
Döpke 1 

 

Vanessa Döpke 

Professor Roberts 

Ways of Knowing the Humanities 

12 December 2016 

Manga and Anime as a Means of Teaching Literacy 

 Ever since I was a student myself, I was fascinated by the world of manga and anime. 

As I grew older, I added western graphic novels to my list, which at that time were booming 

and as filmic adaptations flooding the movie theaters far and wide. Now that I am a 

candidate of the Master of Arts in Teaching program, I came to realize that many of my 

students share this passion and are devouring a plethora of the stories I love so much myself. 

In the Anime advisory, which I am leading with the visual arts teacher, we continually 

become witnesses to the power of this form of literature, which holds students interest and 

gives those young individuals the opportunity to dive into whole new worlds of complex 

stories of fantasy, adventure, social critique and many other engaging topics. As this popular 

culture appears to consume much of my students’ free time, I was wondering how these 

media can be successfully incorporated in our classroom. 

 As Rodríguez and Pérez point out, our society and “culture is more visual than ever 

before” (Rodríguez and Pérez 172). May it be flashing advertisements and commercial, 

Instagram, twitter, facebook, television or any of the other highly technological devices 

that surround us endlessly with audiovisual stimuli at any time of the day, we are always 

exposed and need access to those forms of literature. Although the existence of the 
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expanding need of interacting with illustrations cannot be ignored, a lack of 

acknowledgement to the importance of those media for academia remains absent and we 

find ourselves trying to engage our students with literature far from modern pop culture 

(171). 

 So the question is: Can our students benefit from working with anime and manga in 

an academic setting? Rodríguez and Pérez found several works which are discussing this 

question broadly (172). Research ranging from topics such as comprehension, to clear visual 

orientation, to motivation, to thematic diversity, and many more, occupy numerous pages 

seeking the ultimate answer of whether or not we should be incorporating anime and 

manga in our classrooms.  

 A personal study by Vivian Vasquez offers one possible answer, using the specific 

example of Pokémon in teaching, learning and literacy. She observed her nephew, Curtis, 

and engaged with him in learning about this particular Japanese story, which is published 

as a manga, anime but also stretching from trading cards to video games.  

 In her research, she found out that Pokémon not only led her nephew to become an 

“avid reader and a frequent visitor to bookstores” but also provided him with many 

opportunities to expand his knowledge in a broad collection of academic and social fields 

(Vasquez 120). As a member of a group he was engaged in reading, learning and thinking 

processes that required him to develop abilities such as “locating and identifying keywords”, 

“reading maps”, engaging with technology, “read a table of contents and an index”, and 

other skills which are also taught in school (120). To succeed in the game, Curtis had to 
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learn “how to be analytical about what moves and strategies to employ” and thus develop 

“good problem-solving skills” (121). 

 Another part in his literacy development inhabited the Pokémon card game, which 

inspired him to create his own illustrated cards, which reflected evolutionary, mathematic, 

artistic and literary skills developed in the process.  He also redesigned those cards and took 

on the role of an editor, evolving continually in the process. 

 In her study, Vasquez, provides a distinctive overview of the principles that can be 

acquired through engagement with Pokémon and create a multi-literacy. Those principles 

support children in becoming masters of their own learning and also prepare them to teach 

other individuals as part of a bigger community (124). This shows the rich potential those 

literary forms bear for the classroom.  

 In a long term study, ranging over three subjects, a team of teachers at Woodlawn 

School in Davidson, North Carolina, ventured on incorporating anime in their teaching. 

For a project on Japanese culture, they decided to expose their seventh grade students to 

Spirited Away by Hayao Miyazaki. This interdisciplinary mission weaved history, language 

arts and visual arts together and found its climax in a film festival involving many members 

of the entire school community. Students engaged in thought provoking, problem solving 

and creative assignments, which required them to increase their knowledge and enhance 

their skills numerous areas and grow closer bonds as a collaborative community. At the end, 

not only were the students enriched and rewarded at the end of this project, but their 

“enthusiasm […] while working with anime, an art form they enjoyed, motivated [their] 

teachers” (Ruble and Lysne 45).  
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 Engaging with manga and anime can also help where intervention programs fail. A 

study by Nancy Fray and Douglas Fisher investigated the effect these literary forms have 

on the literacy develop of children who are struggling with reading and writing. The visual 

support has especially been beneficial to support English language learners in their process 

of learning a new language, but also shows significant benefits for all students who are 

challenged by common literature in school (Frey and Fisher 24).   

 In the course of the study they realized that writing tasks along with graphic novels 

and animated material helped students to increase their writing skills in the sense of 

sentence length, word choice, and conventional grammar usage (ibid).  

 Looking at all these sources, I can conclude that anime and manga are a source 

offering considerable potential in motivating, engaging and inspiring students. In the 

studies I encountered, a clear impact on a variety of skills such as, literacy, problem solving 

and science is evident. I believe that further research in those areas connected to anime and 

manga can prove useful for any classroom and beneficial for our students’ academic and 

social development. We have to bear in mind that many of the materials offered might not 

be appropriate for a school environment, but that our world is rich with literary forms and 

sources which our students encounter on a daily basis.  To know our students means to 

know their interests and if we just pay enough attention, we may find valuable treasures to 

enhance our own teaching. 
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