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PRACTITIONER perspective

This article describes a photonovel 
project that I (Laura Nimmon) 
worked on with a group of ESL-
speaking women. This project was 
part of my study for my MA in 
literacy and language education under 
Deborah Begoray’s supervision. 
Based on this experience and later 
work with many other groups, I have 
developed the following approach to 
creating collaborative photonovels in 
the classroom.

Why Photonovels?
Photonovels look like comic books 
but contain photographs instead 
of drawings. Because photonovels 
combine pictures and everyday 
language, adult ESL learners can use 
them to communicate their thoughts 
and ideas. Photonovels can also be an 
aid in learning spoken and written 
English.

How Do You Create a Collaborative 
Photonovel?
Creating the photonovel can be 
done in 10 steps, outlined below. I 
have included examples from my 
experience.

1.	 Forming a Photonovel Group
Photonovels are appropriate to use 
with all literacy and language levels. 
If students show no comprehension 
of English, I would suggest using 
translators. A photonovel group with 
4 or 5 participants seems to work best, 
with 10 being the maximum size. If 
you have a large class, you can divide 
it into small groups and run several 
photonovel projects.

The participants in my first 
photonovel group were ESL-speaking 
immigrant women who attended the 
Inter-Cultural Association (ICA) 
of Victoria’s women’s group. The 

The author (third from right) with the group that produced the photonovel
From Junk Food to Healthy Eating: Tanya’s Journey to a Better Life.
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core group was five women ranging 
in age from 35 to 80 years. The 
women came from Indonesia, Japan, 
China, Colombia, and Chile. At the 
beginning of the project, their time 
in Canada ranged from 10 months to 
35 years. Their degree of fluency in 
English ranged from low intermediate 
to intermediate. Three were landed 
immigrants, and the other two did 
not yet have immigrant status. Three 
had gone to university, and the other 
two had gone to high school. Finally, 
two were working in insecure jobs, 
one was at home with her child, and 
two were retired.

2.	 Naming a Problem
After forming the group, the next step 
is engaging the students in problem-
posing education. I knew that I wanted 
to address a health problem affecting 
immigrant women (see sidebar on 
page 177). Trusting in the creative 
power of the participants, I asked 
them to name the health problem they 
felt affected them most since migrating 
to Canada. The women unanimously 
chose poor nutrition as their main 
health concern.

In response to their choice, I 
recruited a public health nurse to do 
a workshop with the women about 
finding and eating healthy foods in 
Canada. After much critical dialogue 
around this topic, the women were 
prepared to write their story.

3.	 Considering the Audience
When students create a story, it 
is important that they begin by 
considering the intended audience 
and the audience’s language or literacy 
level. Students should also discuss 
the economic status, age, and cultural 
background of their audience.

The women in my study decided 
that they wanted to write the story for 
other immigrant women, but also for 
“mainstream” Canadians so that they 
could share their story. One woman 
stated, “The photonovel is a great 
idea, and I think Canadian people 
will read it. . . . You know it’s amazing 
because people think that because we 
are immigrants that we are different, 
but the cultural differences only go so 
deep. I mean we are human beings.”

4.	 Writing a Story
The next step is writing a draft of a 
story, with students taking the lead 
and the instructor acting as facilitator. 
The problem (story tension) is 
articulated at the beginning and 
reaches a solution (story resolution) 
by the end of the story. Students must 
also decide what the main message 
(story purpose) of their photonovel 
will be.

The women in my study wrote 
a story called From Junk Food to 
Healthy Eating: Tanya’s Journey to a 
Better Life. The story portrays Tanya, 
a woman who immigrates to Canada 
from Hong Kong.  Initially, Tanya 
enjoys the fast foods and sweets 
readily available in her new country, 
but after several months she starts to 
feel depressed and has gained weight. 
This is the story problem.

Tanya tells her immigrant friend 
about how she is feeling, and her friend 
replies that she feels the same way. 
They approach their teacher, who tells 
them they should be eating healthy 
food. She brings in a public health 
nurse to teach the women about the 
four food groups and exercise.

After their lesson, Tanya and her 
friend decide to change their diet. 
Tanya e-mails a friend in Hong Kong 
to get recipes. At the end of the story, 
she is seen riding a bike, eating an 
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Part of a page from 
the photonovel.
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apple, and walking with her 
friend. This is the story 
solution.

