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For decades, young authors have turned to the KET Young Writers Contest to share their work. The contest, which seeks to celebrate creativity
through writing and illustrating, runs annually each spring. As the needs of young writers, their parents, and their teachers change, so too does the
contest. What once was a contest intended only for kindergarten, first, and second graders has blossomed to be inclusive of students in pre-
kindergarten through twelfth grade. And where once only illustrated stories were accepted, the contest has grown to encompass four separate
categories: illustrated stories, short stories, poetry, and now - graphic novels. We invite students across the Commonwealth to share their stories,
their poems, and their creativity. 

This toolkit is designed to help introduce and spark creative story writing and art within the graphic novel category.

For more information on the current Young Writers Contest, visit KET.org/writerscontest.

Introduction

Increasing in popularity in recent years, graphic novels are written works of fiction or nonfiction with strongly integrated visual illustrations that
have a narrative that is made up of more than dialogue and has a clear beginning, middle, and end. Rather than graphic novels being different from
comics, graphic novels are a format for the medium of comics, which can present itself as daily strips, serialized monthly comics, collected editions,
and so on, as well as graphic novels.

While graphic novels can be hundreds of pages or less than 100 pages in length, entries into the KET Young Writers Contest graphic novel category
are limited to 20 single-sided pages, including the cover or title page.  

GRAPHIC NOVELS

THE KET YOUNG WRITERS CONTEST

KET.org/education
KET.org/writerscontest

 2



Though in a different format, graphic novels share traits with other types of stories or narratives
(characters, setting, plot, etc.).  The main difference between graphic novels and other literary works
is that the graphic novel relies mostly on visuals/illustrations, text boxes, and speech/thought
bubbles to tell a story whereas other formats, such as the traditional short story, rely mostly on
prose in the form of paragraphs and, as in novels, on chapters, to move the story along.  

Many people call graphic novels “comic books” or “comics," and they do have similarities, for good
reason. Graphic novels are a format for the medium of comics. Comics can be present themselves as
daily strips, serialized monthly comics, collected editions, and so on, as well as graphic novels. While
the traditional meaning of comics relates to the prior examples, graphic novels differ in that they are
not usually published frequently, and the stories are usually more detailed. 

Though the word “novel” suggests that the graphic novel must be book-length (usually 200+ pages),
that is no longer the case--many graphic novels are much shorter. “Graphic novel” refers more to the
format in which the story is developed rather than to genre because a graphic novel format can be
used to tell a story in many genres, such as fiction, biography, autobiography, etc.

CONTEST TIP:  For the KET Young Writers
Contest, writers are asked to submit a fiction or

nonfiction work that does not include any existing
characters, including superheroes.
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Glossary

Where and when (in time) the story takes place. The setting should be visually
interesting since the graphic novel form relies on visuals to help tell the story. 

How the graphic novel is arranged or “put together.” The plot (what happens to the
characters) should have a clear beginning, middle, and end. 

The people who populate the story. They should be detailed and complex like real
people. 

Setting

Structure

Characters

GRAPHIC NOVEL

Essential elements of a graphic novel:

Overview
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Speech Bubbles

Also called speech balloons, these
are the places in which words of
characters appear; they contain
what one character says to other
characters. They are usually round-
shaped (like bubbles), ovals, etc. 

Images or Illustrations
Any visual that is not text, or
words. The “graphics” of graphic
novels; these can be drawings,
photographs, other media, or a
combination.

Elements of Graphic Novels

Thought Bubbles
Thought bubbles reveal to the
reader what a character is
thinking (but does not speak out
loud to anyone else)--you can
identify a thought bubble by the
little trail of bubbles that lead
from the “cloud” of text to the
character.

Narration or Text Boxes
These are not bubbles but actual
box-like portions of text in which
readers get basic information, such
as descriptions of actions, setting,
etc. and move the story along.

Panel
A single frame, or scene, of a comic or graphic novel. Traditionally panels are rectangle or box shaped,
but that is not required—the shape is up to the writer/illustrator--lightning bolts or ovals, for example.  

Comics and graphic novels are made of many panels put together to tell a story. Think of a panel like a
photograph which freezes a moment for the audience to experience it--put together, they make a page. 

GLOSSARY
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"Show, don't tell," has long been a mantra in the writing classroom. Graphic novels and comics,
through their combination of integrated text and visuals, give students the unique opportunity to
closely intertwine elements so that they can show and tell. 

Finding the best way to do this, however, particularly in stories with complex moving parts, takes
practice. Author Sarah Giles has created the following activity to hone students' skills in showcasing
the text information in their story. 

