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TEACHER’S GUIDE TO 

  

BY THI BUI

CURRICULAR RATIONALE  
The Best We Could Do addresses identity, displacement and assimilation, race, 
decolonization, and political and historical movements and their impact on 
people, with advanced vocabulary, similes, idioms, and historical context and 
culture. While blending the written word with images, it promotes critical thinking 
through a coming-of-age memoir laden with issues of cultural and self-identity, 
and intergenerational trauma and endless sacrifi ce within a family. Using the graphic novel format, this book serves readers through verbal 
and visual storytelling that supports multimodal teaching. Primarily told as a memoir, The Best We Could Do also includes major historical 
events. This text is ideal in reading lists in both college and college-preparatory history or English classes. The intent of this brief guide is to 
provide flexible teaching options that educators can adapt to their needs and those of their students.

About the Author

Thi Bui was born in Viêt Nam and came to the United States as a child with her family. They were part of the 
“boat people” wave of Southeast Asian refugees. She studied art and legal studies and thought about becoming 
a civil rights lawyer, but became a public school teacher instead. Bui lives in Berkeley, California, with her son, 
her husband, and her mother. The Best We Could Do is her debut graphic novel.
 

As you Read: A Pronunciation Guide
Some of the names and words that appear in this story may be unfamiliar to students. 
Please visit www.abramsbooks.com/thebestwecoulddo for a list of approximately 100 names and 
terms in Vietnamese, French, and Malay, along with recordings of their appropriate pronunciations.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES  

Good, Better, Best

What is the diff erence between these three words: good, better, and best? Why might the author have chosen the latter word as part of the 
title? What is the signifi cance of the verb tense? Who do you think is implied by “we” in the title, The Best We Could Do? 

Family

How do you defi ne a family? What are the bonds that make up your family? Who are the people you would go to for help if you were ever in trouble? 

Historical Events

The author references events in the world as she describes her family members’ lives: France surrendering to Nazi Germany (p. 102), U.S. 
dropping atomic bombs (p. 115), First Indochina War (p. 157), Geneva Accords (p. 167), Vietnam War (p. 200), Fall of Sài Gòn/Liberation 
Day (p. 211), and Vietnamese boat people exodus (p. 267) are a few examples. In groups or individually, research these topics and make a 
rough timeline; include a short description of each event. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

On Family 

“Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into” 
(p. 21). What does the author mean by this statement? What is the di� erence 
between “created” and “born into”? What is similar?

Bô´ states, “You don’t have a sister named Bích anymore. She is dead to us” (p. 27). 
What events caused Bô´ to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tâm, 
how would you interpret this statement?

In the set of panels on page 28, the family avoided ever talking about the incident 
to the point that Má thought that Thi didn’t remember. Thi exclaims, “I was 
there! How do you think I could forget something like that? Almost thirty years 
later, I didn’t know I was still angry.” Why would this memory still make Thi 
angry? How would you feel if you were Thi? What might cause a family to 
avoid discussing a di�  cult situation?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second panel, Quyên and Tha’o 
are shadows. What was the artist’s purpose for blurring these two siblings? Was it e� ective to use an 
image instead of words? Explain.

The author desires to be closer to her parents as an adult and realizes “proximity and closeness are not 
the same” (p. 31). What is your defi nition of proximity? Closeness? How do these two words di� er? 
Which of the two words would you rather use to describe your relationship with your parents?

The births of the six siblings are told in reverse chronological order (pp. 42, 46, 47, 48, 50, and 52). What was the author’s purpose in 
using this storytelling element? Is it e� ective?

“Home became the holding pen for the frustrations and the unexorcised demons that had nowhere to go in America’s fi nest city” (p. 68). “In 
my sleep, I dreamt of how terrible it would be to not fi nd my way home” (p. 83). “And then I came home to a tiny hovel” (p. 186). “My parents 
built their bubble around us—our home in America” (p. 294). What does home mean to Thi and her family members? Does her defi nition of 
home change as the story progresses? How? What does home mean to you? What is the di� erence between a home and a house?

On Culture and Identity

“And imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American” (pp. 65). “I learned about America mostly through books and TV, and 
from what my sisters learned in school” (p. 67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another country, how would you 
share and explain what it means to be “a little more American” to your new classmate? What books, television shows, or other media 
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday environment shape your national or cultural identity?

Examine the panels where someone spits on Bô´ on page 67. What is meant by “there were reasons to not want to be anything other?” 
How would you have reacted if you were Bô´? How would you react if you saw someone spit on another person? What might motivate 
one person to react to another in that way? Can you think of similar hateful actions and tensions you’ve seen or read about through-
out history or on the news?

On page 187, Bô´ reminisces about the books, music, and movies that infl uenced him as a teenager. Compare his infl uences with your own. 
How have your tastes shaped you as a person?

“Don’t be such a REFUGEE!” (p. 285). What is meant by this comment? When you hear the word “refugee,” what do you think of? How 
do perceptions of refugees a� ect their experience?

What is the di� erence between leaving a country voluntarily and being forced to leave your homeland? What are some positive and 
negative e� ects of a dislocation?

When Thi and her siblings go to school (day care, elementary and middle schools), all three are treated diff erently (p. 287). Explore how 
Bích, Lan, and Thi could have been more supported by their peers and teachers.

How did French colonialism infl uence Thi’s parents while they were growing up? Cite specifi c examples from the book that show that 
impact. How might a French colonist’s description of this infl uence di� er from a Vietnamese nationalist’s?
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On page 41, Bui states that she was seeking “an origin story . . . that 
will set everything right.” Does she fi nd what she was looking for in 
the pages of this book? Why or why not?

On War and Confl ict

Using specifi c examples from the book, how did class di� erences 
a� ect people’s experience of war and their decisions about which 
side to take?

How did certain features of geographic location a� ect people’s 
experience of war? Cite specifi c examples from the book. 

As explored throughout the book, war can have immediate and 
lasting impacts on the people experiencing it. Find specifi c examples 
in the book that show the direct or implied impact of war on children 
and families. 

What factors contributed to Thi’s parents’ decision to leave Viêt Nam after the war ended? What would you have done in their place?

Describe the various authorities that the Buis encounter during their refugee experience. Who are they and from where do they derive 
their power to make decisions about refugees? Consider our national discussion on refugees today. How is it similar to the Buis’ 
experience? How does it di� er?

On History 

Page 66 refers to California’s Proposition 187, which voters passed in 1994 but was subsequently struck down in a federal court. What were 
the arguments for and against this law? What similarities do you see to debates today on immigration?

“I had never, before researching the background of my father’s stories, imagined that these horrible events were connected to my family 
history” (p. 116). How would you feel if you were Thi? What historical events are tied to your own family history? How and when did you 
learn about them?

What factors contributed to Bô´’s decision to leave North Viêt Nam in 1954? Cite specifi c events and context clues from the book. What 
would you have done if you were in his position?

Examine the four panels on pages 128 and 129, and the quote “I had no idea that the terror I felt was only the long shadow of his own” (p. 
129). Compare Bô´’s upbringing in Viêt Nam to Thi’s upbringing in San Diego. How are they similar? Di� erent? What is meant by Thi’s 
quote? How is trauma passed down between generations?

Thi’s family escapes to Viêt Nam on a boat bound for Malaysia. They face many hardships—little food (p. 235), tight sleeping arrangements 
(p. 236), possible pirates (p. 242), bad potable water (p. 244), etc. If you were aboard a boat headed toward freedom, what fi ve items would 
you want to bring on the boat to survive? What would you have to leave behind? Share your list of items with a partner, and then narrow 
your list to three items for the two of you. What similar stories of escape have you read about throughout history or on the news? 

On page 267, Bui incorporates her family’s real refugee camp identifi cation photographs into the graphics. What was Bui’s intention in 
doing so? Was it e� ective? Find another page where real photographs could enhance the storyline.

In Chapter 6, Bui suggests that she is making up for not having memories of her own by doing a lot of research. What is the di� erence 
between personal knowledge and relying on secondary sources? What can be gained from interviewing primary sources? What could 
be tricky about interviewing primary sources?

ADDITIONAL EXERCISES AND RESOURCES  

Family History

“I began to record our family history . . . thinking that if I bridged the gap between the past and the present, I could fi ll the void between my 
parents and me” (p. 36). Explore your family history. Find out about your ancestry by interviewing family members. Ask your parents or 
other family members about their courtship stories. How did they meet? Where did previous generations come from or move to? What did 
they hope for? What challenges did they encounter in raising a new generation? List family members and important dates. 
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Gender Roles

Consider the perspectives of the women in the stories of Thi’s parents and grandparents. Retell a story from their point of view. Cite specifi c 
examples from the book to support your retelling. 

Graphic Novels

Have you read other graphic novels? How did those graphic novels compare to The Best We Could Do in how they told a story? Visually 
speaking, what elements appealed to you in this graphic memoir? Share a particular layout or panel that best demonstrated these features. 
How do you think the graphic novel format of this memoir aff ected its message and potency?

Literary Scavenger Hunt

Throughout The Best We Could Do, Bui infuses her story with rich, fi gurative language and beautiful panels. Embark on a literary scavenger 
hunt to locate your favorite phrases or quotes. Create a shareable quote card image to be published on the social media site of your choice 
(remember to attribute appropriately).

Finding and Using Related Sources

Compare and contrast the ways in which Vietnamese people are represented in diff erent accounts, fi ction and nonfi ction, of the Viêt Nam 
War. What factors could aff ect these diff erences?

Create a timeline of Viêt Nam’s transition from feudalism to colonialism to nationalism to full independence. Use online research to fi nd 
dates. Select key moments from the book and plot them on your timeline. How does your relationship with the characters aff ect your 
understanding of the history?

Pages 205-209 discuss Nguyên Ngoc Loan, the former chief of National Police in South Viêt Nam, and the Pulitzer Prize—winning 
photograph of him, titled, “Saigon Execution.” Why is Thi confused about what her father thinks of him? Compare the accounts in this book 
with other descriptions of the photograph or the incident. How does one’s perspective infl uence one’s opinion about what the photograph 
represents?

