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Abstract 

 

 

The phenomenon of a high percentage of Taiwanese adolescents 

participating in reading manga demonstrates persuasively their preference for 

and interest in the reading material; however, manga has not yet been widely 

incorporated into daily curricula, and neither has it been given full consideration 

to be appropriate academic reading material. This paper focuses on exploring the 

benefits of incorporating ordinary manga into young people’s literacy practices 

and on finding an academic space in the classroom for published manga written 

by authors who have adopted a variety of topics and themes into their works. 
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The idea of incorporating manga into literacy education in Taiwan is derived 

from several research reports that address the benefits of introducing manga into 

the classroom. Relying on Gee’s (2000/2001) perspective of Affinity Group, this 

paper proposes that teachers of literacy education should incorporate manga into 

their classroom practices. 

 

Keywords：Adolescent literacy, Affinity group, Manga, Popular culture 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

The Role of Manga in Adolescent Literacy   3 
 
 

 
 

 

 

The Role of Manga in Adolescent Literacy 
 

 
 

盧玲妙 

 

 
摘要 

 

 

台灣青少年以高比例人口參與閱讀漫畫的現象顯示出他們對於此

文類的偏好與興趣，然而漫畫並未被很廣泛地運用在日常的教學中，且

並不被視為是一種適當的學術閱讀素材。此篇論文旨在探究將漫畫合併

使用於青少年語文素養教育的好處，以及在課堂上幫已出版且擁有許多

題材的漫畫書找尋一個學術的位置。論文中的核心論題乃源自於數個研

究報告中所提及之將漫畫書帶進教室裡的好處。採納自 James Paul Gee 

(2000/2001)的「同質群組」(Affinity Group) 理論，本文作者建議，青少

年語文教育老師應將漫畫書納入課程設計中，藉以提高學生的閱讀興趣

與聽說讀寫的能力。 
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1. Introduction 
 

 

Both my students and my own children read manga; even when they eat 

they never take their eyes off the reading material. It’s unbelievable to 

witness the phenomenon! In Taiwanese culture, we believe that the 

“daily ritual of eating” is the most important thing to do in our lives, but 

the children perceive the reading of manga more important than daily 

nutrition. They are manga-maniacs! No matter how interesting the 

classroom lesson is, the tiny, bound manga secretly hidden under 

classroom desks is more appealing and persuasive. (Huang, 1999, p. 

243) 
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Those who think that this teacher is exaggerating when she describes her 

students’ and her children’s habit of reading manga are underestimating the 

power of the reading material and the population of manga readers in Taiwan. 

According to Wikipedia’s report (2007), it is estimated that approximately 92% 

of Taiwanese teenagers read manga (manhua 漫畫 in Chinese) on a daily basis 

for entertainment (Recreation section, ¶ 3). Tan and Gan’s (2005) survey The 

Impact of Adolescents’ Reading Manga found that 88% of Taiwanese students 

aged twelve to eighteen enjoy reading manga. Furthermore, about a hundred 

thousand people crowded into the first day of the 14th Comic Exhibition held in 

Taipei (The Liberty Times, 2013). These numbers suggest that reading manga is 

part of popular culture within the nation and also exists as a literacy practice in 

which teenagers actively participate. Furthermore, on the event of the 8th Comics 

Exhibition in Taipei in 2007, Taiwan, the Government Information office 

reported that there were more than 5,340,000 copies of manga published in the 

nation in 2004 (Central News Agency, 2007, Taiwan News section, ¶ 4). The 

large number of the publications suggests the popularity of the reading material.  

In the market of manga consumption, readers not only purchase manga but 

also rent and trade manga with peers as well. These manga consumers constitute 

a specific group in which members share the same practice simultaneously, 

reading and consuming manga in a variety of ways, in what Gee (2000/2001) 

calls an “Affinity Group”(p. 105). Based on Gee’s concept of affinity group and 

the phenomenon of enthusiastic manga consumption by adolescents in the nation, 
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I argue that Taiwan adolescent literacy education, ranging from higher 

elementary to junior high school levels, could be enhanced by the voluntary 

practices of adolescents in out-of-school contexts and that the rigidness of the 

daily curriculum could be alleviated by implementing a variety of carefully 

selected manga in the classroom. The focal point of this paper is to explore the 

benefits of incorporating ordinary and easily accessible manga into young 

people’s literacy practices and to find an “academic” space in the classroom for 

the published manga written by authors who have adopted a variety of topics 

and themes into their works.  

