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Abstract

This qualitative study highlights how children’s liter-
ature can serve as a springboard for discussing cur-
rent events while making connections with a similar
historical event. Undergraduate students enrolled in
children’s literature courses read the graphic novel
Fever Year: The Killer Flu of 1918 and discussed the
parallels between the book and the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Findings indicate strong text-to-self and text-
to-world connections between the events of the flu
of 1918 highlighted in the graphic novel and those
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Connections included re-
strictions and closures, mask mandates, vaccine de-
velopment, medical theories, and theories of spread.
Information dissemination and consumption was a
prominent theme.
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Introduction

We can all remember where we were when the world
shut down because of the novel coronavirus COVID-
19. On 19 March 2020, we were enjoying Spring Break,
when we received a message from the university ex-
tending Spring Break 1 week while they determined
next steps. Little did we know, we would not see our
students (or each other) in person for the rest of the se-
mester. In the initial days, perhaps we thought it was a
minor inconvenience that would only last a few weeks
or maybe we immediately recognised the significance
of the situation and anxiously anticipated the hard-
ships that were to come. Regardless of our initial reac-
tions, none of us escaped the influence the COVID-19
pandemic had on our everyday lives.

Beginning in 2020, COVID-19, ‘the pandemic’, coro-
navirus, restrictions, closures, mask mandates, vacci-
nation status, and social distancing became part of
our everyday conversations. In most circles, not a day
passed without some reference to the pandemic. As
university professors, we navigated the sudden shift

to online learning in spring 2020, then to hybrid learn-
ing in fall 2020 and spring 2021, and finally a return to
face-to-face instruction in fall 2021, with social distanc-
ing and mask protocols in place. We witnessed the col-
lege students we teach grapple with the pandemic’s
impact on their educational experience, as well as their
social lives.

During the spring 2021 semester, we taught four sec-
tions of a children’s literature course at Texas Christian
University (TCU), a private liberal arts university. The
purpose of this qualitative study was to examine how
university students enrolled in children’s literature
courses used the graphic novel Fever Year: The Killer
Flu of 1918 (Brown, 2019) to discuss and connect with
the current COVID-19 pandemic. We were particularly
interested in how children’s literature might serve as a
springboard for discussing current events and the in-
sights and connections participants shared when
analysing and discussing the graphic novel.

Children’s literature as a springboard for
discussion

The many benefits of children’s literature are well doc-
umented. Sharing books can be a catalyst for building
a community of learners and a way to ignite students’
curiosity about new topics, ideas, and ways of thinking
(Serafini and Moses, 2014). Britt et al. (2016) highlights
the benefits of using children’s literature to explore and
support social–emotional learning. Children’s litera-
ture can offer comfort to readers who see characters
dealing with trials (Sullivan and Strang, 2002) and of-
fer a dress rehearsal for understanding challenging cir-
cumstances (Pulimeno et al., 2020) Readers may also
learn coping strategies from characters in the books
they read (Roberts and Crawford, 2008).

Making connections with children’s literature

Comprehension can be strengthened if students are able
to make connections between the text and their lives, the
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world around them, or other texts (Anderson, 2004;
Harvey and Goudvis, 2007; Keene and
Zimmerman, 2007; Stone, 2013). Studies also indicate
students’ comprehension increaseswhen theymake con-
nections to their schema (Anderson and Pearson, 1984;
Irwin, 2007; Morrison and Wlodarcyzk, 2009). Since
there were many parallels between Fever Year
(Brown, 2019) and COVID-19 we anticipated many
opportunities for students to connect to their prior
knowledge as well as deepen their understanding
through discussion—key features of reading compre-
hension (Harvey and Goudvis, 2017).

Graphic novels

Graphic novels are an increasingly popular format
of children’s literature, in part, because their multi-
modal use of text and image that mirrors that of our
media-dominated society (Schwarz, 2006). Once
dismissed as too simplistic and as ‘second-class texts’,
graphic novels have been gaining traction as tools for
reluctant readers because they offer ‘substantive mate-
rial for thinking and analysis’ (Botzakis, 2010, pp.
60–61). Graphic novel readers must consider how
meaning is conveyed across modes including written
text, visual images, and elements such as colour, line,
size of panels, speech balloons, and organisation.

Graphic novels have been used in recent years to ex-
plore multimodal complexities (Connors, 2015;
Kwon, 2020; Low and Jacobs, 2018; McClanahan and
Nottingham, 2019; Smith and Pole, 2018), encourage
empathy and compassion (Basinger, 2014; Chisholm
et al., 2017), and learn about historical events or people
(Bosma et al., 2013; Clark, 2014; Clark and
Camicia, 2013). Historical graphic novels may provide
opportunities for readers to attend to information of
the past as well as make personal, emotion-related
connections (Chisholm et al., 2017). Exploring the mul-
timodal elements and the information presented in a
graphic novel with others allows students to discuss
their interpretations and consider multiple perspec-
tives, ultimately increasing overall understanding
(Dallacqua, 2020; Low and Jacobs, 2018; Smith and
Pole, 2018).