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS  

Below are the English Language Arts Common Core State Standards that can be met by extending The Best We Could Do with these 
questions, prompts, and activities. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or 
distorted evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in 
words) in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.8

Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them with other information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.1, 9-10.2, 9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1, 11-12.2, 11-12.3

Key ideas and details: Citing textual evidence, determining a theme or central idea, describing how a plot unfolds, analyzing how particular 
elements of the story interact; analyzing how particular lines of dialogue or incidents of a text reveal aspects of a character or provoke a 
decision; and analyzing how complex characters develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or 
develop the theme.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Craft and structure: Determining the meaning of words and phrases including figurative and connotative meaning; analyzing how particular 
sentences, chapters, scenes, or stanzas fit into the overall structure of a text; explaining how a point of view is developed; analyzing how a 
text’s structure or form contributes to its meaning; analyzing a particular point of view requires distinguishing what is directly stated in a 
text from what is really meant.

CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.9-10.9 / CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.11-12.9

Integration of knowledge and ideas: Comparing and contrasting texts; distinguishing among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text; 
analyzing how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or character types from myths, traditional stories, or religious 
works describing how the material is rendered new; analyzing how an author draws on and transforms source material in a specific way.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL11-12.10

Range of reading and level of text complexity: Reading and comprehending literature, including stories, dramas, and poems; in the grades 
6-8 and in the grades 6-10, text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range, with independence  
and proficiency.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.3

Knowledge of language: Using knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening; applying knowledge 
of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend 
more fully when reading or listening.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Vocabulary acquisition and use: Determining the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases; demonstrating 
understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings; and acquiring and using accurately grade-
appropriate general academic and domain-specific words and phrases.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1

Comprehension and collaboration: Engaging effectively in a range of collaborative discussions building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.4 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.4

Presentation of knowledge and ideas: Presenting claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and 
details to accentuate main ideas or themes.

This guide was created by Gregory Lum, Library Director at Jesuit High School in Portland, Oregon, and an adjunct instructor at Portland State University, along with author Thi Bui.

Instructors: Enjoyed using this guide, or have feedback for us? Please take our brief 5-minute survey to help us improve our guides: 
http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides

http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides
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GUIDE FOR EDUCATOR AND CLASSROOM USE 
Thinking through the format 
When considering a graphic novel in a classroom or educational setting, it’s important to encourage 
readers to look at all of the elements that make up a graphic novel. Here are discussion prompts 
and visual examples to get discussions started.

Panels and gutters 

Consider the size and shape of panels. How do 
they fit together? Do they interrupt or overlap with 
each other? Are there any images without any 
panel borders at all? The spaces in between the 
panels—the gutters—indicate a change: in how 
time is passing, in where you are, or in whom 
you’re looking at or talking to. What do the gutters 
add to how you understand the story? 

Description and word balloons 

Think about how the dialogue appears. Are the words 
different colors? Written with thicker or thinner lines? How 
would that sound? How about the silence when no one is 
speaking? Is there any narration or description (words in 
boxes, but not spoken)? How is that important to how the 
story unfolds?

Sound effects and motion lines

Sounds set the scene, signal something off scene, and add 
another layer to each story. Motion lines indicate how characters 
or objects are moving. What sounds do you see? How are each 
of the sounds written—does the way it’s written reflect what it 
actually sounds like? What gestures do you see?

Art 

Every creator has their own style. Is the 
art realistic? Cartoony? What can you 
tell from the expressions on faces? The 
gestures and movement of characters? 
The background and its details? If there 
is color, how does that change over the 
course of a page? Each chapter?

Art © 2008 Kazu Kibuishi.

Art © 2018 Douglas Holgate. Art © 2018 Nina Matsumoto.

Art © 2014 Mike Maihack. Art © 2018 Kristen Gudsnuk.

Art © 2017 Molly Knox Ostertag.Art © 2017 Ru Xu. Art © 2018 Jarrett J. Krosoczka.

Art © 2004 James Burks.





1.

Level 1

Cartoon Analysis Worksheet

A.

Level 2

Which of the objects on your list are symbols?

Describe the action taking place in the cartoon.

Designed and developed by the
Education Staff, National Archives and Records Administration,

Washington, DC 20408

List the objects or people you see in the cartoon.

Record any important dates or numbers that appear in
the cartoon.

Identify the cartoon caption and/or title.

Locate three words or phrases used by the cartoonist
to identify objects or people within the cartoon.

Level 3

B.

Visuals Words (not all cartoons include words)

1.

2.

3.

Visuals Words

2. 4. Which words or phrases in the cartoon appear to be
the most significant?  Why do you think so?

3. What do you think each symbol means? 5. List adjectives that describe the emotions portrayed
in the cartoon.

C.

D.

Explain how the words in the cartoon clarify the symbols.

Explain the message of the cartoon.

What special interest groups would agree/disagree with the cartoon's message?  Why?
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Please visit www.abramsbooks.com/thebestwecoulddo for a list of approximately 100 names and 
terms in Vietnamese, French, and Malay, along with recordings of their appropriate pronunciations.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES  

Good, Better, Best

What is the diff erence between these three words: good, better, and best? Why might the author have chosen the latter word as part of the 
title? What is the signifi cance of the verb tense? Who do you think is implied by “we” in the title, The Best We Could Do? 

Family

How do you defi ne a family? What are the bonds that make up your family? Who are the people you would go to for help if you were ever in trouble? 

Historical Events

The author references events in the world as she describes her family members’ lives: France surrendering to Nazi Germany (p. 102), U.S. 
dropping atomic bombs (p. 115), First Indochina War (p. 157), Geneva Accords (p. 167), Vietnam War (p. 200), Fall of Sài Gòn/Liberation 
Day (p. 211), and Vietnamese boat people exodus (p. 267) are a few examples. In groups or individually, research these topics and make a 
rough timeline; include a short description of each event. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

On Family 

“Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into” 
(p. 21). What does the author mean by this statement? What is the di� erence 
between “created” and “born into”? What is similar?

Bô´ states, “You don’t have a sister named Bích anymore. She is dead to us” (p. 27). 
What events caused Bô´ to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tâm, 
how would you interpret this statement?

In the set of panels on page 28, the family avoided ever talking about the incident 
to the point that Má thought that Thi didn’t remember. Thi exclaims, “I was 
there! How do you think I could forget something like that? Almost thirty years 
later, I didn’t know I was still angry.” Why would this memory still make Thi 
angry? How would you feel if you were Thi? What might cause a family to 
avoid discussing a di�  cult situation?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second panel, Quyên and Tha’o 
are shadows. What was the artist’s purpose for blurring these two siblings? Was it e� ective to use an 
image instead of words? Explain.

The author desires to be closer to her parents as an adult and realizes “proximity and closeness are not 
the same” (p. 31). What is your defi nition of proximity? Closeness? How do these two words di� er? 
Which of the two words would you rather use to describe your relationship with your parents?

The births of the six siblings are told in reverse chronological order (pp. 42, 46, 47, 48, 50, and 52). What was the author’s purpose in 
using this storytelling element? Is it e� ective?

“Home became the holding pen for the frustrations and the unexorcised demons that had nowhere to go in America’s fi nest city” (p. 68). “In 
my sleep, I dreamt of how terrible it would be to not fi nd my way home” (p. 83). “And then I came home to a tiny hovel” (p. 186). “My parents 
built their bubble around us—our home in America” (p. 294). What does home mean to Thi and her family members? Does her defi nition of 
home change as the story progresses? How? What does home mean to you? What is the di� erence between a home and a house?

On Culture and Identity

“And imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American” (pp. 65). “I learned about America mostly through books and TV, and 
from what my sisters learned in school” (p. 67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another country, how would you 
share and explain what it means to be “a little more American” to your new classmate? What books, television shows, or other media 
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday environment shape your national or cultural identity?

Examine the panels where someone spits on Bô´ on page 67. What is meant by “there were reasons to not want to be anything other?” 
How would you have reacted if you were Bô´? How would you react if you saw someone spit on another person? What might motivate 
one person to react to another in that way? Can you think of similar hateful actions and tensions you’ve seen or read about through-
out history or on the news?

On page 187, Bô´ reminisces about the books, music, and movies that infl uenced him as a teenager. Compare his infl uences with your own. 
How have your tastes shaped you as a person?

“Don’t be such a REFUGEE!” (p. 285). What is meant by this comment? When you hear the word “refugee,” what do you think of? How 
do perceptions of refugees a� ect their experience?

What is the di� erence between leaving a country voluntarily and being forced to leave your homeland? What are some positive and 
negative e� ects of a dislocation?

When Thi and her siblings go to school (day care, elementary and middle schools), all three are treated diff erently (p. 287). Explore how 
Bích, Lan, and Thi could have been more supported by their peers and teachers.

How did French colonialism infl uence Thi’s parents while they were growing up? Cite specifi c examples from the book that show that 
impact. How might a French colonist’s description of this infl uence di� er from a Vietnamese nationalist’s?
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On page 41, Bui states that she was seeking “an origin story . . . that 
will set everything right.” Does she fi nd what she was looking for in 
the pages of this book? Why or why not?

On War and Confl ict

Using specifi c examples from the book, how did class di� erences 
a� ect people’s experience of war and their decisions about which 
side to take?

How did certain features of geographic location a� ect people’s 
experience of war? Cite specifi c examples from the book. 

As explored throughout the book, war can have immediate and 
lasting impacts on the people experiencing it. Find specifi c examples 
in the book that show the direct or implied impact of war on children 
and families. 

What factors contributed to Thi’s parents’ decision to leave Viêt Nam after the war ended? What would you have done in their place?

Describe the various authorities that the Buis encounter during their refugee experience. Who are they and from where do they derive 
their power to make decisions about refugees? Consider our national discussion on refugees today. How is it similar to the Buis’ 
experience? How does it di� er?

On History 

Page 66 refers to California’s Proposition 187, which voters passed in 1994 but was subsequently struck down in a federal court. What were 
the arguments for and against this law? What similarities do you see to debates today on immigration?

“I had never, before researching the background of my father’s stories, imagined that these horrible events were connected to my family 
history” (p. 116). How would you feel if you were Thi? What historical events are tied to your own family history? How and when did you 
learn about them?

What factors contributed to Bô´’s decision to leave North Viêt Nam in 1954? Cite specifi c events and context clues from the book. What 
would you have done if you were in his position?

Examine the four panels on pages 128 and 129, and the quote “I had no idea that the terror I felt was only the long shadow of his own” (p. 
129). Compare Bô´’s upbringing in Viêt Nam to Thi’s upbringing in San Diego. How are they similar? Di� erent? What is meant by Thi’s 
quote? How is trauma passed down between generations?

