Syllabus: Comics Class for Writers

Developed and led by Sarah Leavitt
UBC School of Creative Writing

Course description

Comics are at their best when they combine carefully crafted structure with magic and
weirdness. In this class, students will learn to use the most important building blocks of
comics, including juxtaposition, sequence, composition, and word/image blending. The
goalis to develop a diverse set of skills for writing and drawing comics —there’s much more
to this medium than “learning to draw.”

While carefully building skills and knowledge, the course will also facilitate playfulness
and experimentation to support students to create stories that take full advantage of the
strange, layered, contradictory and complicated nature of comics.

At the core of the course are interviews with eight cartoonists: Michael DeForge, Zoe Si,
Johnny Damm, Adam de Souza, Teresa Wong, Mita Mahato, Marian Churchland, and Taylor
Brown-Evans. These cartoonists will share their insights into everything from drawing
materials to page composition to staying motivated.

The UBC School of Creative Writing is one of the only creative writing programs to offer
comics courses. Since | started teaching here in 2012, I’ve developed a unique approach to
teaching comics that’s well-suited for students who already have a writing practice or
other sort of creative practice. The comics skills you’ll learn here will have the added
benefit of strengthening your work in other forms of storytelling.

This course begins with introductory exercises and wraps up with a final short comics
assignment. In between, students will read comics history and theory as well as excerpts
from a wide range of published comics; learn from interviews with working cartoonists;
experiment with daily drawing; practice working with pencil, ink and colour; and work
towards developing their own unique comics style.

Students will write and draw their own comics in this course, and most or all of the works
we read will be written and drawn by one author as well. Readings will be diverse in subject
matter, style and cartoonist background.

Schedule
A new module will be posted at the beginning of each week.

Each week, there will be a collection of readings and videos to review and exercises to
complete.

We recommend you complete each week's work by the end of the week, so that you can
keep up with course materials and the discussion, as well as ask timely questions to the

Updated June 10, 2026



instructor, but the course is flexible: all assignments and all discussions will remain open
until the course ends.

Each week, the instructor will hold a one-hour group Q&A session to respond to questions
submitted in advance. Students can attend the session live and it will also be recorded.

Week One: Why Comics: Foundations and inspirations

Topics include the value of drawing, and what comics are and how they work. Johnny Damm
and Teresa Wong share some of the reasons why they make comics. Students draw their first
comics and discuss what they want to do with comics.

Week Two: Pacing and pathways: Shaping your readers’ experience

Topics include pacing and flow in comics, time in comics, and the impact of line, colour and
shapes. Sarah and Adam de Souza discuss layout and composition, Johnny Damm explores the
idea of beats in comics. Students experiment with conveying the passage of time in comics, and
discuss where and how they find story ideas.

Week Three: Style and storytelling

Topics include comics and design and the magic of the nine-panel grid. Michael DeForge tells us
about finding and developing his style. Students experiment with different approaches to the
same story.

Week Four: Layers and iterations: developing your comics-making process

Topics include drawing materials and creative process. Zoe Si and Marian Churchland break
down exactly how they make their comics. Students test a range of materials, copy comics they
admire, and begin working on the draft of their short comics.

Week Five: Mutual support and encouragement: finding your community
The focus is on creative community. Taylor Brown Evans and Mita Mahato share ideas for
building community. Students share their draft comics with each other.

Week Six: Sharing final comics and planning next steps

Topics include: publishing, maintaining your creative practice and quieting the inner critic.
Teresa Wong and Johnny Damm tell us what keeps them coming back to the drawing table
despite other demands on their time and energy. Students share final comics and plans for
future work.
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