Another Fever Year?

Fever Year: The Killer Flu of 1918 (Brown, 2019) is a
graphic novel published in the fall of 2019—ironically,
before the COVID-19 pandemic even began. Using text
and images arranged in panels, Fever Year effectively
communicates the facts and emotions surrounding
the events of the Flu of 1918, from the rapid and

sometimes unpredictable spread of the flu to the med-
ical and societal reactions to the pandemic. After read-
ing Fever Year ourselves, we were intrigued by the
many parallels between the Spanish Flu, as the flu of
1918 was sometimes called, and COVID-19. We inten-
tionally selected this graphic novel with the hopes that
the opportunity to respond to and discuss the text with
peers would make space for students to process their
own experiences of living through an historical event
themselves.

Study context

Participants in this qualitative study were undergradu-
ate students at TCU. Students were enrolled in one of
four sections of a children’s literature course taught
by the two researchers. They represented a variety of
majors and classifications (e.g., 1st year undergradu-
ates to 4th year undergraduates). Most were enrolled
in the course to fulfil a humanities credit for the re-
quired core curriculum.

Throughout the course, students learned to analyse
how children’s authors married text and image to cre-
ate meaning. We noted the use of colour to create
mood; how illustrators used space to draw the reader’s
eye to particular focus point in the illustration, and
how they used perspective to communicate emotions
(Pantaleo, 2017). For instance, in The Recess Queen
(O’Neill, 2002), the bully atop the slide appears larger
than life, while the rest of the children cower beneath
the slide—looking small, timid, and nervous. Students
noted the author’s use of dialogue and character ac-
tions to communicate emotions. Characters who whis-
pered dialogue with bowed heads and shifting feet
were identified as nervous or scared while others
who shouted directions with hands on hips were iden-
tified as confident, bossy, and determined. Characters’
eye movements were examined, as the simple illustra-
tive decision to draw the pupil at the front, back, top,
or bottom of the eye leads the reader to draw conclu-
sions about the character ’s emotions.

The course focused on using children’s literature as
conversation starters about important, but sometimes
challenging topics. Throughout the course, students
read and discussed four children’s novels, including
one graphic novel, Fever Year: The Killer Flu of 1918
(Brown, 2019) in small groups. As they prepared for
the book discussion, students identified 10 panels or
pages from the graphic novel to analyse and discuss.
For each identified panel, they wrote about how the
text and images worked together to convey meaning.
They also identified at least one connection they made
to the text and posed at least one question. This prep
work ensured students read the text with intention
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and that they were prepared for the small group dis-
cussions.In preparation for the graphic novel reading,
students read and discussed an article (Smith and
Pole, 2018) focused on the complexities of graphic
novels and the importance of attending to the words,
images, and design elements. A class session provided
students with comic conventions, the history of
graphic novels, terminology, variances in speech bal-
loons and reading order, and how different graphic
novelists use colour, space, perspective, and the combi-
nation of words and illustrations to convey the mes-
sage. We also read aloud a recently published picture
book, And the People Stayed Home (O’Meara, 2020), to
show how one person wrote about the early months
of COVID-19 to reflect on the pandemic and encourage
others. With knowledge about analysing images and
words, nuances of reading graphic novels, and how in-
dividuals reflected on the current pandemic through
writing firmly in place, we believed the graphic novel
Fever Year (Brown, 2019) offered powerful images and
text that might prompt students to reflect on emotions,
experiences, and connections between their own expe-
riences and those living through the Flu of 1918.

Data collection. Data collection occurred in April 2021
when students read, analysed, and discussed Fever
Year (Brown, 2019). At the time of the study, the stu-
dents had experienced an abrupt shift to virtual learn-
ing in the spring 2020 semester and an option to
return to face-to-face courses with mask and social
distancing mandates in fall 2020 and spring 2021.
Most students opted for the fact-to-face format,
though a small percentage selected the online course

delivery option through Zoom. The online option
was also available to students who were quarantined
due to COVID exposure or to those awaiting test re-
sults. At the time of the Fever Year discussion, the roll-
out of vaccinations was underway in the United
States, but not yet available to many of these healthy
young people. Masks were still required in all univer-
sity indoor settings and social distancing practices
were still encouraged though difficult to enforce out-
side the university classroom, especially among
18–25-year-olds. Figure 1 captures the COVID-19
events that impacted participants, as these events oc-
curred before and during this study.