Since Gee’s perspective of Affinity Group helps build and support this 

conceptual paper, I will discuss the perspective prior to the major discussion of 

the role of manga in literacy education in Taiwan. In the following sections, I 

will define what I termed as manga throughout the paper and investigate where 

and how a reader can obtain copies of manga. Classroom implications and the 

benefits of incorporating manga into adolescent literacy education will be the 

central discussion in the following sections as well. As an insider who grew up 

in the manga-reading culture of Taiwan, I will also include my personal 

experiences and suggest how manga can play an applicable and practicable role 

in literacy education in Taiwan. 

 

 

2.Perspective 
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Peer influence and social interaction count as major factors that affect how 

young people think and react in their real lives. Especially during the years of 

adolescence, young people value peers’ judgments and recommendations 

regarding how they should act, what they wear, read, carry, and so on (Huang, 

1999). If friends or classmates are manga readers, one can easily step into the 

community by reading and discussing the material with the community members. 

Through the interaction, young people build a deeper relationship with each 

other (Huang, 1999; Allen & Ingulsrud, 2005). Thus, a sense of networking and 

belonging eventually develops and establishes what Gee (2000/2001) calls an 

Affinity Group, defined as follows: 

 

An affinity group is made up of people who may be dispersed across a 

large space (may, in fact, be in different countries). They may share 

little besides their interest in, say, Star Trek. What people in the group 

share, and must share to constitute an affinity group, is allegiance to, 

access to, and participation in specific practices [originally italicized] 

that provide each of the group’s members the requisite experiences. The 

process through which this power works, then, is participation or 

sharing [originally italicized]. (p. 105) 
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Based on this concept of how an affinity group is formed, adolescents are 

participating in and forming a specific reading community when they start 

reading, discussing, and sharing manga with peers. All the participants in the 

community are interested in and allegiant to the same topic, which is manga, and 

socially network and interact with each other while they share, experience, and 

talk about the reading material. The allegiance of the reading group is mainly the 

practices of the reading activity, and the second layer of the allegiance is the 

readers’ fidelity to other people who come from the same reading culture (Gee, 

2000/2001). Gee further suggests that the important focus of an affinity group is 

not the people who have formed the group; but rather, it is the “practices and the 

experiences they gain from them that create and sustain their allegiance to these 

other people” (Gee, p. 105). Thus, the genuine practice and voluntary 

participation in reading manga is the kernel that is particularly noteworthy in 

this paper. 

 

 

3.Defining Manga 
 

 

 The word manga (manhua in Chinese) is phonetically translated from 

Japanese and refers to comic books or caricatures (Hong, 2007, What Is Manhua 

section, ¶ 5) in Western culture. The origin of the word manga (漫畫) is 
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debatable, with two camps claiming different origins. The first camp believes 

that manga comes from Santo Kyoden’s (北尾政演) work in 1798 in Japan, and 

the other claims that it originated with the Chinese writer – Jin Nong (金農), 

who lived during the Qing Dynasty in China, when he used the word manga in 

his work 冬心先生雜畫體記. In Mandarin, man(漫) means casual and 

unrestrained, and hua(畫) means illustrations or drawings (Hong, ¶ 3). When 

these two characters are combined, the resulting expression literally means 

casual or unrestrained drawings. Because manga does not require delicate or 

restrictive rules, settings, languages, or drawing styles, it is often used to convey 

a variety of topics that may include: 1) stories about daily life, adventure, and 

religion (Hong, 2007), and 2) issues related to history, culture, and society (Toku, 

2001), and so on. Usually, manga writers and illustrators use manga to mock 

contemporary debatable issues or events. On the other hand, they also utilize 

manga as a channel for delivering funny commentary for entertainment purposes 

(Hong, ¶ 2). Since manga usually does not include didactic languages, it is 

popular among people of different ages, but most readers of manga are 

adolescents (Huang, 1999). 

 

 

4.Manga Is Everywhere 
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No matter if it is in rural small towns or in the capital city in Taiwan, 

manga rental stores are everywhere and easily accessible (Tan & Gan, 

2005, p. 2) 

 

In Taiwan, manga is easily accessible within the nation. Readers can obtain 

manga from bookstores, convenience stores, or manga convenience stores near 

their neighborhoods. Manga fans tend to collect their favorite manga or manga 

series when printed texts are newly launched. In addition to the purchasing of 

manga, readers who are not able to purchase all the manga titles they desire also 

have access to manga rental bookstores in Taiwan. Charging readers only a 

small amount of money, 20 cents to 30 cents in American dollars (Huang, 1999), 

these bookstores rent manga to readers for a period of about 2 to 10 days. The 

price and rental duration depend on how new and how popular the manga is. 

