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Using storyboards to write and draw 
picture books, graphic novels, 

or comic strips
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INTRODUCTION 

Storyboarding isn’t the way books are written. Our 
adaptation of the animator’s “map” is an educational 
tool, pure and simple. It works at its richest with kids 
nurtured on storytelling and process writing. Already in 
love with words, they enjoy discrimination in their use.

Based on our experience in numerous elementary and 
secondary school classrooms, Get Graphic! introduces 
the power of a storyboard in all stages of the creative 
process — from brainstorming ideas, to using 
thumbnail sketches to develop, revise, and fi nalize 
stories. It offers critical information that will direct 
students to thoughtful writing and exciting illustrations. 
It will also encourage them to consider design as an 
essential feature of original picture books, graphic 
novels, or comic books.

A powerful technique for encouraging students to 
show action that peaks and resolves, storyboards free 
young writers to focus on language and build skills 
connected to highly visual media where words, few 
but apt, must resonate. Focusing on the visual helps 
students appreciate how pictures affect the viewer 
emotionally. It makes students more aware of how 
TV, computer games, and all forms of media strive to 
infl uence them with words and visuals.

Get Graphic! builds on student fascination with new 
media. It describes good principles of design and 
encourages students to create and place characters 
in action that propels the plot along. Step-by-step 
instructions lead students to generate action-fi lled 
pages and streamlined plots for their own unique and 
personalized stories and books.

We want students to share our fun with story and 
design and color. We know they enjoy drawing and 
writing their own picture books, graphic novels, and 
comic strips, because we have cabinets bulging with 
photocopies, none of them substitutes for the colored, 
textured, subtle, poetic works that the young authors 
invariably want to keep. We don’t ask for and haven’t 
been offered a single one. Unspoken thanks.

Plenty of work lies ahead for student and teacher alike, 
and we wish you the same marvelous enjoyment that 
storyboarding projects have given us.

Eight Stages to a Book

A storyboard is what you see on pages 88–92. It is 
a series of white panels divided by black lines, each 
numbered panel representing a page of the planned 
book. In other words, a writer’s and illustrator’s 
storyboard is a kind of map or miniature plan of a 
book.

Eight stages carry the author/illustrator from stimulus 
to the moment when photo and biography are pasted 
on the inside or outside of the back cover of the 
completed book. Done!

Some stages are deliberately rapid; others, as time-
consuming as the writer/illustrator wishes. The eight 
stages correspond with the chapters in this book:

Stage 1: Read, Read, Read—reading picture books 
and graphic novels as stimulus

Stage 2: Invent Your Plot—writing the story

Stage 3: Drawing by Drawing—planning drawings

Stage 4: Storyboarding—using a storyboard to lay out 
the plot (fast pencil)

Stage 5: Book Mock-Up—making a page-by-page 
rough copy (fast pencil)

Stage 6: A Full-Color Book—editing the story, color, 
details, lettering

Stage 7: Using Collage Illustration for a Picture 
Book—cut-and-paste, collage illustrations

Stage 8: It’s a Book!—cover, laminating, binding, 
sharing
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When you want to make a picture book, 
graphic novel, or comic strip, here’s one way 
to go about it. Begin by reading and looking 
at lots of books. Some you’ll like better than 
others because everyone chooses differently. 
And isn’t that a good thing? Variety means 
there is a place for your own story.

Read, Read, Read 
STAGE ONE
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Every story takes place somewhere and 
has a main character with a problem. Your 
story can take place anywhere you like—
underwater, in a haunted house, in outer 
space, in a backyard—wherever you want. 
Who or what will your characters be—
mermaids, insects, astronauts, aliens, ghosts, 
a turtle, a chair, a cloud, a stone? Anything, 
anyone you want.

Invent Your Plot 
STAGE TWO

But be original and invent your own! Don’t 
copy from TV, movies, video games, or other 
books. Surprise your reader.

Now you need to put those characters in so 
much diffi culty your readers can’t imagine 
how you’re going to get them out of it. 
But you’re clever and can make up a neat 
solution, not always happy, sometimes sad, 
but something that rings true to readers and 
makes them say to their friends, “Want to 
read a good story? Try this one, by (you).”
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Points of View 

How many different ways can you look at 
an object? Try this: put a soft-drink can, a 
baseball glove, or a running shoe on the 
table. Sit on a chair and look at it. Now stand 
on the chair and look down at it. Try a close 
look. Then look from across the room. What 
do you notice close up that you can’t see 
from far away? 

Looking from different angles gives you 
different information about an item. Ask 
yourself what you want your viewer to see—
the overall shape, the lacing on the glove, or 
maybe just the tear in the leather. Once you 
decide that, you’ll know what angle to choose. 

Looking at something from a particular angle 
is also called choosing a point of view or 
choosing a focus for your picture.

A keen observer looks at the world from 
different angles—from a distance, close up, 
from overhead or underneath. The point of 
view infl uences what a person sees and so it 
conveys what the author/illustrator is saying 
to the viewer/reader.

Drawing by Drawing 
STAGE THREE

The size of a character and where you put 
it on your page help to tell the story. You’ll 
be deciding this when you begin to draw, so 
examine them carefully now. 

Imagine you’re a fl ying camera, moving 
around a scene to get different points of view.

Look at the pictures in the 
boxes on pages 22, 24, 25, 
27, 28, 33, and 34. A dog, a 
cat, and a mouse are in each 
one, but each picture makes 
you feel differently about them, 
because of the point of view.
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By now you should have hundreds of sketches 
of your characters, settings, backgrounds, and 
props. Are you ready to use them in a story?