The message of 
this story—the story 
purpose—is that women 
who immigrate to Canada 
often experience a change 
in diet (see Hyman, Guruge, 
Makarchuk, Cameron, & 
Micevski, 2002), but they 
can change their reality 
by learning about healthy 
nutrition in Canada and taking 
action based on this knowledge.

5.	 �Developing Characters and 
Costumes

It is important that the photonovel 
characters be carefully developed 
before students begin taking pictures. 
I asked the women to give their 
characters names and then to think 
about their history, thoughts, dreams, 
and family backgrounds. For example, 
they discussed one character’s life and 
dreams, and even her teddy bear’s 
name when she was a child. The 
discussion made this character seem 
more real to these storytellers. 

It is also important to plan 
costumes before the photography 
begins. The students brought in 
clothing that their character would 
normally wear. The characters should 
have different clothing for different 
scenes to show the passage of time. 
At first, our group took all the 
photographs with the main character 
in the same clothing, even though 
the story moved well into the future.  
They wanted the photonovel to seem 
realistic, so they had to reshoot all the 
photographs. This delayed completion, 
but  revision is a necessary part of any 
composition process.

6.	 Taking Photographs
By this point the group should have 
decided each member’s role in the 
project: the actors, the director, 
and photographer. I have found the 
taking of photographs and acting to 
be a process that very much takes on 
a creative life of its own. It is amazing 
to be an observer at this point and 
to witness the dynamic combination 
of engagement and playfulness 
among the group members. A 
typical photonovel is about 10 pages, 
with about two to four pictures per 
page. Students might therefore take 
between 30 and 60 photographs and 
then select those that work best. A 
tip: I would advise the director and 
photographer to ensure that the 
actors freeze when the photographs 
are being taken so that the pictures 
turn out clearly.

7.	 Preparing Dialogue
The conversation between characters 
in the story is shown by inserting text 
into captions or balloons. The dialogue 
should consist of short sentences 
and vocabulary that is familiar to 
the audience. Ideally, it should also 
reinforce new language learned in 

class. Students should write 
out their dialogue as a script 

and have their teacher 
edit it before putting 
it into the photonovel. 
Be careful to watch for 
spelling mistakes. 

Students might also  
want to consider 

incorporating visuals into 
their story. They can use 
logos, signs, and icons, but 

they should be careful to use only 
culturally specific symbols that the 
audience is familiar with.

Students should pay attention to 
the cover of the photonovel. I often 
emphasize that if the cover and title 
are interesting, then others will want 
to read it.

Students should also prepare a 
list of resources to place at the end of 
their photonovel so that readers can 
have more educational information 
about this topic.

8.	 Using Digital Technology
To assemble the photonovel, I 
recommend using the program Comic 
Life. Comic Life is an award-winning 
application that makes creating 
photonovels straightforward for any 
user. Students transfer their pictures 
to the computer and then start the 
program, which allows them to put 
the dialogue into speech balloons on 
the photographs.

Learning how to use this software 
also enhances the multimedia 
literacy skills of students. When 
I conducted my initial research in 
2005, this program did not yet exist, 
so I hired a graphic artist to compile 
the project on the computer, which 
was very costly. In workshops since 
then, I have not experienced any ©
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difficulty with adult learners using 
this program.

If students or teachers are 
technologically savvy, they can also 
create photonovels using a word 
processing program.

9.	 Seeking Audience Feedback
Once the photonovel is completed, 
the group can ask for feedback from 
a sample audience and then revise the 
photonovel based on that feedback. 
Ask the audience questions such as 
these:
•	 Can you follow the scenes? Is the 

time sequence clear? How can 
we do it better?

•	 Do you understand the story? 
What can we change?

•	 Do you understand all of the 
words? Which ones need work?

•	 What did you learn from our 
photonovel?

•	 Is there anything that is 
culturally inappropriate? How 
can we change it?

10.	 Publishing the Photonovel
Now, the photonovel is ready to 
be published! You should check 
with your school to see if there 
is an image release consent form 
available for students to sign.  
Printing is costly. To print a copy 
of a photonovel costs about $10 
per color copy (for a 10-page 
photonovel).