According to my personal observations, the most popular and newly published 

manga will cost renters the most but stay in the renters’ hands the least amount 

of time, making the product widely accessible to other consumers. 

 Manga readers also exchange their copies with peers or friends if 

purchasing or renting desired titles is not an option (Huang, 1999). The trading 

scheme actively prevails among adolescents who may not be able to purchase or 

rent all their favorite titles due to limited budgets but who still cannot give up 

the habit of reading manga. Hence, they socially build up the trading system in 

which different people receive different manga titles and installments and trade 
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with each other when they finish reading the copies in hand (Huang, 1999). The 

phenomena of trading or exchanging copies with manga readers sustain Gee’s 

idea of an affinity group in which manga readers “engage in a set of practices 

around a given issue” (Gee, p. 107). In this case, the practices are the reading 

and trading activities among the readers, and the issue is obviously the manga 

itself. Through those practices, manga readers are able to identify other members 

within the affinity group.  

 Manga also gives rise to public events within the nation. Beginning in 

1995, the Chinese Animation & Comic Publishers Association holds 

comics/manga exhibitions in Taipei City, Taiwan (Chinese Animation & Comic 

Publishers Association, 2013). Major comics publishers gather together to 

showcase newly released and the most famous and popular manga. The 

Association also invites well-known local and international manga authors to 

hold autograph sessions and interact with readers (Chinese Animation & Comics 

Publishers Association, 2013). During the event, a large number of manga fans, 

sometimes engaging in cosplay (costume-play), crowd into the exhibition to 

participate in the grand gathering (Chinese Animation & Comics Publishers 

Association, 2013).  

 Manga is not only present on bookstores’ shelves or at the highly popular 

exhibitions; it is also sporadically incorporated into academic supplementary 

readings as well. According to a news report in the Liberty Time (2003), a 

composition contest held by the National Institute for Compilation and 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

The Role of Manga in Adolescent Literacy   13 
 
 

 
 

Translation asked all elementary and middle school students to write an essay 

titled “An Ideal Textbook” (New Wave of Education section, ¶ 1). The statistical 

evidence suggested that students preferred to incorporate manga style textbooks 

into the daily curriculum. Based on this suggestion, the former vice-minister of 

the Council for Cultural Affairs Wu Micha, a former professor at the National 

Taiwan University, compiled the series of The History of Taiwan in Comics (漫

畫台灣史) in which the appealing manga characters Hsiao Tai (小台) and Wan 

Wan (彎彎) introduce Taiwanese History to young readers. The series contains 

ten books, and the design and content is targeted at higher elementary school 

students and middle school students for use as supplemental reading material in 

history classes. The history books also appear to be compelling and popular 

among the students, according to the news report (The Liberty Time, ¶ 2, 3, & 

5).   

 Manga also takes a place in students’ creative artifacts in the classroom. 

According to Ms. Jian, an elementary school teacher in Taipei, her students 

adopted famous manga characters in their art education classes when they 

worked on free topics. They drew popular characters, such as Steel Warrior (鐵

戰士), Doraemon (小叮噹), Conan (柯南), and Hanamichi Sakuragi (櫻木花道), 

on self-selected themes (Huang, 1999). The mental and physical adoption of 

famous manga characters by students does not happen in the classroom only. Ms. 

Jian also points out that when the series Slam Dunk (灌籃高手) was launched 

and popular among her students, they imitated and adopted the main player 
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Hanamichi Sakuragi’s heroic and fantastic characteristics while playing 

basketball. In fact, the school’s basketball goals were often broken due to the 

frequency and intensity of use (Huang, 1999). Since manga is popular and 

well-adopted into students’ daily lives in both in- and out-of-school contexts, the 

reading of manga may benefit adolescent literacy development if teachers select 

quality manga and use it as one of the reading materials in the classroom. 

 

 

5.Manga in Adolescent Literacy 
 

 

Moje, Young, Readence, and Moore (2000) define “adolescent literacy” as 

“distinctive dimensions of the reading and writing of youth” (p.162). In a 

broader context, adolescent literacy also includes “what young people count as 

texts” (Alvermann, 2001, p.175). From these two definitions, manga qualifies as 

one of these reading texts, and it therefore counts as part of adolescent literacy. 

