
Creative Writing 
Graphic Work / Notice & Focus1 
 
 
Sometimes when we experience a complicated text 
(in reading or writing), our initial instinct is to put 
it down, give up, or gloss over its complicated 
nuances in search of the “one true meaning” that 
will inevitably “be on the test.” The problem with 
these kinds of impulses is that by rushing to figure 
out the “answer” of the text, the reader doesn’t 
engage the infinite possibilities that lie beneath the 
surface.  This activity is designed to get us in the 
habit of asking good questions of graphic texts.  But this reading exercise can easily be translated to 
any other text you may encounter. 

 
_____________ 

 
Directions: 
Once you find a graphic text to work with, follow these simple steps.  When finished, you will turn in 
your work for credit. You will also be responsible for sharing your findings with a classmate.  
 

1. Repeatedly ask the question: What do you notice?  Make a running list of things you notice 
in the images that make up the story.  This list can include anything you see on the page, no 
matter how obvious or obscure.  This list should be exhaustive so seven or eight items ain’t 
gonna cut it! 

2. When finished with your list, circle the top 3 things you find to be most interesting, strange, 
problematic, or revealing.  This is designed to get readers to disable the “like” / “dislike” 
switch and focus on qualities that can be analyzed. 

3. Now answer why you chose the three things.  Your response should be in the form of a well-
developed, robust and complete paragraph.  This gets the reader from thinking about 
observation to considering interpretation. 
 
 

Helpful hints: 
Doing this well is harder than it may seem.  Though it may seem that impulses to judge are engrained 
within us, we must suspend those ideas to notice and focus on the interesting qualities of our text.  
Here, we want to “dwell in the data” and record what we see.  We want to resist moving toward 
generalizations or judgments (“all comics are like this” or “this artist sucks!”).  The longer you allow 
yourself to exist in this exercise, the richer your interpretation of the text will be.  Take some time 
and do it right!  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For an example of what this kind of work might look like, turn this handout over! 

                                                 
1 Many of the ideas expressed in this exercise handout come from a book called Writing Analytically by David 
Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen.  It was published by Thomson Wadsworth in ’06 and it’s really great! 



 
by Daniel Clowes, from The New Yorker, May 9th, 2009 

 
Example Notice List: 

 Dark / light composition 

 Black and white  

 Hamburger and glass of 
water? 

 Guy on left is pudgy, has 
glasses, beard, shaggy hair 

 Guy on right is more 
“professional” looking, w/ 
computer, glass of water, 
and sweater 

 

 Composition of frame has window in the middle 

 Guy on left calls guy on right “brother” 

 Guy on right obvs doesn’t care for guy on left 

 Guy on right is disinterested, eyes fixed on 
something out of the frame 

 Guy on right seems “working” 

 Guy on left seems interested in not working, but 
instead having lunch 

 Background outside window seems light, ambiguous, 
abstract 

 Faces, clothing seem more detailed than b/g 

 
Top 3: 
1. guy on right is “professional” & guy on left is not 
2. dark / light contrast btwn both chs 
3. difference btwn work & not work 
 
Paragraph Explaining Why These 3 Points Seem Interesting, Problematic, Strange, etc.: 
 
  On the surface, this comic is interested in expressing a quick story about two men, one light, 
one shadowed, who share cafeteria space, presumably at work.  The man on the right appears to be 
dismissing the man on the left, but more seems to be going on here than meets the eye.  The man on 
the left is made to represent the person who does not work as hard as his coworkers and is therefore 
unwelcome at the table.  Professionalism here is represented by form-fitting, light clothes, tight 
haircuts, and access to technology.  All of these traits appear to be out of reach for the man on the 
left.  Thus, this comic comments on the ways in which professionalism in the workplace is the 
driving force behind some of the most basic ways in which people interact.  The comic seems to 
demonstrate that anyone who looks different is immediately alienated and branded unproductive: a 
powerful message that could resonate with many readers.   