Thi’s family escapes to Viêt Nam on a boat bound for Malaysia. They face many hardships—little food (p. 235), tight sleeping arrangements 
(p. 236), possible pirates (p. 242), bad potable water (p. 244), etc. If you were aboard a boat headed toward freedom, what fi ve items would 
you want to bring on the boat to survive? What would you have to leave behind? Share your list of items with a partner, and then narrow 
your list to three items for the two of you. What similar stories of escape have you read about throughout history or on the news? 

On page 267, Bui incorporates her family’s real refugee camp identifi cation photographs into the graphics. What was Bui’s intention in 
doing so? Was it e� ective? Find another page where real photographs could enhance the storyline.

In Chapter 6, Bui suggests that she is making up for not having memories of her own by doing a lot of research. What is the di� erence 
between personal knowledge and relying on secondary sources? What can be gained from interviewing primary sources? What could 
be tricky about interviewing primary sources?

ADDITIONAL EXERCISES AND RESOURCES  

Family History

“I began to record our family history . . . thinking that if I bridged the gap between the past and the present, I could fi ll the void between my 
parents and me” (p. 36). Explore your family history. Find out about your ancestry by interviewing family members. Ask your parents or 
other family members about their courtship stories. How did they meet? Where did previous generations come from or move to? What did 
they hope for? What challenges did they encounter in raising a new generation? List family members and important dates. 
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Gender Roles

Consider the perspectives of the women in the stories of Thi’s parents and grandparents. Retell a story from their point of view. Cite specifi c 
examples from the book to support your retelling. 

Graphic Novels

Have you read other graphic novels? How did those graphic novels compare to The Best We Could Do in how they told a story? Visually 
speaking, what elements appealed to you in this graphic memoir? Share a particular layout or panel that best demonstrated these features. 
How do you think the graphic novel format of this memoir aff ected its message and potency?

Literary Scavenger Hunt

Throughout The Best We Could Do, Bui infuses her story with rich, fi gurative language and beautiful panels. Embark on a literary scavenger 
hunt to locate your favorite phrases or quotes. Create a shareable quote card image to be published on the social media site of your choice 
(remember to attribute appropriately).

Finding and Using Related Sources

Compare and contrast the ways in which Vietnamese people are represented in diff erent accounts, fi ction and nonfi ction, of the Viêt Nam 
War. What factors could aff ect these diff erences?

Create a timeline of Viêt Nam’s transition from feudalism to colonialism to nationalism to full independence. Use online research to fi nd 
dates. Select key moments from the book and plot them on your timeline. How does your relationship with the characters aff ect your 
understanding of the history?

Pages 205-209 discuss Nguyên Ngoc Loan, the former chief of National Police in South Viêt Nam, and the Pulitzer Prize—winning 
photograph of him, titled, “Saigon Execution.” Why is Thi confused about what her father thinks of him? Compare the accounts in this book 
with other descriptions of the photograph or the incident. How does one’s perspective infl uence one’s opinion about what the photograph 
represents?

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS  

Below are the English Language Arts Common Core State Standards that can be met by extending The Best We Could Do with these 
questions, prompts, and activities. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or 
distorted evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in 
words) in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.8

Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them with other information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.1, 9-10.2, 9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1, 11-12.2, 11-12.3

Key ideas and details: Citing textual evidence, determining a theme or central idea, describing how a plot unfolds, analyzing how particular 
elements of the story interact; analyzing how particular lines of dialogue or incidents of a text reveal aspects of a character or provoke a 
decision; and analyzing how complex characters develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or 
develop the theme.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Craft and structure: Determining the meaning of words and phrases including figurative and connotative meaning; analyzing how particular 
sentences, chapters, scenes, or stanzas fit into the overall structure of a text; explaining how a point of view is developed; analyzing how a 
text’s structure or form contributes to its meaning; analyzing a particular point of view requires distinguishing what is directly stated in a 
text from what is really meant.

CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.9-10.9 / CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.11-12.9

Integration of knowledge and ideas: Comparing and contrasting texts; distinguishing among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text; 
analyzing how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or character types from myths, traditional stories, or religious 
works describing how the material is rendered new; analyzing how an author draws on and transforms source material in a specific way.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL11-12.10

Range of reading and level of text complexity: Reading and comprehending literature, including stories, dramas, and poems; in the grades 
6-8 and in the grades 6-10, text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range, with independence  
and proficiency.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.3

Knowledge of language: Using knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening; applying knowledge 
of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend 
more fully when reading or listening.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Vocabulary acquisition and use: Determining the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases; demonstrating 
understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings; and acquiring and using accurately grade-
appropriate general academic and domain-specific words and phrases.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1

Comprehension and collaboration: Engaging effectively in a range of collaborative discussions building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.4 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.4

Presentation of knowledge and ideas: Presenting claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and 
details to accentuate main ideas or themes.

This guide was created by Gregory Lum, Library Director at Jesuit High School in Portland, Oregon, and an adjunct instructor at Portland State University, along with author Thi Bui.

Instructors: Enjoyed using this guide, or have feedback for us? Please take our brief 5-minute survey to help us improve our guides: 
http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides

http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides








My Story – 
A Graphic Novel



Instructions:
• You will be creating your own 2 - 4 

page graphic novel spread. 

• Choose a event/moment that was 
significant in your life. Now retell 
this story through a mini graphic 
novel. 

• Don’t panic if you feel like you are 
not an artist or comic book 
enthusiast. There are multiple 
programs you can use and the 
most important part is telling 
your story. 

Requirements: 

q Must have a title (can be it’s own panel or at the top 
with your name)

q At least  a two page spread. At most four. 

q Must reveal something important about you/your 
life story so far

q It does not need to be funny. It also does not need to 
be super serious. (The content is up to you)

q Must be colored in (whether physically drawn or 
printed) yes black and white are ok as a stylistic 
choice, but NO Pencil!
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Before you 
Begin…
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- Panel: A panel in a comic book is one of the individual pieces of artwork that make up a single 
page in a comic book or graphic novel. When placed together on a single page, individual panels 
tell a story, or a portion of a story, in sequential order. 

- Caption: Captions are used in comics and graphic novels to narrate the story or to share 
characters’ thoughts. Often, captions are presented in box or consistent, separate shape that 
distinguishes them from the rest of the panel. Captions are not speech balloons or bubbles. 

- Onomatopoeia: Sound effects. Sometimes represented in unique text styles 
- Speech Bubble: Speech bubbles are a graphic convention used most commonly in comics and 

graphic novels to represent speech of a specific character. 
- Emanata: Lines to indicate shock/surprise 

- Gutter: The space between panels on a page of comics. Gutters account for time, space, and 
rhythm of moments in sequential art/comics. Readers of comics make closure of these moments 
suggested through the “pause” of each gutter. 

- Closure: Connections readers makes to fill in information between panels or other content. Such 
connections are based on reader experience and imagination.

- Splash: A full-page image. 
- Spread: A single image that continues across more than one page. 
- Page: The entire single page of a comic or graphic novel.

Anatomy of a Comic:

5



Some Resources for you:

6

https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/

https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/

https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/

https://www.printablepaper.net/category/comics

https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/
https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/
https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/


Rubric:
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Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                      Total:  
/60 

 



Any
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CamScanner

https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k


CamScanner

https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k


CamScanner

https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k


CamScanner

https://digital-camscanner.onelink.me/P3GL/g26ffx3k


THE BEST WE COULD DO - REVIEW

Answer the questions below and be prepared to share out. 

"Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into" (21).
What does the author mean by this statement? What is the difference between
"created" and "born into"? What is similar? 

Bo states, "'You don't have a sister named Bich anymore. She is dead to us'" (27). What
events caused Bo to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tam, how
would you interpret this statement? How does this compare to An-Mei's
experience with her mother "being a ghost"?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second
panel, Quyen and Tha'o are shadows. What was the artist's purpose for blurring
these two siblings? Was it effective to use an image instead of words? Explain. 
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THE BEST WE COULD DO - REVIEW

"-and imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American" (65). "I learned
about America mostly through books an TV, and from what my sisters learned in
school" (67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another
country, how would you share/explain what it means to be "a little more
American"? Is there a term for this? What books, television shows, or other media
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday
environment shape your national identity? 
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Examine the panels where someone spits on Bo on page 67. What is meant by
"there were reasons to not want to be anything other"? How would you react if
you were Bo? Or an bystander? Can you think of similar hateful actions you have
either witnessed or seen in the news?

The concept of shadows is seen in both novels. In JLC: "Over the years, she told
me the same story, except for the ending, which grew darker, casting long shadows
into her life, and eventually into mine" (Tan 7).  How do the quotes below from
TBWCD compare to those in JLC? "And though my parents took us far away from
the site of their grief... certain shadows stretched far, casting a gray stillness over our
childhood..." (Bui 59) "each of Bo's stories has a different shape but the same ending"
(100). 
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TEACHER’S GUIDE TO 

  

BY THI BUI

CURRICULAR RATIONALE  
The Best We Could Do addresses identity, displacement and assimilation, race, 
decolonization, and political and historical movements and their impact on 
people, with advanced vocabulary, similes, idioms, and historical context and 
culture. While blending the written word with images, it promotes critical thinking 
through a coming-of-age memoir laden with issues of cultural and self-identity, 
and intergenerational trauma and endless sacrifi ce within a family. Using the graphic novel format, this book serves readers through verbal 
and visual storytelling that supports multimodal teaching. Primarily told as a memoir, The Best We Could Do also includes major historical 
events. This text is ideal in reading lists in both college and college-preparatory history or English classes. The intent of this brief guide is to 
provide flexible teaching options that educators can adapt to their needs and those of their students.

About the Author

Thi Bui was born in Viêt Nam and came to the United States as a child with her family. They were part of the 
“boat people” wave of Southeast Asian refugees. She studied art and legal studies and thought about becoming 
a civil rights lawyer, but became a public school teacher instead. Bui lives in Berkeley, California, with her son, 
her husband, and her mother. The Best We Could Do is her debut graphic novel.
 

As you Read: A Pronunciation Guide
Some of the names and words that appear in this story may be unfamiliar to students. 
Please visit www.abramsbooks.com/thebestwecoulddo for a list of approximately 100 names and 
terms in Vietnamese, French, and Malay, along with recordings of their appropriate pronunciations.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES  

Good, Better, Best

What is the diff erence between these three words: good, better, and best? Why might the author have chosen the latter word as part of the 
title? What is the signifi cance of the verb tense? Who do you think is implied by “we” in the title, The Best We Could Do? 

Family

How do you defi ne a family? What are the bonds that make up your family? Who are the people you would go to for help if you were ever in trouble? 