Fifty-six students agreed to participate in this study
though all students read the book and engaged in the
small group discussions. Those who did not consent
were grouped together, and their conversations were
not recorded. The findings below are drawn from a to-
tal of 15 small group discussions that were audio re-
corded and later transcribed and analysed.

Data analysis. Data were analysed using constant com-
parative methods (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). First, we
read through and discussed three of the 15 transcripts.
We used open coding to name interactions we noticed
in the transcripts. In this first round of analysis, we
coded connections, analysis of text and image, how children
might respond to the text, author’s purpose, and posing
questions to the group. The richest and most frequent
data were the connections students made between
COVID-19 and the Flu of 1918.

For the second round of coding, we drew upon a
priori codes of text-to self, text-to-world, and text-to-

Figure 1: Timeline of events related to COVID-19 that impacted TCU students
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text connections (Keene and Zimmerman, 2007). We
coded each connection with a secondary code to cap-
ture the specific focus of the connection. For instance,
we noted text-to-world connections about masks, virus
spread, public reactions, and overwhelmed hospitals.
We identified 25 text-to-world subcodes and 17 text-
to-self subcodes. Text-to-text connections were less
common in the transcripts; we theorise because chil-
dren’s books on pandemics were rare.

For the final round of coding, we identified the most
frequent codes and captured each transcript example
under that code. After reading all the examples, we
added a summary statement for each code with key
examples. Those summary statements became the
themes of our findings, which we outline below.

Similarities between the pandemics

Across all 15 small group discussions, students made
numerous connections between the events of the Flu
of 1918 and the current COVID-19 pandemic. Students
noted the similarities between the use of and responses
to masks, the theories of virus spread, medical theories
and treatments, and the development of vaccines. The
book was a catalyst for making connections, and in
some cases, processing the historical events of
2019–2021 (Britt et al., 2016).

An overarching theme of the findings was the no-
tion of strikingly similar events between the two pan-
demics, what students often referred to as ‘history re-
peating itself’. Even though Fever Year was published
in 2019 before the outbreak of COVID-19, the parallels
between the events of 1918 and those unfolding in
2021 were numerous and ironic. Students started to re-
fer to some of these parallels as ‘strange but true’. A
student noted,

Whenever I was reading it, I felt like this book could have
been written about COVID, like every time it said ‘Span-
ish flu’ or ‘influenza’, if it was switched out with
COVID, it would still make complete sense. Everything
that was said in the book I was like, okay, that is happen-
ing right now.

Another recalled calling her mother and saying ‘This is
a book that was written like way before COVID, …
and now over 100 years after, and we’re kind of in
the same place and figuring out the same things’.

Still another dismayed, ‘I feel like the entire point of
the studying history in general is to learn from your
past, and then we literally are doing the same thing
… and seemingly not as well’.

These comments, and the ones that follow, align
with existing scholarship on using historical graphic
novels as a means to learn about historical events

(Bosma et al., 2013; Clark, 2014; Clark and
Camicia, 2013), the impact of making connections with
a text (Anderson, 2004; Chisholm et al., 2017; Harvey
and Goudvis, 2007; Morrison and Wlodarcyzk, 2009),
and how discussing graphic novels with others can in-
crease overall understanding (Dallacqua, 2020; Low
and Jacobs, 2018; Smith and Pole, 2018).

Students’ initial reactions to the pandemic

On 20 January 2020, the first COVID-19 case was con-
firmed in the United States near Seattle, Washington.
Thousands of miles away, students at TCU continued
their spring semester under normal procedures. When
students left for spring break March 4, 2020, no one
knew how the virus would spread, nor did they grasp
the accelerated and exponential transmission. When
President Trump declared a national state of emer-
gency on 13 March 2020, TCU administrators made
the decision to extend spring break a week while they
figured out next steps. A year later, Fever Year was the
catalyst for students’ recollections of their initial reac-
tions to the virus. As they shared their connections to
the text and noted panels and pages they analysed, stu-
dents recalled where they were and what they were do-
ing when they heard about the nationwide shutdown.
Each of the connections were prompted by a specific
page or panel or by their peers’ observations, connec-
tions, or questions. For example, one student noted,

‘On page 32, it’s talking about how all the movie theaters,
the concert dance halls, the schools, how they were all
closed, and I was like, ‘oh my gosh that’s so interesting be-
cause everything literally closed for us, too’. It was wild’.

In the beginning of the pandemic, many students
thought the COVID-19 virus would not impact their
lives and throughout the Fever Year discussions
reflected on their naïve understanding of the magni-
tude of the virus initially. They made comments like,
‘At the beginning of the pandemic, it was like, OK
it’s isolated in China and specific places’ and ‘that
[page] kind of reminded us of COVID, because it
started out in China and people were saying, ‘Close
everything’, [and] ‘It should stay there’, but it’s defi-
nitely gone worldwide and it became, basically, a
worldwide enemy’.