All the elements in traditional text-based writing -thoughts, conversations, sounds, narration- are
also present in graphic novels. However, rather than the text saying "he said," "she thought," or "a
loud clatter arose," students show those features through the use of balloons and bubbles alongside
their illustrations. 

Use the following pages to allow your students to practice these skills. 

Printable templates follow and can be found at the author's website: 
sarahgilesbooks.com/learning-resources
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Balloons and Bubbles
ACTIVITY 
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Learning to identify emotions on a deeper level is a valuable life skill. Perhaps your students might
design a quick comic that illustrates an emotion -anger, frustration, joy, for example. Who is the
character? What happens? What thoughts might a character think? What words might be spoken?
What sound effects might the audience hear? Remind students to use balloons and bubbles
thoughtfully with their illustrations to both show and tell the story to the audience. 

Social Emotional Learning Extension
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Reading is a great way for students to develop and hone their own creative skills. They learn
different styles, different voices, and new ways to look at the craft of writing and, often times, new
ways to look at the world around them. 

Encourage students to discover who they are by talking about the books they love. Author Jarrett
Lerner has a quick activity to help organize student thoughts. 

Printable template included on the following page or at the author's website:
https://jarrettlerner.com/
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You Are What You Read
ACTIVITY 
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Dig deeper by asking students what these works have in common. Are there certain elements the
student is drawn to? 
          ...a unique narrative style? 
          ...surprise or twist endings?
          ...characters with common personality traits?
          ...artistic styles in illustrations?

With this common element as an inspiration point, ask students to create a panel comic
exemplifying this component in their own story. 

Students might share their works with classmates via a gallery walk or by using common digital
tools such as a shared slidedeck, Padlet, Flipgrid, or other familiar tool. 

Encourage students to reflect on their work. How might they develop their own unique style using
these inspiration points?
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MAIN
CHARACTER TIME SETTING

PHYSICAL
SETTING

SOURCE OF
CONFLICT

a platypus

an 80-year old 

a martian

an American
cowgirl

a tadpole

a photographer

present day

the year 2402

1925

the Cretaceous
period

last week

1969

a pond

near a volcano

Australia

a city park

Montana

a strawberry
patch

toothpaste

a diamond
necklace

dentures/false
teeth

a traffic jam

a jar of pickles

shoes

Continue to stretch students' creative powers in writing and illustrating by exploring new writing
topics. One way to accomplish this is to use a Roll-A-Story activity. 

For each column, students roll a die (or use a random number generator, or strips of numbered
paper...). The corresponding cell is the element they should include in their story. Once all four
elements have been chosen, brainstorming and drafting can begin!
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Roll-A-Story
ACTIVITY 

Use the premade example above with students, or involve them in the creation using the provided
template.  
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Roll-A-Story
ACTIVITY 

MAIN
CHARACTER TIME SETTING

PHYSICAL
SETTING

SOURCE OF
CONFLICT
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Are your writers looking for additional topics to explore through writing?  Use art for inspiration!

Provide students with a variety of images, imagery, or artwork around a central theme. 

Select any object, "moon" or "chair" for example, and conduct a creative commons or copyright-
friendly image search.  

Allow students to select an image that speaks to them in some way. Ask students to use their image
as an inspiration point. Let it become the starting point of their story. 

Ask students to brainstorm key story elements before drafting. What is the setting of their story?
Who are the characters? What conflict might arise? What additional visuals will be necessary to tell
the story fully? 

Once students have their basic story elements developed, ask them to consider what style of art
might depict the mood of their story. Consider collaborating with a visual arts teacher to explore a
variety of art styles for students to choose from.  Also see the resources referenced in the "What's
Your Style?" activity.
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Art As Inspiration
ACTIVITY
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Graphic Novel Minis can help students focus on necessary story elements. 

For this activity, there are only four panels. The first panel focuses the setting of the story, the
second panel highlights the conflict, the third panel explains the conflict resolution, and the fourth
panel shows a surprise of some sort. 

Share the following example with students. 

Consider sharing an additional example. This time, share the panels out-of-order. Individually, or in
partners, have students put the mini-comic in order. Use effective questioning strategies to allow
students to explain their decisions.  

Next, have students brainstorm and create their own mini-comic using the provided template. 
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Graphic Novel Mini
ACTIVITY 
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Graphic Novel Mini
ACTIVITY 

SETTING CONFLICT RESOLUTION SURPRISE

SETTING CONFLICT RESOLUTION SURPRISE
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We often ask students to create writing pieces that demonstrate actionable steps. For example:
crafting "how-to" pieces, describing procedures, identifying steps in a science experiment,
showcasing a process, outlining historical timeline events, and more. 

Because comics and graphic novels intricately intertwine both text information and image
information, they serve as a perfect medium for this type of demonstrative writing. 