Historical Events

The author references events in the world as she describes her family members’ lives: France surrendering to Nazi Germany (p. 102), U.S. 
dropping atomic bombs (p. 115), First Indochina War (p. 157), Geneva Accords (p. 167), Vietnam War (p. 200), Fall of Sài Gòn/Liberation 
Day (p. 211), and Vietnamese boat people exodus (p. 267) are a few examples. In groups or individually, research these topics and make a 
rough timeline; include a short description of each event. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

On Family 

“Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into” 
(p. 21). What does the author mean by this statement? What is the di� erence 
between “created” and “born into”? What is similar?

Bô´ states, “You don’t have a sister named Bích anymore. She is dead to us” (p. 27). 
What events caused Bô´ to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tâm, 
how would you interpret this statement?

In the set of panels on page 28, the family avoided ever talking about the incident 
to the point that Má thought that Thi didn’t remember. Thi exclaims, “I was 
there! How do you think I could forget something like that? Almost thirty years 
later, I didn’t know I was still angry.” Why would this memory still make Thi 
angry? How would you feel if you were Thi? What might cause a family to 
avoid discussing a di�  cult situation?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second panel, Quyên and Tha’o 
are shadows. What was the artist’s purpose for blurring these two siblings? Was it e� ective to use an 
image instead of words? Explain.

The author desires to be closer to her parents as an adult and realizes “proximity and closeness are not 
the same” (p. 31). What is your defi nition of proximity? Closeness? How do these two words di� er? 
Which of the two words would you rather use to describe your relationship with your parents?

The births of the six siblings are told in reverse chronological order (pp. 42, 46, 47, 48, 50, and 52). What was the author’s purpose in 
using this storytelling element? Is it e� ective?

“Home became the holding pen for the frustrations and the unexorcised demons that had nowhere to go in America’s fi nest city” (p. 68). “In 
my sleep, I dreamt of how terrible it would be to not fi nd my way home” (p. 83). “And then I came home to a tiny hovel” (p. 186). “My parents 
built their bubble around us—our home in America” (p. 294). What does home mean to Thi and her family members? Does her defi nition of 
home change as the story progresses? How? What does home mean to you? What is the di� erence between a home and a house?

On Culture and Identity

“And imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American” (pp. 65). “I learned about America mostly through books and TV, and 
from what my sisters learned in school” (p. 67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another country, how would you 
share and explain what it means to be “a little more American” to your new classmate? What books, television shows, or other media 
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday environment shape your national or cultural identity?

Examine the panels where someone spits on Bô´ on page 67. What is meant by “there were reasons to not want to be anything other?” 
How would you have reacted if you were Bô´? How would you react if you saw someone spit on another person? What might motivate 
one person to react to another in that way? Can you think of similar hateful actions and tensions you’ve seen or read about through-
out history or on the news?

On page 187, Bô´ reminisces about the books, music, and movies that infl uenced him as a teenager. Compare his infl uences with your own. 
How have your tastes shaped you as a person?

“Don’t be such a REFUGEE!” (p. 285). What is meant by this comment? When you hear the word “refugee,” what do you think of? How 
do perceptions of refugees a� ect their experience?

What is the di� erence between leaving a country voluntarily and being forced to leave your homeland? What are some positive and 
negative e� ects of a dislocation?

When Thi and her siblings go to school (day care, elementary and middle schools), all three are treated diff erently (p. 287). Explore how 
Bích, Lan, and Thi could have been more supported by their peers and teachers.

How did French colonialism infl uence Thi’s parents while they were growing up? Cite specifi c examples from the book that show that 
impact. How might a French colonist’s description of this infl uence di� er from a Vietnamese nationalist’s?
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On page 41, Bui states that she was seeking “an origin story . . . that 
will set everything right.” Does she fi nd what she was looking for in 
the pages of this book? Why or why not?

On War and Confl ict

Using specifi c examples from the book, how did class di� erences 
a� ect people’s experience of war and their decisions about which 
side to take?

How did certain features of geographic location a� ect people’s 
experience of war? Cite specifi c examples from the book. 

As explored throughout the book, war can have immediate and 
lasting impacts on the people experiencing it. Find specifi c examples 
in the book that show the direct or implied impact of war on children 
and families. 

What factors contributed to Thi’s parents’ decision to leave Viêt Nam after the war ended? What would you have done in their place?

Describe the various authorities that the Buis encounter during their refugee experience. Who are they and from where do they derive 
their power to make decisions about refugees? Consider our national discussion on refugees today. How is it similar to the Buis’ 
experience? How does it di� er?

On History 

Page 66 refers to California’s Proposition 187, which voters passed in 1994 but was subsequently struck down in a federal court. What were 
the arguments for and against this law? What similarities do you see to debates today on immigration?

“I had never, before researching the background of my father’s stories, imagined that these horrible events were connected to my family 
history” (p. 116). How would you feel if you were Thi? What historical events are tied to your own family history? How and when did you 
learn about them?

What factors contributed to Bô´’s decision to leave North Viêt Nam in 1954? Cite specifi c events and context clues from the book. What 
would you have done if you were in his position?

Examine the four panels on pages 128 and 129, and the quote “I had no idea that the terror I felt was only the long shadow of his own” (p. 
129). Compare Bô´’s upbringing in Viêt Nam to Thi’s upbringing in San Diego. How are they similar? Di� erent? What is meant by Thi’s 
quote? How is trauma passed down between generations?

Thi’s family escapes to Viêt Nam on a boat bound for Malaysia. They face many hardships—little food (p. 235), tight sleeping arrangements 
(p. 236), possible pirates (p. 242), bad potable water (p. 244), etc. If you were aboard a boat headed toward freedom, what fi ve items would 
you want to bring on the boat to survive? What would you have to leave behind? Share your list of items with a partner, and then narrow 
your list to three items for the two of you. What similar stories of escape have you read about throughout history or on the news? 

On page 267, Bui incorporates her family’s real refugee camp identifi cation photographs into the graphics. What was Bui’s intention in 
doing so? Was it e� ective? Find another page where real photographs could enhance the storyline.

In Chapter 6, Bui suggests that she is making up for not having memories of her own by doing a lot of research. What is the di� erence 
between personal knowledge and relying on secondary sources? What can be gained from interviewing primary sources? What could 
be tricky about interviewing primary sources?

ADDITIONAL EXERCISES AND RESOURCES  

Family History

“I began to record our family history . . . thinking that if I bridged the gap between the past and the present, I could fi ll the void between my 
parents and me” (p. 36). Explore your family history. Find out about your ancestry by interviewing family members. Ask your parents or 
other family members about their courtship stories. How did they meet? Where did previous generations come from or move to? What did 
they hope for? What challenges did they encounter in raising a new generation? List family members and important dates. 
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Gender Roles

Consider the perspectives of the women in the stories of Thi’s parents and grandparents. Retell a story from their point of view. Cite specifi c 
examples from the book to support your retelling. 

Graphic Novels

Have you read other graphic novels? How did those graphic novels compare to The Best We Could Do in how they told a story? Visually 
speaking, what elements appealed to you in this graphic memoir? Share a particular layout or panel that best demonstrated these features. 
How do you think the graphic novel format of this memoir aff ected its message and potency?

Literary Scavenger Hunt

Throughout The Best We Could Do, Bui infuses her story with rich, fi gurative language and beautiful panels. Embark on a literary scavenger 
hunt to locate your favorite phrases or quotes. Create a shareable quote card image to be published on the social media site of your choice 
(remember to attribute appropriately).

Finding and Using Related Sources

Compare and contrast the ways in which Vietnamese people are represented in diff erent accounts, fi ction and nonfi ction, of the Viêt Nam 
War. What factors could aff ect these diff erences?

Create a timeline of Viêt Nam’s transition from feudalism to colonialism to nationalism to full independence. Use online research to fi nd 
dates. Select key moments from the book and plot them on your timeline. How does your relationship with the characters aff ect your 
understanding of the history?

Pages 205-209 discuss Nguyên Ngoc Loan, the former chief of National Police in South Viêt Nam, and the Pulitzer Prize—winning 
photograph of him, titled, “Saigon Execution.” Why is Thi confused about what her father thinks of him? Compare the accounts in this book 
with other descriptions of the photograph or the incident. How does one’s perspective infl uence one’s opinion about what the photograph 
represents?

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS  

Below are the English Language Arts Common Core State Standards that can be met by extending The Best We Could Do with these 
questions, prompts, and activities. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or 
distorted evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in 
words) in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.8

Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them with other information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.1, 9-10.2, 9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1, 11-12.2, 11-12.3

Key ideas and details: Citing textual evidence, determining a theme or central idea, describing how a plot unfolds, analyzing how particular 
elements of the story interact; analyzing how particular lines of dialogue or incidents of a text reveal aspects of a character or provoke a 
decision; and analyzing how complex characters develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or 
develop the theme.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Craft and structure: Determining the meaning of words and phrases including figurative and connotative meaning; analyzing how particular 
sentences, chapters, scenes, or stanzas fit into the overall structure of a text; explaining how a point of view is developed; analyzing how a 
text’s structure or form contributes to its meaning; analyzing a particular point of view requires distinguishing what is directly stated in a 
text from what is really meant.

CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.9-10.9 / CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.11-12.9

Integration of knowledge and ideas: Comparing and contrasting texts; distinguishing among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text; 
analyzing how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or character types from myths, traditional stories, or religious 
works describing how the material is rendered new; analyzing how an author draws on and transforms source material in a specific way.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL11-12.10

Range of reading and level of text complexity: Reading and comprehending literature, including stories, dramas, and poems; in the grades 
6-8 and in the grades 6-10, text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range, with independence  
and proficiency.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.3

Knowledge of language: Using knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening; applying knowledge 
of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend 
more fully when reading or listening.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Vocabulary acquisition and use: Determining the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases; demonstrating 
understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings; and acquiring and using accurately grade-
appropriate general academic and domain-specific words and phrases.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1

Comprehension and collaboration: Engaging effectively in a range of collaborative discussions building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.4 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.4

Presentation of knowledge and ideas: Presenting claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and 
details to accentuate main ideas or themes.

This guide was created by Gregory Lum, Library Director at Jesuit High School in Portland, Oregon, and an adjunct instructor at Portland State University, along with author Thi Bui.

Instructors: Enjoyed using this guide, or have feedback for us? Please take our brief 5-minute survey to help us improve our guides: 
http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides

http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides


My Story – 
A Graphic Novel



Instructions:
• You will be creating your own 2 - 4 

page graphic novel spread. 