In what follows, I will discuss the relationship between manga and literacy 

education, mainly the issues of motivation and engagement, the benefits of 

reading manga with regard to adolescent literacy education, and the means by 

which the reading material could be incorporated into classroom instruction in 

Taiwan.  
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6.Motivation and Engagement 
 

 

Alvermann (2001) suggests that classroom instruction, however important, 

does not have a direct impact on students’ academic performance; rather, the 

degree to which students engage in the instruction counts as the major factor. 

Hence, the importance of students’ engagement requires the instruction to be 

intriguingly motivating. Socially interacting with others in the classroom is 

another requirement for successful classroom instruction (Alvermann, 2001). 

According to Worthy, Moore, and Tuner’s (1999) study, “motivating students to 

read is as simple as encouraging them to follow their interests” (p.24). It is 

believed that when students are exposed to interesting reading materials and 

have easy access to those materials, their motivation, attitude, and the effort they 

contribute in both learning and reading will be relatively improved (Nippold, 

Duthie, & Larsen, 2005). Worthy et al. (1999) similarly point out that “from the 

interest perspective, students’ preferences must be addressed in order to capture 

their attention and engagement and, thus, to foster conditions for learning” 

(p.24). The suggestions construct a correlation between interests and learning: 

the reading material that interests students will likely stimulate their motivation 

and their attitude toward actively participating, engaging, and practicing the 

reading activity. The cause and effect process assumes, whether dynamic or 
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linear, a sequence: interests – motivation – engagement – reading and learning. 

Based on these assertions and assumptions, learning is not only a matter of 

involving students’ motivation and engagement but it also demands teachers’ 

attention and participation to engage students by implementing what students are 

interested in reading in the classroom instructions. 

Benefits of Reading Manga  

According to Worthy et al. (1999), reading light material, manga in this 

case, will promote students’ reading fluency and vocabulary development. It will 

also help students develop “the linguistic competence” (p. 24) that prepares the 

students for more difficult and advanced reading texts in the future. In addition, 

students will develop confidence through the process of the reading experiences 

(Worthy et al., 1999). Similarly, Stone (2006) also argues for the benefits of 

incorporating popular culture into classroom instructions in which “Affinity 

groups and related texts are incredibly motivating for engaging young people in 

reading and writing activities” (p.61). 

Furthermore, the format of manga demonstrates “a visual vocabulary of 

sorts for scaffolding writing techniques, particularly dialogue, tone, and mood” 

(Frey & Fisher, 2004, p. 24). Since manga usually is written in a variety of 

writing genres, manga readers benefit from exposure to the diverse writing 

genres, and manga provides students the chance to develop essential skills in 

order to become proficient readers and writers (Morrison, Bryan, & Chilcoat, 

2002). Incorporating manga in the classroom also benefits students’ “analytical 
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and critical reading” (Schwarz & Rubinstein-Avila, 2006, p.47) and their 

consumption of both visual and written texts  because it provides students 

chances to critically evaluate and question multiple points of view conveyed 

from the texts (Schwarz & Rubinstein-Avila, 2006). Since illustrations are one 

of the major components of formatting manga, they provide students 

opportunities for discovering and appreciating diverse techniques in creating 

visual images as well. Hence, a variety of manga illustrations illustrate drawing 

technique that students could imitate and apply in creating personal artifacts. 

The visual representations of manga also give art education teachers an 

opportunity to sustain “the development of students’ visual thinking skills such 

as observation, articulation, and critical thinking skills” (Toku, p. 16).  

In terms of knowledge acquisition, students who read manga are more 

likely to acquire applicable knowledge not taught in the classroom from the 

reading activities. For instance, in the series Slam Dunk, a character named Dr. 

Basketball is always present in the series and explains the professional rules of 

basketball game to readers. Therefore, the manga readers are situated in a 

condition of possibly absorbing the sports related information from the series. 

On the other hand, since there were many Japanese manga translated into 

Chinese and published in Taiwan, the presence of culturally relevant topics in 

manga provides readers a channel of learning different cultures and traditions 

from the texts (Huang, 1999).  
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7.Incorporating Manga in the Classroom  
 

 

According to Parsons and Smith (1993), manga can be used in the 

classroom. Based on the idea of bridging what students read in out-of-school 

contexts with curriculum, bringing popularly accessible manga into daily 

instruction will move students forward in their preparation for more difficult 

reading texts. To avoid the specificity of certain works of manga to be used in 

the classroom, I will discuss classroom implications based on the conceptual 

guidelines adopted from several research reports and articles within the past 

decade. 