In response to this high cost 
of publishing, I created the Web 
site www.photonovela.com, where 
photonovels can be easily uploaded 
and freely shared with educators, 
students, and others around 
the world. Publishing at www 
.photonovela.com also ensures that 
photonovels receive wide readership: 

How I Came to Use 
Photonovels

When I first came across Paulo Freire’s work several years ago, I was profoundly 
moved by his eloquent educational philosophy. I read everything I could find that 
he had written. I had worked as an adult educator in the developing world, and I 
was inspired by his attempts to overcome the objectification and dehumanization 
of those who are oppressed. Freire proposes “the practice of freedom,” which 
encourages those who are suffering to deal critically and creatively with reality 
and participate actively in the transformation of their world (Freire, 2003). 
This is a vision of hope. All men and women, whatever their life circumstance, 
have the opportunity to re-create history and reality through engaging in open, 
critical reflection of the oppressive elements that had silenced them.

In 2004, the Canadian Institute for Health Information (CIHI) released 
findings that the vast majority of immigrant women report good to excellent 
health for two years after their arrival in Canada. Sadly, their sense of positive 
health diminishes over time. Immigrant women who had been in Canada at 
least 10 years were 30% more likely to report fair or poor health than Canadian-
born women, even allowing for a variety of demographic, social, and economic 
factors (CIHI, 2004). Longitudinal research also suggests that female migrants 
to Canada are at a particularly high risk of declining health (Newbold, 2005). 
More troubling is the growing concern that immigrant and minority women are 
often overlooked in health research (Anderson & Hatton, 2000).

While literacy rates for Canadian men and women are comparable, 
immigrant women have lower average literacy rates than men (Boyd, 1991). 
However, we now understand that people can be literate in multiple ways. These 
“multiliteracies” include abilities in various sign or symbol systems. For example, 
an immigrant woman who struggles to shape a complex sentence in English 
can still express herself through gestures, facial expressions, body language, and 
even what she wears and how she does her hair. She can show her emotions 
by singing a song or playing an instrument. She can draw, paint, use a camera, 
create costumes, make comics, and so forth. These other literacies are valuable 
communication skills in their own right, and they can also help the woman learn 
spoken and written English (Begoray, 2003).

Based on the research mentioned above, including the work in multiliteracies 
of my MA supervisor, Deborah Begoray, I wanted to use a multiliteracy approach 
to find a way for women immigrants to Canada to become active players in 
the construction of health information. I hypothesized that a participatory 
photonovel, which encourages participants to shape their own reality through 
creation of images and print, could serve as an effective consciousness-raising 
tool with immigrant women.

It is in speaking their world that people, by naming the world, 
transform it, and achieve significance as human beings.

—Paulo Freire
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they will not get left on a shelf where 
they may only be read occasionally, if 
at all.

I find that the average project takes 
about 10 to 15 hours to complete, but 
it is worth all the time and effort, and 
the students are always proud of the 
final result. 

Closing Remarks
The findings from my masters of arts 
research illustrated that the use of 
visuals and simplified language within 
the photonovel contribute to it being 
a comprehensible health literacy 
development tool. Furthermore, 
the photonovel project created 
community among the women, 
increased their feelings of importance, 
and raised their critical consciousness 
about nutrition. 

I would like to close with a quote 
to inspire you from a participant in 
my study that says so much in so few 
words: “Whenever you communicate 
a message there is a responsibility 
that comes with it. There is a 
great responsibility in having our 
photonovel read by others.”

I invite you to view our photonovel 
and others on the Web site. We look 
forward to seeing your work there 
as well!
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Resource Notes
• � You can view From Junk 

Food to Healthy Eating: 
Tanya’s Journey to a Better 
Life and other photonovels 
facilitated by Laura 
Nimmon on the Web site 
www.photonovel.ca.

• � Photonovels can be easily 
uploaded and freely shared 
with educators, students, 
and others around the 
world on the Web site 
www.photonovela.com.

• � The program Comic 
Life can be bought 
online for around $25 
for a Mac or a PC from 
www.freeverse. com.

• � You can find more details 
about the photonovel project 
in the Canadian Journal of 
Public Health (Nimmon, 
2007).
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