• Choose a event/moment that was 
significant in your life. Now retell 
this story through a mini graphic 
novel. 

• Don’t panic if you feel like you are 
not an artist or comic book 
enthusiast. There are multiple 
programs you can use and the 
most important part is telling 
your story. 

Requirements: 

q Must have a title (can be it’s own panel or at the top 
with your name)

q At least  a two page spread. At most four. 

q Must reveal something important about you/your 
life story so far

q It does not need to be funny. It also does not need to 
be super serious. (The content is up to you)

q Must be colored in (whether physically drawn or 
printed) yes black and white are ok as a stylistic 
choice, but NO Pencil!

2



Before you 
Begin…

3
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- Panel: A panel in a comic book is one of the individual pieces of artwork that make up a single 
page in a comic book or graphic novel. When placed together on a single page, individual panels 
tell a story, or a portion of a story, in sequential order. 

- Caption: Captions are used in comics and graphic novels to narrate the story or to share 
characters’ thoughts. Often, captions are presented in box or consistent, separate shape that 
distinguishes them from the rest of the panel. Captions are not speech balloons or bubbles. 

- Onomatopoeia: Sound effects. Sometimes represented in unique text styles 
- Speech Bubble: Speech bubbles are a graphic convention used most commonly in comics and 

graphic novels to represent speech of a specific character. 
- Emanata: Lines to indicate shock/surprise 

- Gutter: The space between panels on a page of comics. Gutters account for time, space, and 
rhythm of moments in sequential art/comics. Readers of comics make closure of these moments 
suggested through the “pause” of each gutter. 

- Closure: Connections readers makes to fill in information between panels or other content. Such 
connections are based on reader experience and imagination.

- Splash: A full-page image. 
- Spread: A single image that continues across more than one page. 
- Page: The entire single page of a comic or graphic novel.

Anatomy of a Comic:

5



Some Resources for you:
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https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/

https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/

https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/

https://www.printablepaper.net/category/comics

https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/
https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/
https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/


Rubric:
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Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                      Total:  
/60 
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Instructions:
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• Choose a event/moment that was 
significant in your life. Now retell 
this story through a mini graphic 
novel. 

• Don’t panic if you feel like you are 
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programs you can use and the 
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- Panel: A panel in a comic book is one of the individual pieces of artwork that make up a single 
page in a comic book or graphic novel. When placed together on a single page, individual panels 
tell a story, or a portion of a story, in sequential order. 

- Caption: Captions are used in comics and graphic novels to narrate the story or to share 
characters’ thoughts. Often, captions are presented in box or consistent, separate shape that 
distinguishes them from the rest of the panel. Captions are not speech balloons or bubbles. 

- Onomatopoeia: Sound effects. Sometimes represented in unique text styles 
- Speech Bubble: Speech bubbles are a graphic convention used most commonly in comics and 

graphic novels to represent speech of a specific character. 
- Emanata: Lines to indicate shock/surprise 

- Gutter: The space between panels on a page of comics. Gutters account for time, space, and 
rhythm of moments in sequential art/comics. Readers of comics make closure of these moments 
suggested through the “pause” of each gutter. 

- Closure: Connections readers makes to fill in information between panels or other content. Such 
connections are based on reader experience and imagination.

- Splash: A full-page image. 
- Spread: A single image that continues across more than one page. 
- Page: The entire single page of a comic or graphic novel.
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1
Syrian Refugee Comics

Teaching with the News Online Resource

How to Analyze a Comic (Third Read)
Instructions: Read the comic you have been assigned for a third time. On this read, respond to the 

prompts below to capture information that helps you analyze the text and visuals in the comic.

Name:______________________________________________

Refugee’s Name: ____________________________________________________________

1. Analyze Illustrations

2. Analyze Words

Find two illustrations that show an individual character’s response to an event or situation (exam-
ples: a facial expression, a body position, etc.). Either cut out the panels with these illustrations 
and paste them below, or jot notes directly onto the panels in the comic strip.

What do these illustrations show about the character’s emotions and experience at this moment? 
Zoom in to note as many visual details as you can.

Find two thought bubbles, word balloons, or pieces of first-person narration that show a character’s 
inner thoughts and emotions. Either write key phrases from the text in the space below, or jot 
notes directly onto the panels in the comic strip.

What do these words tell you about the character’s emotions and thoughts at this moment?

Comic Strip Title
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2
Syrian Refugee Comics

Teaching with the News Online Resource

3. Analyze Tone

a. Identify the tone of the comic as a whole or of a certain part of the comic. Examples of words that 
describe tone include: hopeful, joyful, devastating, terrifying, uncertain, etc.

The tone of this comic is _________________________________________________.

b. Find elements of the comic that help create the tone you identified. Some elements to look for 
include: illustrations, shading, words, size and style of lettering, and lines that show movement 
or sound. Either cut out the panels with these elements and paste them below, describe the ele-
ments in the space below, or jot notes directly onto the panels in the comic strip. 

How do these elements help create the tone you identified?
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THE BEST WE COULD DO - REVIEW

Answer the questions below and be prepared to share out. 

"Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into" (21).
What does the author mean by this statement? What is the difference between
"created" and "born into"? What is similar? 

Bo states, "'You don't have a sister named Bich anymore. She is dead to us'" (27). What
events caused Bo to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tam, how
would you interpret this statement? How does this compare to An-Mei's
experience with her mother "being a ghost"?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second
panel, Quyen and Tha'o are shadows. What was the artist's purpose for blurring
these two siblings? Was it effective to use an image instead of words? Explain. 
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THE BEST WE COULD DO - REVIEW

"-and imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American" (65). "I learned
about America mostly through books an TV, and from what my sisters learned in
school" (67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another
country, how would you share/explain what it means to be "a little more
American"? Is there a term for this? What books, television shows, or other media
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday
environment shape your national identity? 
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Examine the panels where someone spits on Bo on page 67. What is meant by
"there were reasons to not want to be anything other"? How would you react if
you were Bo? Or an bystander? Can you think of similar hateful actions you have
either witnessed or seen in the news?

The concept of shadows is seen in both novels. In JLC: "Over the years, she told
me the same story, except for the ending, which grew darker, casting long shadows
into her life, and eventually into mine" (Tan 7).  How do the quotes below from
TBWCD compare to those in JLC? "And though my parents took us far away from
the site of their grief... certain shadows stretched far, casting a gray stillness over our
childhood..." (Bui 59) "each of Bo's stories has a different shape but the same ending"
(100). 
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TEACHER’S GUIDE TO 

  

BY THI BUI

CURRICULAR RATIONALE  
The Best We Could Do addresses identity, displacement and assimilation, race, 
decolonization, and political and historical movements and their impact on 
people, with advanced vocabulary, similes, idioms, and historical context and 
culture. While blending the written word with images, it promotes critical thinking 
through a coming-of-age memoir laden with issues of cultural and self-identity, 
and intergenerational trauma and endless sacrifi ce within a family. Using the graphic novel format, this book serves readers through verbal 
and visual storytelling that supports multimodal teaching. Primarily told as a memoir, The Best We Could Do also includes major historical 
events. This text is ideal in reading lists in both college and college-preparatory history or English classes. The intent of this brief guide is to 
provide flexible teaching options that educators can adapt to their needs and those of their students.

About the Author

Thi Bui was born in Viêt Nam and came to the United States as a child with her family. They were part of the 
“boat people” wave of Southeast Asian refugees. She studied art and legal studies and thought about becoming 
a civil rights lawyer, but became a public school teacher instead. Bui lives in Berkeley, California, with her son, 
her husband, and her mother. The Best We Could Do is her debut graphic novel.
 

As you Read: A Pronunciation Guide
Some of the names and words that appear in this story may be unfamiliar to students. 
Please visit www.abramsbooks.com/thebestwecoulddo for a list of approximately 100 names and 
terms in Vietnamese, French, and Malay, along with recordings of their appropriate pronunciations.

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES  

Good, Better, Best

What is the diff erence between these three words: good, better, and best? Why might the author have chosen the latter word as part of the 
title? What is the signifi cance of the verb tense? Who do you think is implied by “we” in the title, The Best We Could Do? 

Family

How do you defi ne a family? What are the bonds that make up your family? Who are the people you would go to for help if you were ever in trouble? 

Historical Events

The author references events in the world as she describes her family members’ lives: France surrendering to Nazi Germany (p. 102), U.S. 
dropping atomic bombs (p. 115), First Indochina War (p. 157), Geneva Accords (p. 167), Vietnam War (p. 200), Fall of Sài Gòn/Liberation 
Day (p. 211), and Vietnamese boat people exodus (p. 267) are a few examples. In groups or individually, research these topics and make a 
rough timeline; include a short description of each event. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

On Family 

“Family is now something I have created and not just something I was born into” 
(p. 21). What does the author mean by this statement? What is the di� erence 
between “created” and “born into”? What is similar?

Bô´ states, “You don’t have a sister named Bích anymore. She is dead to us” (p. 27). 
What events caused Bô´ to say this about his daughter? If you were Thi or Tâm, 
how would you interpret this statement?

In the set of panels on page 28, the family avoided ever talking about the incident 
to the point that Má thought that Thi didn’t remember. Thi exclaims, “I was 
there! How do you think I could forget something like that? Almost thirty years 
later, I didn’t know I was still angry.” Why would this memory still make Thi 
angry? How would you feel if you were Thi? What might cause a family to 
avoid discussing a di�  cult situation?

On page 29, the author draws portraits of her parents and siblings. In the second panel, Quyên and Tha’o 
are shadows. What was the artist’s purpose for blurring these two siblings? Was it e� ective to use an 
image instead of words? Explain.

The author desires to be closer to her parents as an adult and realizes “proximity and closeness are not 
the same” (p. 31). What is your defi nition of proximity? Closeness? How do these two words di� er? 
Which of the two words would you rather use to describe your relationship with your parents?

The births of the six siblings are told in reverse chronological order (pp. 42, 46, 47, 48, 50, and 52). What was the author’s purpose in 
using this storytelling element? Is it e� ective?

“Home became the holding pen for the frustrations and the unexorcised demons that had nowhere to go in America’s fi nest city” (p. 68). “In 
my sleep, I dreamt of how terrible it would be to not fi nd my way home” (p. 83). “And then I came home to a tiny hovel” (p. 186). “My parents 
built their bubble around us—our home in America” (p. 294). What does home mean to Thi and her family members? Does her defi nition of 
home change as the story progresses? How? What does home mean to you? What is the di� erence between a home and a house?