Some recalled the moment they heard about clo-
sures in the United States. As 19–25-year-olds, they of-
ten took their cues from the adults in their lives. One
recalled,

I remember being in South Carolina for a volleyball tour-
nament last year and I called my dad, and I was like
‘They just canceled the tournament, they’ve cancelled

4 Another Fever Year?
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the rest of our season’. My dad’s like, ‘Don’t even worry
it’s gonna be like two weeks’, and I was like, ‘Yeah every-
one is just overplaying this’, and then, little did I know
…

Another shared this reaction,

I remember when my mom came into my room and told
me that spring break had been extended. She was telling
me how bad it had gotten in China and that they had
started closing schools there. And I thought, oh they will
never do that in America. And now looking back on it, I
think that that was so stupid. I really only thought it
would last two weeks.

Comments like these capture the power of using
graphic novels to serve as springboards for discus-
sion—allowing students to process their experiences
through a collective reflection.

Similarities in restrictions and closures

Students expressed amazement about the similarities
between the restrictions and closures that unfolded
during both pandemics. The cooperative roles of the
text and illustrations in Fever Year sparked many text-
to-world connections for the students. Brown’s use of
space, colour, and text placement prompted students
to reflect on the restrictions and closures of 1918 and
those they were experiencing in 2021. Twenty times
they commented on these text-to-world connections.

Particular pages prompted discussion of specific im-
ages and use of space and colour which often led to a
personal or world connection. They analysed the delib-
erate decision of the graphic novelist to use the span of
two pages to depict a lone man standing on the streets
in an empty city. One student noted, ‘This shows that
the whole city behind him was empty, not even lights
or trash or cars or anything is in the streets. The city life
has completely stopped, and that was kind of how I
felt’. They likened the scene to what was unfolding in
major cities in the U.S. like New York, Austin, and their
own hometowns scattered across the country, saying
that some major metropolitan hubs had become ‘like
ghost towns’.

The pages of Fever Year, particularly those depicting
restrictions and closures generated discussion about
the initial and then varied responses across the world
and the country. Specific pages were noted in the dis-
cussions, such as page 32 with ‘closed’ signs over a the-
atre and school, and page 36 illustrating the job losses
due to closures. Students from California, Washington,
and Oregon compared their states’ initial and ongoing
stance with those in Texas. One group reflected,

We were saying that the governments of all the states had
so many different mandates and rules. Like here in Texas
we’ve been open for months versus in Oregon. I have a
friend from Oregon, where all the restaurants are still
closed and everything is locked down, so you can’t really
do anything. And it’s crazy how different states have
such different policies. It’s cool to see it reflected in the
book about how different states also had different policies
back then.

Students processed the events of the COVID-19
pandemic as they grappled with and reflected on their
own experiences. They expressed dismay, ‘Obviously
our lives have stopped, but the time has kept going.
It is such an odd time to be living in’. Consistent with
the research findings of Chisholm et al. (2017), stu-
dents were not only learning about a historical event
through the graphic novel reading and discussions,
they were also making emotional connections.

Reactions to mask mandates

Despite the difference of 100 years, the use ofmaskswas
a key mitigation strategy for both the Flu of 1918 and
the COVID-19 pandemic. Some students expressed sur-
prise that the simple face mask would play a key role in
trying to slow the spread of the diseases but would also
spark strong reactions from some individuals. Reading
Fever Year helped them understand the use of masks in
1918. Brown used three consecutive panels to illustrate
a man looking at a mask, putting on the mask, and fi-
nallywearing themask (p. 56). The associated narration
box includes the text, ‘OnOctober 24, the city passed an
ordinance requiring the wearing of masks’. Multiple
groups referenced these panels during their discussion
with phrases like, ‘you can see how dramatic he is’,
‘he almost looks angry’, ‘I thought itwas very relatable’,
and ‘wearing a mask felt so foreign’.

Referring to another Fever Year panel (p. 59) that
depicted people tearing off their masks when the mask
mandate ‘ended at noon on November 21’, a student
shared this analysis and connection:

… these people look just so overjoyed and so done with
the mask and I feel like that can relate so much to how
people are feeling a year later, and I bet they were feeling
the same way ’cause this did last a really long time. So, I
just feel like you can really tell on their faces that some
even seem upset or mad that they had to wear it in the
first place, so just all the different emotions and different
perspectives that people have going around this flu and
you know pandemics.