As in text-only formats, students will be asked to consider what the most important information
might be and also what order it should be presented in. By creating this work through a comic or
graphic novel format, students are asked to drill down further into the information to make choices
on what is best seen, and what is best shared textually.  

As an introduction for students, use the following activity from author Sarah Giles.

Printable templates included on the following page or at the author's website:
sarahgilesbooks.com/learning-resources
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Show How It Happens
ACTIVITY 
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Character emotion often plays a large part in graphic novel creation. Illustrators must capture
complex facial expressions to capture feelings, emotions, or moods throughout a work. Remember,
in graphic novels the illustrations are just as important as the text at providing clues and meaning.

Can your young students identify emotions based on portraits? What about based only on the eyes? 

Share the video Look Into My Eyes from the  Everyday Learning collection in PBS LearningMedia. 
(https://ket.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/ket-earlychild-art9/look-into-my-eyes-everyday-learning/)

Project images of portraits with only the eyes showing. Can your students identify the emotion?
Reveal the remaining facial features to further analyze the emotion. What other features give clues
to the emotion? The mouth? The eyebrows?

Challenge students to create their own self-portrait to show a particular emotion. What will their
eyes need to look like to show this emotion, for example? 

In partners, or on a class gallery walk, have students identify the emotions peers have illustrated in
their self-portraits. 

 
Students should select another emotion, different from their original self-portrait emotion. What
features must change in order to show the new emotion? Create new features -- different
eyebrows, different mouth, etc. -- that could cover the previous features. 

These portraits and interchangable features could serve as a 'how are you feeling today' check-in on
future class days. 
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Look into My Eyes
ACTIVITY 
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Social Emotional Learning Extension



When writing and illustrating a graphic novel, the author's style of artwork says as much about the
theme and feeling of the story as the words and text the author has crafted.

Have students explore this idea by examining stylistically diverse portraits, or images of people. 
 
Build a knowledge base of styles of visual art by sharing Styles of Visual Art from the Artsville
collection in PBS LearningMedia.

(https://ket.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/styles_of_art_animation/artsville/) 

Then, examine portraits and images of people, using the Kentucky Virtual Art Museum collection,
also found within PBS LearningMedia. 

(https://ket.pbslearningmedia.org/collection/kentucky-virtual-art-museum/) 

 
Ask students to respond: 

                                                                             and, also
                                                                             to consider: 

Rediscover the elements of art through Elements of Art from the Artsville collection in PBS
LearningMedia. 

(https://ket.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/elements-of-art-animation/artsville/) 

Further explore the connection between styles of art and the emotions they portray by challenging
students to create a self-portrait in two or three varying styles. 

In partners, small groups, or on a gallery walk, examine finished projects. Challenge peers to identify
the style, emotion, and story being told in each work. 

Ask students to again consider the following questions as they begin to form their own graphic
novel story. 

What story will I tell?
What emotion should my
audience feel?
What elements of art will help
effectively tell my story?
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What's Your Style?
ACTIVITY 
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What style of art is used?
What emotion does it elicit?
How do the elements of art
help to effectively tell a story
in each work?

What story will I tell?
What emotion should my
audience feel?
What elements of art will help
effectively tell my story?



When you decide to create a graphic novel and wonder “What should I write about?” the answer is almost always “anything you want!” Are you
thinking the possibilities are endless and that can be intimidating as well as exciting? No worries! Here are some writing prompts you can use to get
started. 
 
Pick a prompt and fill in the details with interesting visuals, text bubbles, narration boxes, etc. Feel free to make any changes you want to create
your story--these are meant to help you get started.  Think about the graphic part of “graphic novel” and plan how your illustrations (drawings,
photographs, etc.) will help tell the story. Make sure your finished story has a clear beginning, middle, and ending. Most importantly, have fun! 

Writing Prompts

your favorite toy could talk and wanted to have an adventure? 

you could spend one day with a relative who died before you were born, when he/she was the age you are now, and you had to
introduce him/her to the world as it is now? 

people were born with the ability to fly and walking was out of style?  

people were born old and grew younger? 

something from your past could make a good story? Choose a memory from your childhood--fishing or riding the city bus for the
first time, you or someone you know sleepwalking, a relative taking you to somewhere outside of the state you live in--now use
that memory as the starting point for your plot. Everyone--even you--is a character, and someone has to solve a problem.What is
it? How do they do it? 

WHAT IF...

GRAPHIC NOVEL

Jennifer wasn’t nice to David on his first day of school because of some difference between them. Now she has just been
assigned as David’s science lab partner. What happened before? What comes next? 