On Culture and Identity

“And imagine each block, each day turned us a little more American” (pp. 65). “I learned about America mostly through books and TV, and 
from what my sisters learned in school” (p. 67). If you were going to mentor a new classmate from another country, how would you 
share and explain what it means to be “a little more American” to your new classmate? What books, television shows, or other media 
would you use to demonstrate your ideas? What elements in your everyday environment shape your national or cultural identity?

Examine the panels where someone spits on Bô´ on page 67. What is meant by “there were reasons to not want to be anything other?” 
How would you have reacted if you were Bô´? How would you react if you saw someone spit on another person? What might motivate 
one person to react to another in that way? Can you think of similar hateful actions and tensions you’ve seen or read about through-
out history or on the news?

On page 187, Bô´ reminisces about the books, music, and movies that infl uenced him as a teenager. Compare his infl uences with your own. 
How have your tastes shaped you as a person?

“Don’t be such a REFUGEE!” (p. 285). What is meant by this comment? When you hear the word “refugee,” what do you think of? How 
do perceptions of refugees a� ect their experience?

What is the di� erence between leaving a country voluntarily and being forced to leave your homeland? What are some positive and 
negative e� ects of a dislocation?

When Thi and her siblings go to school (day care, elementary and middle schools), all three are treated diff erently (p. 287). Explore how 
Bích, Lan, and Thi could have been more supported by their peers and teachers.

How did French colonialism infl uence Thi’s parents while they were growing up? Cite specifi c examples from the book that show that 
impact. How might a French colonist’s description of this infl uence di� er from a Vietnamese nationalist’s?
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On page 41, Bui states that she was seeking “an origin story . . . that 
will set everything right.” Does she fi nd what she was looking for in 
the pages of this book? Why or why not?

On War and Confl ict

Using specifi c examples from the book, how did class di� erences 
a� ect people’s experience of war and their decisions about which 
side to take?

How did certain features of geographic location a� ect people’s 
experience of war? Cite specifi c examples from the book. 

As explored throughout the book, war can have immediate and 
lasting impacts on the people experiencing it. Find specifi c examples 
in the book that show the direct or implied impact of war on children 
and families. 

What factors contributed to Thi’s parents’ decision to leave Viêt Nam after the war ended? What would you have done in their place?

Describe the various authorities that the Buis encounter during their refugee experience. Who are they and from where do they derive 
their power to make decisions about refugees? Consider our national discussion on refugees today. How is it similar to the Buis’ 
experience? How does it di� er?

On History 

Page 66 refers to California’s Proposition 187, which voters passed in 1994 but was subsequently struck down in a federal court. What were 
the arguments for and against this law? What similarities do you see to debates today on immigration?

“I had never, before researching the background of my father’s stories, imagined that these horrible events were connected to my family 
history” (p. 116). How would you feel if you were Thi? What historical events are tied to your own family history? How and when did you 
learn about them?

What factors contributed to Bô´’s decision to leave North Viêt Nam in 1954? Cite specifi c events and context clues from the book. What 
would you have done if you were in his position?

Examine the four panels on pages 128 and 129, and the quote “I had no idea that the terror I felt was only the long shadow of his own” (p. 
129). Compare Bô´’s upbringing in Viêt Nam to Thi’s upbringing in San Diego. How are they similar? Di� erent? What is meant by Thi’s 
quote? How is trauma passed down between generations?

Thi’s family escapes to Viêt Nam on a boat bound for Malaysia. They face many hardships—little food (p. 235), tight sleeping arrangements 
(p. 236), possible pirates (p. 242), bad potable water (p. 244), etc. If you were aboard a boat headed toward freedom, what fi ve items would 
you want to bring on the boat to survive? What would you have to leave behind? Share your list of items with a partner, and then narrow 
your list to three items for the two of you. What similar stories of escape have you read about throughout history or on the news? 

On page 267, Bui incorporates her family’s real refugee camp identifi cation photographs into the graphics. What was Bui’s intention in 
doing so? Was it e� ective? Find another page where real photographs could enhance the storyline.

In Chapter 6, Bui suggests that she is making up for not having memories of her own by doing a lot of research. What is the di� erence 
between personal knowledge and relying on secondary sources? What can be gained from interviewing primary sources? What could 
be tricky about interviewing primary sources?

ADDITIONAL EXERCISES AND RESOURCES  

Family History

“I began to record our family history . . . thinking that if I bridged the gap between the past and the present, I could fi ll the void between my 
parents and me” (p. 36). Explore your family history. Find out about your ancestry by interviewing family members. Ask your parents or 
other family members about their courtship stories. How did they meet? Where did previous generations come from or move to? What did 
they hope for? What challenges did they encounter in raising a new generation? List family members and important dates. 
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Gender Roles

Consider the perspectives of the women in the stories of Thi’s parents and grandparents. Retell a story from their point of view. Cite specifi c 
examples from the book to support your retelling. 

Graphic Novels

Have you read other graphic novels? How did those graphic novels compare to The Best We Could Do in how they told a story? Visually 
speaking, what elements appealed to you in this graphic memoir? Share a particular layout or panel that best demonstrated these features. 
How do you think the graphic novel format of this memoir aff ected its message and potency?

Literary Scavenger Hunt

Throughout The Best We Could Do, Bui infuses her story with rich, fi gurative language and beautiful panels. Embark on a literary scavenger 
hunt to locate your favorite phrases or quotes. Create a shareable quote card image to be published on the social media site of your choice 
(remember to attribute appropriately).

Finding and Using Related Sources

Compare and contrast the ways in which Vietnamese people are represented in diff erent accounts, fi ction and nonfi ction, of the Viêt Nam 
War. What factors could aff ect these diff erences?

Create a timeline of Viêt Nam’s transition from feudalism to colonialism to nationalism to full independence. Use online research to fi nd 
dates. Select key moments from the book and plot them on your timeline. How does your relationship with the characters aff ect your 
understanding of the history?

Pages 205-209 discuss Nguyên Ngoc Loan, the former chief of National Police in South Viêt Nam, and the Pulitzer Prize—winning 
photograph of him, titled, “Saigon Execution.” Why is Thi confused about what her father thinks of him? Compare the accounts in this book 
with other descriptions of the photograph or the incident. How does one’s perspective infl uence one’s opinion about what the photograph 
represents?

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS  

Below are the English Language Arts Common Core State Standards that can be met by extending The Best We Could Do with these 
questions, prompts, and activities. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-10.3

Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence 
and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious reasoning or exaggerated or 
distorted evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.9

Compare and contrast treatments of the same topic in several primary 
and secondary sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.1

Cite specifi c textual evidence to support analysis of primary and 
secondary sources, connecting insights gained from specifi c details to 
an understanding of the text as a whole.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.3

Analyze in detail a series of events described in a text; determine 
whether earlier events caused later ones or simply preceded them.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.6

Evaluate authors’ diff ering points of view on the same historical event 
or issue by assessing the authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence.
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CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in 
words) in order to address a question or solve a problem.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.8

Evaluate an author’s premises, claims, and evidence by corroborating or challenging them with other information.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.9

Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent understanding of an idea or event, noting 
discrepancies among sources.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.1, 9-10.2, 9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1, 11-12.2, 11-12.3

Key ideas and details: Citing textual evidence, determining a theme or central idea, describing how a plot unfolds, analyzing how particular 
elements of the story interact; analyzing how particular lines of dialogue or incidents of a text reveal aspects of a character or provoke a 
decision; and analyzing how complex characters develop over the course of a text, interact with other characters, and advance the plot or 
develop the theme.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Craft and structure: Determining the meaning of words and phrases including figurative and connotative meaning; analyzing how particular 
sentences, chapters, scenes, or stanzas fit into the overall structure of a text; explaining how a point of view is developed; analyzing how a 
text’s structure or form contributes to its meaning; analyzing a particular point of view requires distinguishing what is directly stated in a 
text from what is really meant.

CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.9-10.9 / CCSS.ELA-LITRACY.RL.11-12.9

Integration of knowledge and ideas: Comparing and contrasting texts; distinguishing among fact, opinion, and reasoned judgment in a text; 
analyzing how a modern work of fiction draws on themes, patterns of events, or character types from myths, traditional stories, or religious 
works describing how the material is rendered new; analyzing how an author draws on and transforms source material in a specific way.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL9-10.10 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL11-12.10

Range of reading and level of text complexity: Reading and comprehending literature, including stories, dramas, and poems; in the grades 
6-8 and in the grades 6-10, text complexity band proficiently, with scaffolding as needed at the high end of the range, with independence  
and proficiency.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.3 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.3

Knowledge of language: Using knowledge of language and its conventions when writing, speaking, reading, or listening; applying knowledge 
of language to understand how language functions in different contexts, to make effective choices for meaning or style, and to comprehend 
more fully when reading or listening.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.9-10.4, 9-10.5, 9-10.6 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.L.11-12.4, 11-12.5, 11-12.6

Vocabulary acquisition and use: Determining the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and phrases; demonstrating 
understanding of figurative language, word relationships, and nuances in word meanings; and acquiring and using accurately grade-
appropriate general academic and domain-specific words and phrases.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.1 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.1

Comprehension and collaboration: Engaging effectively in a range of collaborative discussions building on others’ ideas and expressing their 
own clearly and persuasively.

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.9-10.4 / CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.SL.11-12.4

Presentation of knowledge and ideas: Presenting claims and findings, sequencing ideas logically and using pertinent descriptions, facts, and 
details to accentuate main ideas or themes.

This guide was created by Gregory Lum, Library Director at Jesuit High School in Portland, Oregon, and an adjunct instructor at Portland State University, along with author Thi Bui.

Instructors: Enjoyed using this guide, or have feedback for us? Please take our brief 5-minute survey to help us improve our guides: 
http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides

http://bit.ly/ABRAMSTeachingGuides


My Story – 
A Graphic Novel



Instructions:
• You will be creating your own 2 - 4 

page graphic novel spread. 

• Choose a event/moment that was 
significant in your life. Now retell 
this story through a mini graphic 
novel. 

• Don’t panic if you feel like you are 
not an artist or comic book 
enthusiast. There are multiple 
programs you can use and the 
most important part is telling 
your story. 