Students identified the parallels between the events
in Fever Year and those they were living in 2021,
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particularly related to mask mandates. They had be-
come accustomed to wearing masks, but the book
prompted them to reflect on the progression of the
mask mandate. One student explained, ‘when [the
mask mandate] came out, I was like “Masks? Who
wears masks?” ’ Another added, ‘Yeah, and now our
life ismasks. We’re so accustomed to it now that we re-
ally don’t think twice about it. If you’re going some-
where you think “Oh I have to bring a mask.” ’ They
tried to make light of the situation by bringing some
humour to the conversation, ‘Oh I love how in my col-
lege graduation photos I’m going to have a mask on
my face!’

Grappling with the magnitude of the
viruses

Overall, reading and discussing another pandemic
helped students grapple with their limited experiences
with national and worldwide catastrophes. Blissfully
unaware prior to COVID-19, students reflected, ‘And
so obviously before COVID happened, I had no idea
how fast something can spread because we had never
lived through something like that’.

Understanding how the viruses spread

The rapidness and ease with which both viruses
spread was an important topic for these students.
Twenty-eight times the topic of virus spread entered
their conversations. Students noted their mistaken be-
liefs that the COVID virus would respect country bor-
ders. Discussing a two-page spread that depicted
how the Flu of 1918 ‘jumped over No Man’s Land
to both sides’ during World War I, one group mem-
ber reflected,

That [page] kind of reminded us of COVID, because it
started out in China and people were saying, you know,
‘Close everything’, like ‘It should stay there’. But it’s def-
initely gone worldwide and it became, basically, a world-
wide enemy. So, it kind of, you know, it doesn’t respect
any borders. Everybody has to fight it. So, yeah, we
thought that that was a good panel.

Students collectively wondered how the Flu of 1918
could have spread so rapidly given that leisure and
business travel at the turn of the century was not as
prevalent as with the current generation. Discussions
about travel by air and boat captured students’ atten-
tion. A student from California recalled a cruise ship
docking in their home state that caused the rapid

spread there. ‘What started out with “10 people on a
boat” ended with “the whole state shut down.” ’

Reflecting on the Viruses’ impact on individuals
and communities

Trying to understand the numbers of individuals af-
fected by the 1918 flu and COVID-19 was a focal
point for some groups of students. One student noted
she ‘glossed over the numbers’ when she read them,
but Brown’s use of images and text brought the num-
bers to life. The two-page spread (pp. 80–81) states
‘About 650,000 Americans and about 50 million peo-
ple died worldwide … One-third of the world had
been infected’. The pages include illustrations of
many people with one-third of them coloured grey.
The vast number of individuals described and visu-
ally represented on these pages inspired this student
to look online at the COVID-19 count and compare
with the flu of 1918. The student shared some of the
data with the group and reflected, ‘The worldwide
[count for the flu was] 50 million, and we’re almost
at 3 million, and so that’s like 47 million more people,
and that just shook me’.

The magnitude of the virus’ impact on over-
whelmed hospitals, their personnel, and supplies was
referenced 14 times. For example, pages 23–25
prompted discussions, as the words state there were
not enough nurses or enough space for the beds in
the wards. The illustrations show sick individuals
climbing into their own hospital beds and even the
beds placed on the hospital porch. Page 62 highlighted
the lack of nurses, as the nursing staff remained the
same even when ‘the number of patients doubled, tri-
pled, quadrupled’. Students with family members in
the medical field or who were studying to be nurses
themselves made text-to-self connections, sharing
stories of overwhelmed hospitals through the eyes of
doctors and nurses.

Relatedly, the significant loss of life captured stu-
dents’ attention. In particular, Brown’s depictions of
rows of hospital beds, civilians digging graves, and en-
tire two-page spreads depicting the number of lives
lost. These visuals offered students a tangible and un-
derstandable representation of the magnitude of the
1918 pandemic. A nursing student highlighted the
up-close view of the impact of the COVID-19 virus,
‘At the hospital where I am for my clinicals, they had
a Christmas tree [with] these white ribbons that people
have put on for their loved ones who have died of
COVID since the pandemic started. When you go
and see the ribbons one by one, it really puts it into
perspective’.Students also noted the kindness and gen-
erosity of organisations and individuals as people
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worked together during both pandemics. Brown’s de-
piction of individuals volunteering to fill nursing posi-
tions and clothing factories ceasing regular production
to make masks prompted students to reflect on the
ways they saw communities rallying together. They
discussed how ‘regular people had to step up’ and
‘how the whole community had to play a role’ during
both pandemics.

Public reaction to the viruses

It wasn’t just the specifics of the two pandemics that
provided fodder for discussions, it was also the pub-
lic’s reactions to the illnesses, the mitigation strategies,
and the ‘messaging’ from public officials that gener-
ated rich conversation among the students. Students
wondered about and reflected on the range of public
reaction to masks, theories of spread, medical theories
related to treatment and prevention with those experi-
enced by the public in 1918.