 First of all, many young people who cannot efficiently comprehend the 

content of textbooks used in the classroom consider the reading materials 

uninteresting (Liu, 2012), but reading is an important course in adolescent 

literacy education in Taiwan because reading is one of the subjects on which 

students are tested at the end of their middle school years. Incorporating manga 

into the curriculum may be a catalyst and an eye-opening strategy to capture and 

enlist the students’ interests and engagement in literacy education. In addition, 

good reading practices require the readers to have a repertoire of reading 

strategies that “are considered difficult to teach and demand long-term 

investment” (Allen & Ingulsrud, 2003, p. 680). In fact, reading manga may be 
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beneficial in developing reading strategies, such as the skills required to decode 

both “oral (e.g., speech balloons) text and written (e.g., commentary) text” 

(Allen & Ingulsrud, p. 680) that novice readers will encounter as they become 

fluent manga readers. On the other hand, experienced readers will be required to 

use reading strategies during the reading practices in order to comprehend the 

texts.  

 Second, writing instruction has become another challenging task for 

teachers of literacy education in Taiwan because, most of the time, the score of 

composition tests also have a determinative effect on what school students can 

be enrolled in higher education. Hence, preparing students for the writing test is 

crucial. In Frey and Fisher’s (2004) study, using manga as one of the forms of 

popular culture in writing instruction resulted in a positive outcome in which the 

students were able to discuss how the nuances of emotion and intonation were 

conveyed from the visual representations. In other words, the activity of 

evaluating verbal features and emotional characteristics presented through 

illustrations provides students a chance to critically critique a drawing and 

painstakingly evaluate how a well-crafted image can be vital to designing and 

illustrating a specific moment. In addition, the “scaffolding instruction” with 

manga “as writing prompts” (Frey & Fisher, 2004, p. 19) also helps students 

become better writers who are able to select advanced vocabularies and produce 

longer stories while crafting their writings. 

 Finally, the Language Arts class can also be enriched by incorporating 
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manga as a genre in constructing and sharing self-created artifacts with peers 

because the dramatic dialogue, language, and vocabulary used in manga with 

nonverbal communications (e.g., characters’ facial expressions and body 

movement) give students opportunities to investigate printed representations of a 

language (Morrison et al., 2002). Creating and designing personal manga 

provide students chances to explore and expand “their visual-spatial” and 

“linguistic intelligence” (Morrison et al., p. 759). In the same manner, 

constructing manga helps students transmit their understanding and knowledge 

into a language format and written products. When students have a chance to 

work together on the extensional activities, their relationships will likely be 

improved; also, the chance to perform and present their artifacts to peers offers 

them a space for demonstrating and appreciating peer creativity (Huang, 1999). 

 

 

8.Future Discussions 
 

 

Positive outcomes in students’ literary development may result if teachers 

positively embrace quality manga as one of the reading materials in classroom 

instruction. When manga is visible in a classroom, participation, engagement, 

and motivation may simultaneously occur, and conditions conducive to learning 

can be expected. Reasoning from the popularity of manga in Taiwan and 
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borrowing from the literacy theories and classroom incorporation of manga and 

its benefits from the west, the role of manga in literacy education may be 

applicable and practicable in the classroom context in Taiwan. On the other hand, 

further discussion and attention to the following areas of concern may be 

required: 1) selecting quality manga for classroom use, including establishing 

appropriate criteria for evaluating manga; 2) establishing accessible locations 

(e.g., school libraries or bookshelves in the classroom) where both teachers and 

students can acquire available copies of quality manga considered relevant to the 

regular curriculum; 3) balancing the incorporation of manga in the classroom 

with the need to effectively prepare students for examinations; 4) proposing 

possible ways of educating parents, who usually hold negative assumptions 

about incorporating manga in adolescent literacy education; 5) presenting 

statistical evidence that ameliorates the parents’ attitudes toward the young 

people’s reading of manga.  

In this conceptual paper, I have tried to propose a role for manga in 

adolescent literacy in Taiwan because I have sensed the influences and the 

invisible power of the popular culture that bring young people together and 

make them voluntarily participate in reading and consuming manga as literacy 

practices in out-of-school contexts. As Marsh (2006) indicates, “The act of 

reflecting on students’ choices of popular texts and preparing a series of lessons 

based on these choices enabled the teacher to understand the potential role that 

such texts could have in bridging home and school cultures” (p.172). Thus, 
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bringing manga into classroom instruction may be beneficial and applicable in 

adolescent literacy education. The manga-manic phenomena among adolescents 

are vivid and current; therefore, teachers and parents should be aware of and 

rationally face the issue to further help adolescents select appropriate titles under 

the multiple contexts that home literacy and school literacy present to one 

another.        
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