Requirements: 

q Must have a title (can be it’s own panel or at the top 
with your name)

q At least  a two page spread. At most four. 

q Must reveal something important about you/your 
life story so far

q It does not need to be funny. It also does not need to 
be super serious. (The content is up to you)

q Must be colored in (whether physically drawn or 
printed) yes black and white are ok as a stylistic 
choice, but NO Pencil!
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Before you 
Begin…
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- Panel: A panel in a comic book is one of the individual pieces of artwork that make up a single 
page in a comic book or graphic novel. When placed together on a single page, individual panels 
tell a story, or a portion of a story, in sequential order. 

- Caption: Captions are used in comics and graphic novels to narrate the story or to share 
characters’ thoughts. Often, captions are presented in box or consistent, separate shape that 
distinguishes them from the rest of the panel. Captions are not speech balloons or bubbles. 

- Onomatopoeia: Sound effects. Sometimes represented in unique text styles 
- Speech Bubble: Speech bubbles are a graphic convention used most commonly in comics and 

graphic novels to represent speech of a specific character. 
- Emanata: Lines to indicate shock/surprise 

- Gutter: The space between panels on a page of comics. Gutters account for time, space, and 
rhythm of moments in sequential art/comics. Readers of comics make closure of these moments 
suggested through the “pause” of each gutter. 

- Closure: Connections readers makes to fill in information between panels or other content. Such 
connections are based on reader experience and imagination.

- Splash: A full-page image. 
- Spread: A single image that continues across more than one page. 
- Page: The entire single page of a comic or graphic novel.

Anatomy of a Comic:

5



Some Resources for you:
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https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/

https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/

https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/

https://www.printablepaper.net/category/comics

https://www.canva.com/create/comic-strips/
https://www.pixton.com/
https://www.storyboardthat.com/storyboard-creator
https://makebeliefscomix.com/
https://picklebums.com/free-printable-comic-book-templates/
https://reallygooddesigns.com/comic-strip-templates/


Rubric:
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Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                      Total:  
/60 

 



Any
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Name: __Bris________________  G.N. Title: __________________________ 
Writing a Graphic Novel 

Grading Rubric 
 
 

Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                          Gra Total:  
46/60 

 



Name: __________________  G.N. Title: __________________________ 
Writing a Graphic Novel 

Grading Rubric 
 
 

Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                          Gra Total:  
/60 

 



Name: __________________  G.N. Title: __________________________ 
Writing a Graphic Novel 

Grading Rubric 
 
 

Category Basic (1-5) Developing (6-7) Excellent (8-10) 

Content Story gives us basic 
details of the author’s 

story.   

Story gives us some 
details of an important 

event the author 
experienced.   

Story gives us a 
detailed view into the 

author’s life. The reader 
can infer how this 

event/moment changed 
the author as a person..  

Mechanics Writer makes 3+in 
grammar or spelling 

that distract the reader 
from the story.  

Writer makes 1-2 errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.   

Writer makes no errors 
in grammar or spelling 
that distract the reader 

from the story.  

Story structure/ 
Sequencing  

Ideas and scenes seem 
to be randomly 

arranged. 

The story is fairly 
organized. One idea or 
scene may feel out of 
place. Transitions are 

used.  

The story is very well 
organized. One idea or 
scene follows another 
in a logical sequence 
with clear transitions. 

Use of Dialogue Focuses on Narration 
rather than dialogue. 

Includes limited, basic 
dialogue along with 

narration. 

Graphic Novel is made 
up of mostly detailed 
dialogue with minimal 

narration. 

Use of Creative Panel 
Layout  

Uses a basic panel 
layout throughout their 
Graphic Novel such as 

2x2 or 3x3. 

Mostly uses a basic 
panel layout but 

incorporates more 
dynamic layouts where 
it makes sense with the 

action of the story. 

Uses many different 
dynamic layouts that tell 

the story in a creative 
way. The use of layout 
helps to draw attention 
to the mood or action of 

the scenes. 

Use of Color/images Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story. 

Color and images are 
used throughout the 

story and used in some 
places as a way to 
create a mood or 

emotion that goes with 
what is happening in 

the story. 

Color and images used 
all over the story in a 

way that helps to 
emphasize important 

aspects of the story as 
well as to create a 
specific mood for 

different scenes within 
the story. 

                                                                          Gra Total:  
/60 

 



 

 

Writing About 
Comics and 

Graphic Novels 
 

 
 

Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy Series 
 

 

 
 

 
Whether in the Sunday paper or a critically acclaimed graphic novel, comics have been a staple of 

American culture since the turn of the last century. Only recently, however, have scholars begun turning 

any sustained attention to comics as an art form, a specific print medium, and a cultural artifact. For this 

reason, many of us are familiar with the basics of reading comics, but not with any critical vocabulary for 

deciphering or discussing them. This handout offers advice on how to approach the medium of comics. 

 

Overview: What are Visual Rhetoric and Visual Literacy? 

 

The simplest definition for visual rhetoric is how/why visual images communicate meaning. Note that 

visual rhetoric is not just about superior design and aesthetics but also about how culture and meaning are 

reflected, communicated, and altered by images. Visual literacy involves all the processes of knowing and 

responding to a visual image, as well as all the thought that might go into constructing or manipulating an 

image. 

 

What are Comics?   
 

Comics are easy to recognize but difficult to define. Will Eisner used the term “sequential art” to describe 

comics, a definition later modified by Scott McCloud into “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence” (McCloud 9). The focus in each of these definitions is sequence: a string of images 

that are read one after another to produce meaning. Comics may or may not incorporate text, and differ 

from single cartoons by producing a more complicated pattern (most often narrative) through sequential 

spatial arrangement. This may sound unnecessarily complicated to describe what Popeye is up to this 

week, but such linguistic complication speaks to the difficulty of defining something that we often read 

intuitively rather than intellectually. 

 

The basic building blocks of comics are panels, single frames placed in sequence. Usually these panels 

have rectangular borders, but panels can have any shape, or even no border at all, as long as there is some 

sign of where one might end and another begin. Outside the borders is a (usually) blank area known as the 

gutter. Each panel will usually contain pictorial images of some sort, including but not limited to 

drawings, paintings, photographs, text, speech and thought balloons, and text boxes. Panels generally read 

in the same sequence as text (i.e., in Western countries left to right, then top to bottom). 

 



 
Duke Writing Studio   2 
 
 

 
 

When approaching sequential art, try to keep an open mind, since anything and everything on the page 

can contribute to the overall meaning. To make the task easier, you might try breaking the kinds of visual 

information you are getting down into their components: page layout, art and art style, and text/image 

interaction. 

 

Page Layout 

 

With comics, as with most things, how narrative information is presented is often as important as what 

that information is. Page layout may seem entirely neutral; just remember, even this neutrality is an effect. 

Even if the page is comprised of uniform rectangles in an obvious and regular order, that layout was still 

chosen by the artist to create an impression. It might be a way of focusing your attention on what is 

happening rather than on how it is depicted; it may even reinforce a theme of conformity, repetition, or 

boredom. Alternatively, artists like Chris Ware often create ornate pages with arrows leading in multiple 

directions to create a sense of the complexity of personal history and memory. If the border of the first 

panel of the strip at the top of this page were a heart rather than a rectangle, how might that change the 

meaning of the strip? 

 

When you approach a page, try asking yourself the following questions:  

 

 How is the page organized?  

 Is the panel order obvious, and how do you know the intended order?  

 Are the panels and borders uniform in shape and size, or do they vary? 

 If they vary, how, and how does this affect the meaning?  

 

Art Style 

 

Analyzing style is probably the most difficult aspect of analyzing comics, since there are so few 

guidelines for talking about different types of drawing. In Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud has 

done an admirable job of discussing different forms of abstraction in cartooning and how these can affect 

meaning (24-59). Even with a guidebook, though, you will still need to trust your own impressions, since 

there are no set rules for how different art styles create meaning. The terminology of film studies is often 

useful for describing the basic features of an image, since you can talk about long shots, close ups, or 

zooms to describe the various angles and points of view depicted. Think about what sort of art the artist 

uses: 
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 Is there color, and, if so, what is the palate?  

 Is the style cartoonish, abstract, photo-realistic, etc.?  

 What does that tell you about the world the creator(s) are depicting?  

 Are there backgrounds? If so, are they detailed or schematic?  

 Does the point of view remain constant (as in the example above), or does it vary? If so, how? 

 Does the art focus your attention on particular actions? How? 

 

Text and Image 
 

Not all comics include text, but many do. Text in comics can serve as dialogue, narration, sound effect, 

commentary, clarification, image, and more. Once again, context is key, since you often can’t tell what a 

piece of text is doing on a page without determining how it relates to the images it accompanies (and is 

part of). Here is an example of image and text interacting to create a complex whole: 

 

 
           Alan Moore and David Gibbon. Watchmen. New York: DC Comics, 1987. Chapter III, page 1. 

 

These are the first three panels of the third issue of Watchmen. Without any text, the panels would simply 

depict a man hanging a sign, pushing back from the extreme close-up in panel one to a medium shot of 

the same action in panel three. With the text, however, the panels develop a complicated interplay of 

different elements. There are three distinct types of text here: the text boxes, the speech balloons, and the 

sign and clothing text.  

 

 The text boxes contain narration from a pirate comic book, which we discover a panel later is 

being read by a teenage boy at a newsstand. The language and shape of the text boxes indicate 

their distance from the principal narration, but the parallel text provides an ironic commentary on 

the main scene. 

 The speaker behind the speech balloons is indicated in the third panel: a newsvendor expressing 

his fear and anger about the cold war. Notice how some words (“nuke Russia,” “God,” “mean,” 

“signs,” headlines,” “face,” “newsvendor,” “informed,” and “glow”) are bolded, giving a sense of 

spoken emphasis and volume.  
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 Finally, the sign text is an instance of text as image. While the “Fallout Shelter” text simply 

mirrors the non-verbal icon on that sign, the “Missing Writer” sign in the third panel gestures 

toward another part of the narrative (the writer turns out to be a character, introduced several 

issues later). The “NY” under the apple on the workman’s jacket places the scene quickly.  

 

More important than any of these three in isolation, however, is how they all work together. The 

horrifying imagery of the pirate story gives a mediated image of the potential destruction of nuclear war 

endorsed by the newsvendor’s dialogue, while the likelihood of such a war is given iconic reference 

through the fallout shelter sign. Not all comics feature this degree of ironic interplay between different 

types of text and image, but the example shows some of the ways that text and image can interrelate. 

 

 

Recommended Texts 
 

Eisner, Will. Comics & Sequential Art. New York: Poorhouse Press, 1985. 