Michele wakes up one morning and when she puts her feet on the floor, she realizes she is invisible! What happened the day
before and what happens next? 

WHAT CAME BEFORE? WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?
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A Christmas elf knocks on your door. When you open it, she declares she has come to stay with you for summer vacation and
says, “Let’s do something fun! Show me the sights!” What do you do? 

An actual guardian angel shows up at an anger management class and stands up to speak. What happens next? 

Your character lives on Earth’s moon and is admiring the night sky when a ship lands and something called “humans” get out.
They look nothing like you, and you are afraid. What happens then? 

You wake up and find yourself inside a plastic bag, but you can breathe fine and strangely you don’t feel afraid; in fact, you feel
happy and excited. Who is carrying you and to where? 

Zack the bumblebee has been injured; he can no longer fly and needs help before the nights get too cold or he gets eaten. He
thinks the lady who comes by the bush every day must like bees and could help him. How did Zack get injured? Can he get her
attention? How? 

10-year-old Ethan gets locked inside the shopping mall, alone--or is he? What conflict must he face? How does he overcome it?

Teenager Julie LOVES history--it’s her favorite subject in school. She has always felt she should have been born in another time.
She finds a way to travel to a different historical time but there’s a catch--if she stays too long, she can’t return. What is the
unlikely/surprising way she time travels? Where/when does she go? Does she decide to stay? 

AND THEN WHAT HAPPENS?

CONTEST TIP:  The KET Young Writers Contest
has no required topic on which to write. Writers

entering the contest have full creative control
over their submitted works. However, students'
works must abide by copyright law and cannot

include copyrighted characters.  
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Power Up: Digital Tools
GRAPHIC NOVEL
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Allow students to share their voice, quite literally, by sharing their works to a class Flipgrid.
(www.Flipgrid.com) For younger students, this auditory exercise allows students to practice pace, expression,
and fluidity. For older students, this activity becomes a place to express their vision of how their piece should

be read. Emojis, icons, and filters can be added to guide the listener, or to enhance the experience. Students
sharing their written works in their own voice is a powerful way to give ownership, as well as to allow

students a way to share to a wider audience.

Share and showcase your favorite technology integrations by tagging @EducationKET on Twitter or Facebook! #KETywc

The wonderful thing about writing and creating is that it can happen almost anywhere! Take advantage of traditional creation methods or infuse
additional technology tools to amp up students' creative powers and sharing abilities. 

Wondering how these activities might align to state or national standards? KET Education Consultants can help! Contact us:
https://education.ket.org/contact/

Art and drawing programs and apps abound. Some, like Procreate, (https://procreate.art) come at a cost, but
there are countless available free. Perhaps students might explore digital art creation within their graphic
novels. Students might even create advertisements for their works. Perhaps they use their own photography,
alongside digital filters, to express an overall mood or theme.

Comic creation sites like Pixton (https://www.pixton.com/) can be used with students in a variety of grade
levels to help them avoid getting-started anxiety and begin creating their own stories! Whether their stories
are about Ancient Egypt, a walk in the park, or a space attack, students are sure to find the backgrounds,
avatars, outfits, facial expressions, and tools needed to bring their creativity to screen. 

Discover digital graphic novel creation with Book Creator (https://app.bookcreator.com). This site provides
students a simple way to create digital books of varying shapes and sizes. Students have creative control of

layouts, text size and font, location, etc. A selection of premade pages with varying styles of panels is
available. Students can even pull their own photography into their creations if they wish. Or, after creating

panels and entering needed speech bubbles, thought bubbles, and text, students can print their book in order
to create with traditional art styles.

Students who want to use their own photographs as illustrations can use the free Snapseed app to edit and
filter their photos for integration into their stories. Developed by Google, this app allows students to quickly
edit their photographs, apply filters, edit white balance, RAW edit, and more. Completed images can easily be
shared and included in student works. 



Practicing and published authors and artists provide rich examples and inspiration points for readers , writers, and artists of all ages. Many--through
their personal backgrounds, writing styles, artistic flair, material topics, and even characters--provide students a tangible connection between their
own dreams of creation and the work involved to achieve it. 

The following authors have shared their time and talents to help grow and develop future creators alongside the KET Young Writers Contest. Their
websites include more information on the artists themselves and even additional classroom activities for use with students. 

Additional Links

Benito Cereno

GRAPHIC NOVEL
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David Wayne Chiu

https://www.sarahgilesbooks.com/ 

Sarah Giles Erica Henderson

https://jarrettlerner.com/

Jarrett Lerner

https://srpryor.wixsite.com/website

Shawn Pryor

http://www.dchiuart.com/

Elementary Middle High School

https://linktr.ee/benitocereno

https://linktr.ee/benitocereno
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