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The National Museum of Natural History (NMNH) 
wanted online activities to support an exhibit 

The Smithsonian’s NMNH inspires curiosity, discovery, and 
learning about nature and culture . . . 6 – 7 million onsite visitors 
and 30 million online visitors in 2008. 

We need online 
science activities 
that engage the 

learners! 

1500 Zulu – Somewhere in the NMNH 



 
 

The Design Team recommended a technique to 

motivate the initiation of self-guided activities 


I don’t think 
game-based 
learning will 
work for this. 

How about 
using a story 
to anchor And its a good 
activities? match for all the 

different distance 
learners we have. 

Yeah! Visual 
Storytelling about one 
exhibit case file can 
provide the foundation 
and the engagement. 



Like Serious Games projects, we had to 
answer questions from stakeholders about 
the Visual Storytelling approach 

• Is storytelling an effective approach? 
• Comic books might work for young males, what 

about young females? 
• Can we really use comic books for conveying 

the education/training content to adults? 
• This is complex content, can Visual Storytelling 

be used for this material? 



 

What is the most effective method of 
persuasion for an organization trying to 
communicate to staff that it really is 
practicing a policy of avoiding layoffs? 

A) Statistical data 
alone 

B) A story alone 
C) A combination of 

statistics and story 
D) A policy statement 

by senior company 
executive 

Source: Martin, J. and Powers, M. 



Visual storytelling helps make your 
learning stick! 
• Improves retention by making oral and written 

text more concrete 
• Supports the construction of a mental 

simulation of the events and of the spatial 
relationships 

• Enables emotional connections 
• Taps into existing visual acuity skills 
• Facilitates knowledge construction 

Stories are experience simulators. 
They provide the information, the context, and 
the models that people need to make decisions. 

Source: Chip and Dan Heath, Stephen Denning, Stephen Cary, Gary Klein 



Readership exploded with U.S. girls once 

Manga was available in mainstream stores
 

Barnes & Noble bookstore 
Reston, VA 



U.S. military has used Visual Storytelling 
for years 

Source: PS 1954 and 2001 




THE 9/11 COMMISSION REPORT

Source: 
THE 9/11 
COMMISSION 
REPORT 



The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation

Source: 
The 9/11 
Report: 
A Graphic 
Adaptation 



Challenge was to take part of the exhibit 

script and turn it into an engaging story
 

Hey! JANET! HEY! 

I think this might 
be a skull--- a 

HUMAN SKULL! 



What is result of adding very interesting, but 
extraneous details (e.g., interesting 
anecdotes and cartoons) to science lessons? 

A) Retention test 
performance increases 

B) Transfer test 
performance increases 

C) Transfer test 
performance decreases 

D) Retention test 
performance stays the 

Source: Richard E. Mayer, Emily Griffith, Ilana T. N. same 
Jurkowitz, and Daniel Rothman. 



Sticky Story SUCCESS Checklist
 

 Simple 
 Unexpected
 

 Concrete 
 Credible 
 Emotional 
 Sparks Action (or provides Solution)
 

Source: Adapted from Made to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and 

Others Die www.madetostick.com
 

http:www.madetostick.com


As part of the process, we held focus groups 
with middle and high school students 

When: After the rough pencil drawings were done 
How: Each character role assigned to a student; read story 
aloud (no activities) 



Great feedback from the focus groups 
confirmed approach was on target 

“At first I didn’t think I 
would like it. I am not 
the type of person 
who likes comic book-
type stories, like this 
one. Luckily, I enjoyed 
it greatly. I think most 
of the panels were 
excellent.” 

- comment from a female group 
member 



We then developed vector images to be 
delivered via Flash (low bandwidth) 



Applied instructional story framework to single case file
 



Links access activities and additional information
 



Activities allow the learners to view new 
information and then apply it 



We used polling questions to make the 
activities more of a connected experience 

Our audience is very 
comfortable collaborating as 
part of an online community. 



The social media questions provided polling 
results and feedback 



Overall learning experience with the 
Webcomic was rated very high 

Students N = 117, Adults N = 221 



Story was reported as the most important 
component of the learning experience 

Adults N = 221 



Impact can be measured by the time learners 

voluntarily spend with the Webcomic content
 

“I especially appreciated 
the links to more 
extensive information at 
the bottom of each 
page.” 



The Webcomic provides the motivation and 
means to access content and activities 

“At first, I thought sound 
might help. However, on 
second thought, it would 
prohibit the student 
from focusing on the 
PROCESS of learning, 
which I believe is the 
goal of Education; I 
think it was a job WELL 
DONE! “ 



Once you have a good 
story, you can share it 
multiple ways. 



What was 
Tom Hanks 
character’s 
big idea in 
the 1988 
movie BIG? 

An electronic 
comic book 
that allowed 
users to make 
decisions. 

Source: 20th Century Fox 



The Smithsonian Webcomic 
shows that Visual Storytelling is 
•Effective 
•Accepted 
•Accessible 
•Achievable 

Think about how you could use 
Visual Storytelling on a project 
to simulate an experience. 



Do you have questions for the core team?
 

Links to the Webcomic and references:
 
http://delicious.com/Visual_Storytelling 

http://delicious.com/Visual_Storytelling