Navigating the dissemination and consumption of
information

Initially, there was a lot of uncertainty about how the
COVID-19 virus was spreading. Students discussed
the role media played in the dissemination of infor-
mation and the overwhelming and often conflicting
information presented about how the virus spread ini-
tially, both in the book and in their own lives. Many
comments related to the dissemination and consump-
tion of information, including how they tried to navi-
gate the overwhelming and often conflicting pieces of
information they received, particularly related to
masks, theories of spread, medical theories and treat-
ments, and public reaction were included in this cate-
gory. Students repeatedly made comments about
being astounded by the amount of information avail-
able through various media sources, including social
media, especially when the information was conflicting
and in particular at the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. One group explained, ‘We have so much media
and somany people always trying to get information, it
just elevates the chaos’. They also grappled with know-
ing who to trust, an experience that was shared by peo-
ple dealing with the flu of 1918.

Everybody has an opinion about COVID-19, and
everybody’s opinion is different—from parents to doctors
to political figures—`like everybody has their own opin-
ion. And it’s kind of interesting to see on that page [refer-
ring to Fever Year] how everybody in that time also had
their own opinion.

They noted the connection between Fever Year and
the current pandemic that influential people have
powerful roles in how information was disseminated.
Discussing Fever Year offered students the opportunity
to reflect on and process how both pandemics were
handled by government officials. Students also spent
some time processing the mixed message they received
about masks, at least initially:

It is weird to think about, but at the very beginning, like
March and April [2020], when were told not to wear
masks because we had to save the PPE for hospital
workers because everyone was running out of it. I think
that is such an interesting thing because it was such a
small period of time because then it veered to ‘oh we all
have to wear masks all the time’, but for a very short pe-
riod of time, it was ‘oh please do not wear a mask, and if
you do obtain a mask, give it to hospital workers’. It was
kind of a luxury. It reminds me of how in this book they
are running out of hospital beds and running out of
materials.

Exploring the prevention and treatment
approaches

The Fever Year discussion generated a lot of talk about
the public’s desperation to find a cure or to try any-
thing to stop the spread of the deadly viruses. The
graphic novel illustrated the public’s willingness to
try outlandish cures for the flu and preventative mea-
sures to stop the spread such as ‘burying children in
onions’ and ‘shoving salt up their noses’. They com-
pared these frantic attempts of 1918 to those of 2020:

I mean it just shows how desperate people were to try and
find a cure. That one woman buried her child in onions
… I’m just like, ‘oh my gosh’, but then again, people
did that now. I mean, they were drinking Clorox, so
that’s kind of worse, but I guess, it makes you do crazy
things.

Still others reflected on treatment techniques for
COVID symptoms:

It made me think about how everyone was putting online
all these different remedies to try like how you can burn
an orange to get your smell and taste back. It made me
chuckle to think about how people make up anything
loosely based on science to try to fix it.

A sense of awe and some reflective humour about
the situation added to the reflections. One student
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joked about measures they took during the initial
COVID-19 outbreak, ‘Opening mail, everyone was like
“Wash your hands before and wash your hands after.
Don’t put it on the counter! … Lysol all the
packages!” ’

Many connections were made throughout the
reading and discussions as students noted similarities
between their own experiences and the information
theywere reading. Scholars note the increase of compre-
hension when connections are made (Anderson, 2004;
Harvey and Goudvis, 2007; Morrison and
Wlodarcyzk, 2009), and these quotes illustrate how stu-
dents continued to connect with the ideas in the text as
they shared their ownmemories.

‘I Don’t Want to Relive It’

We entered this project with great anticipation for the
ways in which students might use the graphic novel
to reflect on their own experiences of a similar histori-
cal event. Discussing the connections between the
events of 1918 presented in Fever Year and those they
were experiencing gave students space to grapple with
the impact the pandemic had on their mental health.
Students used words like ‘depressing’, ‘exhausting’,
and ‘dark’ to describe how the virus affected individ-
uals, not just physically, but mentally. Interestingly,
even though this experience offered students a chance
to make connections, discuss the similarities, and pro-
cess the events of the two pandemics, some students
found the content too close to home. As one student
noted, ‘I don’t want to read about a pandemic, person-
ally. I am still kind of getting over this one’.

There was a sense of acceptance of ‘this is the era
we’re in’ but also a tone of ‘but once we get out of it,
we don’t want to think about it again for a really long
time’. One student shared this sentiment with the
group stating,

I just didn’t like reading it right now because it was kind
of like reliving everything that’s happened this year, be-
cause, every single thing that happened here I could
somehow relate to, and it was kind of like going back-
wards and I wasn’t really wanting to do that.