Why use a storyboard? 

• A storyboard allows you to plan a thumbnail 
(see page 44), rough copy (see page 42) 
version of your complete story from front to 
back cover.

• With stick fi gures or circle characters, as I 
have used in this book, it’s easy to draw.

• It can be done quickly and shared with 
others.

Perhaps you know the ending you want 
for your story, but haven’t quite fi gured out 
how to begin. So draw the ending fi rst. The 

Storyboarding 
STAGE FOUR

beginning is often the hardest part, so fi ll in 
the middle next and do the beginning last. 
This method can help prevent a long-winded 
introduction and get your reader to the 
exciting part quickly.

A storyboard has pages side by side, as in 
the pages of a book: 4/5, 6/7, 8/9, etc. 
These pages face each other and are called a 
double-page spread. 
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The book mock-up is a page-by-page rough 
copy of your book based on your storyboard. 
It has pages the same proportion as those 
in the full-color book you will do later. The 
characters are still circle or stick fi gures—with 
no detail. Words are not used, although lines 
may be drawn to indicate where they will go 
later. Major shapes and important objects are 
outlined.

Take seven sheets of paper 21.5 cm x 
35.5 cm (8.5" x 14"). Then fold them in 
half and put them inside each other, as 
shown in the diagram. 

The folded outer sheet is the cover, front 
and back. The six folded inner sheets are 
the pages. Number these 1 to 24, as shown 
in the diagram. Pages 12/13 would be the 
centrefold. It’s important that you number 
pages in the correct sequence 

Don’t fasten them, because after you have 
numbered them, you can take them apart to 
draw on.

Book Mock-Up  
STAGE FIVE
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This is it! Now that you’ve done the fast 
planning with your storyboard and book 
mock-up, you can take all the time you want 
putting in the details in your full-color book.

Fold seven sheets of heavy paper the same 
size as you used for the book mock-up. Put 
them inside each other and number the pages 
made up of the six inside sheets 1 to 24, as 
shown. The seventh sheet on the outside 
makes the book covers. 

Begin coloring on pages 4 and 5, and follow 
the plan of your book mock-up. Check your 
page sequence as you go—you don’t want 
your fi nal book to get mixed up. Remember 
that pages 1 to 3 will be used later for special 
information.

A Full-Color Book 
STAGE SIX

Materials You’ll Need 

• Seven sheets of colored manila or plain 
cartridge paper, same size as book mock-up

• Colored markers: fi nd markers that don’t 
bleed through the page

• Pencil crayons: for fi ne detail

• Paint and brushes: let paint dry before 
continuing

• Big and little cans of water

• Lots of newspapers to protect surfaces and 
fl oors

• Crayons or oil pastels: colors will melt if 
pages are laminated
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Cut-and-Paste Collage 

Are you one of those people who always 
says, “No way! I can’t draw!”? Well, don’t 
be discouraged. Brushes and paint, pencils 
and paper aren’t the only way to make 
pictures. Try scissors, glue, and a pile of 
old magazines. This stage explores ideas 
for cutting and arranging colored paper 
and magazine pictures to create dynamic 
illustrations for your picture book. Anyone 
can do that!

A good way to use color is with cut-and paste 
designs. You can cut shapes from paper to 
represent your characters instead of drawing 
them. Use wallpaper samples, construction 
paper, or illustrations or photographs. Then 
past them onto colored cut-out backgrounds.

You can also do collage with cloth or curly 
wool or buttons or spaghetti or toothpicks… 
Paste them on for hair or fur or clothing or 
machines…

Using Collage Illustration for a 
Picture Book 

STAGE SEVEN

Experiment with pop-ups, see-through pages, 
hinged windows and doors, or accordion 
folds. And mix and match any of these. It’s 
your own inventive, original book.

It’s important to remember that all the things 
that have come before on character and plot 
development, point of view and composition, 
all apply equally to this illustration form. 
Collage allows for objects, shapes, patterns, 
and characters—many things your have 
drawn—to be cut out of paper. All those 
things still should be there, but collage just 
gets rid of the need for everything to be 
drawn.
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Writing Your Story 

At last—words!

You can write a fi rst draft of your story before 
or after fi nishing the full-color book, as you 
wish.

You can use a blank storyboard or plain 
paper, but either way, remember to match 
up your words with the number of the page 
on which they will appear.

Using a storyboard keeps you from saying 
too much. It forces your mind to choose 
what matters most. If you are writing a 
graphic novel or comic strip, you will have 
to decide what goes in the speech balloons, 
and what goes in the captions. If you are 
writing a picture book, you will be writing full 
sentences, not just a few words in balloons.

You have drawn your book to show the action 
so your words don’t need to say “and then… 
and then.” What they need to say is how 
your characters feel as the plot evolves—what 
they smell, what they hear; how foods taste; 
how scared, mixed-up, happy, angry, or 
sad they are.

Words should make your readers feel that 
they’re actually living inside your story.

It’s a Book! 
STAGE EIGHT

Editing Your Story 

• Read your story out loud and change words 
as you hear their rhythm and sound.

• Show your story to someone who can help 
you with spelling and punctuation.

When it’s fi nally the way you want it, you can 
hand print it neatly on the pages of your full-
color book, or you can type it on a computer 
and paste cut-out sections of the print-out on 
the correct pages.
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