 

Although directed more at artists than academics, Will Eisner’s Comics & Sequential Art was one 

of the earliest books to look at the mechanics of sequential art (a term coined by Eisner). He has 

also written a companion (Graphic Storytelling and Visual Narrative. New York: Poorhouse 

Press, 1996) focused specifically on narrative. 

 

McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: Harper Perennial, 1994. 

 

This book, a primer for readers, creators, and students of comics, has become the default 

handbook for those interested in studying or analyzing comics. Presented in comic form, 

Understanding Comics offers a wealth of examples and analyses of different aspects of comics, 

tied together with McCloud’s often polemical musings on the nature and future of the medium. 

 

 

Helpful Links 

 

The Edwin and Terry Murray Comic Book Collection 

http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/rbmscl/murraycomics/inv/ 

This is a huge archive of comics from the 1930s through 2001, located in the Duke University 

Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library. Duke University Libraries also has a 

strong collection of graphic novels and non-fiction in its regular catalog. 

 

The Grand Comics Database Project 

http://www.comics.org/ 

A volunteer-maintained, searchable database of comics, this site is useful for locating primary 

materials or historical background. 

 

Comics Research 

http://www.comicsresearch.org/ 

This annotated bibliography site for comics research is regularly updated, and contains 

subsections on different aspects of research into comics. The first subsection, “Comics in 

General,” is of particular interest to those looking for more academic resources on comics. 

 

 

 

 

http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/rbmscl/murraycomics/inv/
http://www.comics.org/
http://www.comics.org/
http://www.comicsresearch.org/
http://www.comicsresearch.org/
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Handouts in the Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy Series 

 

Overview: Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy 

Using Visual Rhetoric in Academic Writing 

Writing about Comics and Graphic Novels 

Writing about Film 

Writing about Paintings 

Writing about Photography 

Writing with Maps 

Using PowerPoint and Keynote Effectively 

Creating Scientific Poster Presentations 

Crafting and Evaluating Web Sites 

 

 
The banner image at the beginning of the handout is from Chris Ware, Quimby the Mouse (Seattle: Fantagraphics 

Books, 2003), 14. 

 

 



 

 

Writing About 
Comics and 

Graphic Novels 
 

 
 

Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy Series 
 

 

 
 

 
Whether in the Sunday paper or a critically acclaimed graphic novel, comics have been a staple of 

American culture since the turn of the last century. Only recently, however, have scholars begun turning 

any sustained attention to comics as an art form, a specific print medium, and a cultural artifact. For this 

reason, many of us are familiar with the basics of reading comics, but not with any critical vocabulary for 

deciphering or discussing them. This handout offers advice on how to approach the medium of comics. 

 

Overview: What are Visual Rhetoric and Visual Literacy? 

 

The simplest definition for visual rhetoric is how/why visual images communicate meaning. Note that 

visual rhetoric is not just about superior design and aesthetics but also about how culture and meaning are 

reflected, communicated, and altered by images. Visual literacy involves all the processes of knowing and 

responding to a visual image, as well as all the thought that might go into constructing or manipulating an 

image. 

 

What are Comics?   
 

Comics are easy to recognize but difficult to define. Will Eisner used the term “sequential art” to describe 

comics, a definition later modified by Scott McCloud into “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence” (McCloud 9). The focus in each of these definitions is sequence: a string of images 

that are read one after another to produce meaning. Comics may or may not incorporate text, and differ 

from single cartoons by producing a more complicated pattern (most often narrative) through sequential 

spatial arrangement. This may sound unnecessarily complicated to describe what Popeye is up to this 

week, but such linguistic complication speaks to the difficulty of defining something that we often read 

intuitively rather than intellectually. 

 

The basic building blocks of comics are panels, single frames placed in sequence. Usually these panels 

have rectangular borders, but panels can have any shape, or even no border at all, as long as there is some 

sign of where one might end and another begin. Outside the borders is a (usually) blank area known as the 

gutter. Each panel will usually contain pictorial images of some sort, including but not limited to 

drawings, paintings, photographs, text, speech and thought balloons, and text boxes. Panels generally read 

in the same sequence as text (i.e., in Western countries left to right, then top to bottom). 
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When approaching sequential art, try to keep an open mind, since anything and everything on the page 

can contribute to the overall meaning. To make the task easier, you might try breaking the kinds of visual 

information you are getting down into their components: page layout, art and art style, and text/image 

interaction. 

 

Page Layout 

 

With comics, as with most things, how narrative information is presented is often as important as what 

that information is. Page layout may seem entirely neutral; just remember, even this neutrality is an effect. 

Even if the page is comprised of uniform rectangles in an obvious and regular order, that layout was still 

chosen by the artist to create an impression. It might be a way of focusing your attention on what is 

happening rather than on how it is depicted; it may even reinforce a theme of conformity, repetition, or 

boredom. Alternatively, artists like Chris Ware often create ornate pages with arrows leading in multiple 

directions to create a sense of the complexity of personal history and memory. If the border of the first 

panel of the strip at the top of this page were a heart rather than a rectangle, how might that change the 

meaning of the strip? 

 

When you approach a page, try asking yourself the following questions:  

 

 How is the page organized?  

 Is the panel order obvious, and how do you know the intended order?  

 Are the panels and borders uniform in shape and size, or do they vary? 

 If they vary, how, and how does this affect the meaning?  

 

Art Style 

 

Analyzing style is probably the most difficult aspect of analyzing comics, since there are so few 

guidelines for talking about different types of drawing. In Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud has 

done an admirable job of discussing different forms of abstraction in cartooning and how these can affect 

meaning (24-59). Even with a guidebook, though, you will still need to trust your own impressions, since 

there are no set rules for how different art styles create meaning. The terminology of film studies is often 

useful for describing the basic features of an image, since you can talk about long shots, close ups, or 

zooms to describe the various angles and points of view depicted. Think about what sort of art the artist 

uses: 
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 Is there color, and, if so, what is the palate?  

 Is the style cartoonish, abstract, photo-realistic, etc.?  

 What does that tell you about the world the creator(s) are depicting?  

 Are there backgrounds? If so, are they detailed or schematic?  

 Does the point of view remain constant (as in the example above), or does it vary? If so, how? 

 Does the art focus your attention on particular actions? How? 

 

Text and Image 
 

Not all comics include text, but many do. Text in comics can serve as dialogue, narration, sound effect, 

commentary, clarification, image, and more. Once again, context is key, since you often can’t tell what a 

piece of text is doing on a page without determining how it relates to the images it accompanies (and is 

part of). Here is an example of image and text interacting to create a complex whole: 

 

 
           Alan Moore and David Gibbon. Watchmen. New York: DC Comics, 1987. Chapter III, page 1. 

 

These are the first three panels of the third issue of Watchmen. Without any text, the panels would simply 

depict a man hanging a sign, pushing back from the extreme close-up in panel one to a medium shot of 

the same action in panel three. With the text, however, the panels develop a complicated interplay of 

different elements. There are three distinct types of text here: the text boxes, the speech balloons, and the 

sign and clothing text.  

 

 The text boxes contain narration from a pirate comic book, which we discover a panel later is 

being read by a teenage boy at a newsstand. The language and shape of the text boxes indicate 

their distance from the principal narration, but the parallel text provides an ironic commentary on 

the main scene. 

 The speaker behind the speech balloons is indicated in the third panel: a newsvendor expressing 

his fear and anger about the cold war. Notice how some words (“nuke Russia,” “God,” “mean,” 

“signs,” headlines,” “face,” “newsvendor,” “informed,” and “glow”) are bolded, giving a sense of 

spoken emphasis and volume.  
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 Finally, the sign text is an instance of text as image. While the “Fallout Shelter” text simply 

mirrors the non-verbal icon on that sign, the “Missing Writer” sign in the third panel gestures 

toward another part of the narrative (the writer turns out to be a character, introduced several 

issues later). The “NY” under the apple on the workman’s jacket places the scene quickly.  

 

More important than any of these three in isolation, however, is how they all work together. The 

horrifying imagery of the pirate story gives a mediated image of the potential destruction of nuclear war 

endorsed by the newsvendor’s dialogue, while the likelihood of such a war is given iconic reference 

through the fallout shelter sign. Not all comics feature this degree of ironic interplay between different 

types of text and image, but the example shows some of the ways that text and image can interrelate. 

 

 

Recommended Texts 
 

Eisner, Will. Comics & Sequential Art. New York: Poorhouse Press, 1985. 

 

Although directed more at artists than academics, Will Eisner’s Comics & Sequential Art was one 

of the earliest books to look at the mechanics of sequential art (a term coined by Eisner). He has 

also written a companion (Graphic Storytelling and Visual Narrative. New York: Poorhouse 

Press, 1996) focused specifically on narrative. 

 

McCloud, Scott. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: Harper Perennial, 1994. 

 

This book, a primer for readers, creators, and students of comics, has become the default 

handbook for those interested in studying or analyzing comics. Presented in comic form, 

Understanding Comics offers a wealth of examples and analyses of different aspects of comics, 

tied together with McCloud’s often polemical musings on the nature and future of the medium. 

 

 

Helpful Links 

 

The Edwin and Terry Murray Comic Book Collection 

http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/rbmscl/murraycomics/inv/ 

This is a huge archive of comics from the 1930s through 2001, located in the Duke University 

Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Library. Duke University Libraries also has a 

strong collection of graphic novels and non-fiction in its regular catalog. 

 

The Grand Comics Database Project 

http://www.comics.org/ 

A volunteer-maintained, searchable database of comics, this site is useful for locating primary 

materials or historical background. 

 

Comics Research 

http://www.comicsresearch.org/ 

This annotated bibliography site for comics research is regularly updated, and contains 

subsections on different aspects of research into comics. The first subsection, “Comics in 

General,” is of particular interest to those looking for more academic resources on comics. 

 

 

 

 

http://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/rbmscl/murraycomics/inv/
http://www.comics.org/
http://www.comics.org/
http://www.comicsresearch.org/
http://www.comicsresearch.org/
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Handouts in the Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy Series 

 

Overview: Visual Rhetoric/Visual Literacy 

Using Visual Rhetoric in Academic Writing 

Writing about Comics and Graphic Novels 

Writing about Film 

Writing about Paintings 

Writing about Photography 

Writing with Maps 

Using PowerPoint and Keynote Effectively 

Creating Scientific Poster Presentations 

Crafting and Evaluating Web Sites 

 

 
The banner image at the beginning of the handout is from Chris Ware, Quimby the Mouse (Seattle: Fantagraphics 

Books, 2003), 14. 
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