Another student reflected, ‘I’m just not looking for-
ward to when our kids are doing a high school project,
and they are like, “Mom can I ask you …? [about the
COVID-19 pandemic]” and I’m like “No. Google it. I
don’t want to talk about it.” ’

This finding was puzzling and interesting. We chose
this book because we were fascinated by the parallels
between the flu of 1918 and COVID-19. We thought
giving students the opportunity to process their expe-
riences of COVID-19 through a book discussion with

peers would benefit them, as they could learn about a
historical event while making connections between
their lives and those reflected in the graphic novel
(Clark, 2014). And for some, it did benefit them. For
others, though, the experience of the pandemic was
still too close, too real, too recent, and too raw.

This finding prompts us to consider how students
might receive (or reject) books that shine a blinding re-
flection on a topic that is too personal or too recent for
them. This finding reminds us to carefully consider
how teachers might lend support to students when
the topic hits too close to home.

Closing thoughts

None of us have escaped the effects of COVID-19, but
each of our experiences add richness to the understand-
ing of the events of the past few years. This study ex-
plains how children’s literature can serve as a
springboard for conversation about and sense-making
of events that impact our daily lives. TCU students in
this study used the graphic novel Fever Year to not only
learn about a historical event, but also discuss and pro-
cess their own feelings about the pandemic they had
been living through for over a year.

We notice the intentionally chosen book as ‘stimu-
lant[ing] children’s power of observation, reason,
memory and imagination, broadening the range of ex-
periences, compelling the readers to reflect on their be-
haviours, and find out possible solutions to their trou-
bles while providing entertainment’. (Pulimeno
et al., 2020, p. 18). Not that there were easy solutions
in the midst of a pandemic, but the opportunity to hear
others say, ‘I felt that too’ or ‘Can you believe people in
1918 went through the same things as us?’ offered
these college students a space to reflect on and process
their experiences.

The graphic novel format required students to lin-
ger over the panels and consider how the author used
text and illustrations to share information (Smith and
Pole, 2018). We intentionally provided opportunities
throughout the semester for our students to become fa-
miliar with multimodal texts. We spent months read-
ing and analysing picture books, and we then explic-
itly taught them about comic conventions and the
graphic novel complexities. Students were prepared
to read a graphic novel and could talk about the infor-
mation presented through panels using correct termi-
nology. Thus, students’ discussions illustrated their
new insights about the Flu of 1918 and the connections
they made to the current pandemic.

Much has changed in the world since April 2021
when our students participated in this study. Restric-
tions have been lifted, people have resumed face-to-
face education and activities, and the COVID-19
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pandemic is no longer part of daily discussions. We
wonder how a subsequent reading and discussion of
Fever Year with students might differ from these find-
ings, what insights students might now have as more
information has emerged, and how the passing of time
might affect students’ connections and what they
choose to share.

References

ANDERSON, R. C. (2004) ‘Role of the reader’s schema in compre-
hension, learning, and memory’, in R. B. RUDDELL, N. J. UNRAU
(Eds.) Theoretical Models and Processes of Reading, 5th edn. Interna-
tional Reading Association, pp. 594–608.

ANDERSON, R. C. and PEARSON, P. D. (1984) ‘A schema-theoretic
view of basic processes in reading comprehension’, in P. D. PEAR-
SON (Ed.) Handbook of Reading Research. Longman Inc,
pp. 255–291.

BASINGER, A. (2014) Graphic novels as social outreach: students
seeking empathy and compassion through content analysis study.
English in Texas, 44.2, pp. 46–48.

BOSMA, K., RULE, A. C. and KRUEGER, K. S. (2013) Social studies
content reading about the American revolution enhanced with
graphic novels. Social Studies Research and Practice, 8.1, pp. 59–76.

BOTZAKIS, S. (2010) A book by any other name? The ALAN Review,
37.3, pp. 60–61.

BRITT, S., WILKINS, J., DAVIS, J. and BOWLIN, A. (2016) The bene-
fits of interactive read-alouds to address social-emotional learning
in classrooms for young children. Journal of Character Education,
12.2, pp. 43–57.

CHISHOLM, J. S., SHELTON, A. L. and SHEFFIELD, C. C. (2017)
Mediating emotive empathy with informational text: three stu-
dents’ think-aloud protocols of Gettysburg: the graphic novel.
Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 61.3, pp. 289–298.

CLARK, J. S. (2014) Teaching historical agency: explicitly connecting
past and present with graphic novels. Social Studies Research and
Practice, 9.3, pp. 66–80.

CLARK, J. S. and CAMICIA, S. P. (2013) Fostering preservice
teachers’ sense of historical agency through the use of nonfiction
graphic novels. The Journal of Social Studies Research, 38.1, pp. 1–13.

