate that graphic texts may aid in the reading comprehension process in ways that go beyond fun and motivation, and merit further investigation. 

Some of the ways in which a graphic text may assist in the reading process include: 

· Seeing a GT as less intimidating or as having fewer words than a standard BT may lead to a reader being more inclined to read it. 

· Having an intricately integrated combination of pictures and text (McCloud’s “dance partners”) might make the text easier to read, understand, and/or visualize.

· Similarly, for some readers, a GT may break down the information given in the text in a different manner than how it is perceived and processed in the standard linear form.

· The imagery may trigger a reader’s prior knowledge in a way that verbal text alone may not. 

· Students may be able to find information by remembering the pictures which helped to convey the information, and return directly, and with more confidence or efficiency to those pictures in order to answer questions or complete a task.

These points were noted, raised and explored throughout the study, even if the research design did not enable them to be thoroughly investigated or to yield firm empirical results.   Enough themes were uncovered in the qualitative data to warrant further investigation of each of them, which was really the purpose of the study from the outset. 

Implications 

A deeper understanding into how readers locate information after they’ve read a written text can help researchers and practitioners to better understand the comprehension process, and thus aid readers who are experiencing difficulties.  Referring back to Guthrie’s statement that in almost all of our reading we are required to locate information, it would seem obvious that understanding how we go about locating that information should be paramount in the field of comprehension research. 

As a teacher, the questions raised in this paper are relevant to my practice and I would think they have significant implications for teaching practitioners everywhere. A greater understanding of how readers locate information and complete search tasks can lead teachers to be more aware of the search process and how it works, and to be more in tune with what their students, both weak and efficient, are experiencing.  It can lead to the creation of different types of texts which can aid in the search process – such as, but not only, graphic texts.  Tasks can be adapted to accommodate difficulties in the search process. Curricula could be adjusted to reflect a greater understanding of the difficulties encountered by inefficient searchers.  

Conclusion
While the study may not have proven precisely what I set out to investigate, nor satisfactorily answered the initial research questions, one of the original intentions of the study was to explore the area of searching for information in texts in a way that had not been done thus far, and generate new possibilities for further research, and this goal was, indeed, achieved.  The design and methods were deeply flawed, and thus did not yield reliable or valid quantitative data.  However, the qualitative data which emerged from the thematic analysis was exciting, original and highly relevant to the field of reading comprehension.  The students’ insights, along with my observations raised several themes which bear more thorough investigation. In addition, the discovery that there is a dearth of research and basic understanding of how readers use the visual and physical aspects of a text when searching for information, was initially daunting and frustrating, but has now sparked in me (and I hope in those who read this as well) a desire to learn more about this fundamental, but apparently uncharted area of reading comprehension. 
Figure 1 




Name: __________________________
Feedback Questions – please circle or give a short answer 

C 1) Was the topic of the text interesting?   

YES        A BIT        NOT REALLY        NOT AT ALL           DON'T KNOW

C 2) Was the “block” text easy or hard to read and understand?    

VERY EASY        EASY         MEDIUM       HARD         VERY HARD

C 3) Was the graphic text easy or hard to read and understand?    

VERY EASY        EASY         MEDIUM       HARD         VERY HARD

C 4) Was it easy or hard to find the answers in the “block” text?   

VERY EASY           EASY          MEDIUM         HARD             VERY HARD 

C 5) Was it easy or hard to find the answers in the graphic text?   

VERY EASY           EASY          MEDIUM         HARD             VERY HARD

C 6) Which text would you say was easier to read?   Block  /  Graphic

C 7) Which text would you say was easier to understand?  Block  / Graphic

C 8) Which text would you say was better for finding information and helping you remember where things were in the text?   Block / Graphic 

About the Graphic (comic book) version
C 9) Was it more interesting to read than a regular text? Or was it hard or confusing? ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

C 10) Have you ever read a comic book style book like this?  Would you want to again? ________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

11) If you have anything else to say about reading the Graphic (or block) version of the 9/11 Commission Report, or about reading graphic texts in general, I’d love to hear it: ______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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� Pantaleo (2011) delves deeper into the complexities of graphic works, describing the activity of reading a graphic text as engaging the brain “in a rigorous workout” (p.127). She also enumerates several pedagogical benefits associated with the reading of graphic works that go beyond fun and motivation, but her study is about how to teach a graphic text as a literary form, and therefore not directly related to this discussion. 





� The terms “manga” or “anime” are commonly used elsewhere, such as in Japan, but they are not universally accepted and have subtly nuanced differences from the type of texts I will be using, and thus will remain outside the scope of this discussion. 


� A more in-depth discussion of some of the difficulties surrounding what to call graphic texts, along with an overview of the lack and shortcomings of academic critiques of graphic texts, can be found in Freedman (2011).


� For a full discussion of this medium, see Scott McCloud’s book, Understanding Comics (1993). Will Eisner’s pair of instructional books on the medium (2008) is also helpful. 


� Using s/he or his/her every time a pronoun is used, becomes cumbersome. Likewise, alternating between the masculine and feminine gets tiresome and confusing. As such, for flow and clarity, when referring to readers in general, the male pronoun will be used throughout this report. When referring to specific students who were interviewed or specific scenarios with a gender-related component, masculine and feminine will be used accordingly.