CONNORS, S. P. (2015) Expanding students’ analytical frameworks
through the study of graphic novels. Journal of Children’s Literature,
41.20, pp. 5–15.

CORBIN, J. and STRAUSS, A. (2008) Basics of Qualitative Research:
Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory, 3rd edn.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

DALLACQUA, A. K. (2020) Reading comics collaboratively and
challenging literacy norms. Literacy Research and Instruction, 59.2,
pp. 169–190.

HARVEY, S. and GOUDVIS, A. (2007) Strategies that Work: Teaching
Comprehension for Understanding, Engagement, and Building Knowl-
edge, 3rd edn. Stenhouse Publishers.

HARVEY, S. and GOUDVIS, A. (2017) Strategies that Work: Teaching
Comprehension for Understanding, Engagement, and Building Knowl-
edge, Grades K-8. Stenhouse Publishers.

IRWIN, J. W. (2007) Teaching Reading Comprehension Processes, 3rd
edn. Pearson.

KEENE, E. O. and ZIMMERMAN, S. (2007) Mosaic of Thought: The
Power of Comprehension Strategy Instruction. Heinemann.

KWON, H. (2020) Graphic novels: exploring visual culture and mul-
timodal literacy in preservice art teacher education. Art Education,
73.2, pp. 33–42.

LOW, D. E. and JACOBS, K. B. (2018) Literature circle roles for
discussing graphica in language arts classrooms. Language Arts,
95.5, pp. 322–321.

MCCLANAHAN, B. J. and NOTTINGHAM, M. (2019) A suite of
strategies for navigating graphic novels: a dual coding approach.
The Reading Teacher, 73.1, pp. 39–50. https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.
1797

MORRISON, V. and WLODARCYZK, L. (2009) Revisiting read-
aloud: instructional strategies that encourage students’ engage-
ment with texts. The Reading Teacher, 63.2, pp. 110–118.

PANTALEO, S. (2017) Learning about and through picture book art-
work. The Reading Teacher, 71.5, pp. 557–567.

PULIMENO, M., PISCITELLI, P. and COLAZZO, S. (2020) Chil-
dren’s literature to promote students’ global development and
wellbeing. Health Promotion Perspective, 10.1, pp. 13–23.

ROBERTS, S. K. and CRAWFORD, P. A. (2008) Literature to help
children cope with family stressors. Young Children, 16, pp. 12–18.

SCHWARZ, G. (2006) Expanding literacies through graphic novels.
English Journal, 95, pp. 58–64.

SERAFINI, F. and MOSES, L. (2014) The roles of children’s literature
in the primary grades. The Reading Teacher, 67.6, pp. 465–468.

SMITH, J. M. and POLE, K. (2018) What’s going on in a graphic
novel? The Reading Teacher, 72.2, pp. 169–177.

STONE, R. (2013) Best Practices for Teaching Reading: What
Award-Winning Classroom Teachers Do. Corwin Press.

SULLIVAN, A. K. and STRANG, H. R. (2002) Bibliotherapy in the
classroom using literature to promote the development of emo-
tional intelligence. Childhood Education, 79.2, pp. 74–80.

Children’s Literature Cited

BROWN, D. (2019) Fever Year: The Killer Flu of 1918. Houghton Miff-
lin Harcourt Publishing Company.

O’MEARA, K. (2020) And the People Stayed Home. Tra Publishing.
O’NEILL, A. (2002) The Recess Queen. Scholastic Press.

CONTACT THE AUTHORS
Robin Griffith, Teaching and Learning Sciences,
Texas Christian University, Fort Worth, TX, USA.
email: r.griffith@tcu.edu

Jennifer M. Smith, Teaching and Learning
Sciences, Texas Christian University, Fort Worth,
Texas USA

Literacy Volume Number xxxx 2023 9

© UKLA.

 17414369, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/lit.12349 by T

exas C
hristian U

niversity T
cu, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [20/10/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1797
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1797
mailto:r.griffith@tcu.edu

	Another Fever Year? Making sense of pandemics with a historical graphic novel
	Introduction
	Children's literature as a springboard for discussion
	Making connections with children's literature
	Graphic novels

	Another Fever Year?
	Study context
	Data collection
	Data analysis


	Similarities between the pandemics
	Students' initial reactions to the pandemic
	Similarities in restrictions and closures
	Reactions to mask mandates

	Grappling with the magnitude of the viruses
	Understanding how the viruses spread
	Reflecting on the Viruses' impact on individuals and communities

	Public reaction to the viruses
	Navigating the dissemination and consumption of information
	Exploring the prevention and treatment approaches

	&lsquo;I Don't Want to Relive It&rsquo;
	Closing thoughts

