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My favorite comic to write is the 6-pager. I have written hundreds 
of them. They are mini graphic novels. All the requirements for 
doing a graphic novel are in these 6 pages— characters, story, 
plot, layout. The advantage of doing 6 pages is it’s a whole lot 
faster than a graphic novel.  
It may look simple but there are a lot of panels to fill on 6 pages. It 
can have 32 panels or more! If your goal is to do a graphic novel, 
you would be wise to start with a 6 pager. 
Whether you are writing about superheroes, romance, horror, 
fantasy, or a story about the one and only you, every page is a 
new adventure. 
Ready to begin?
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THE 6 PAGER

SPLASH PAGE:  is usually the first page. It has to make a big splash to grab the reader’s 
attention. Many times the splash page is one large panel, introducing the main 
character, the setting, with the author’s name and title of the story. In a 6 pager, the 
conflict is often introduced on the splash page.  
DOUBLE PAGE SPREADS: Look at the double page spread as a giant canvas. Although 
a comic/graphic novel is read one panel at a time, the eye naturally takes in the whole 
spread. Each panel stands alone as a work of art yet works in harmony with all the other 
panels on the spread. 

Think about what you want to accomplish. Decide the first panel and the last. Once you 
know where to start and where to end, it is easier to figure out what goes in the middle. 
Be sure the last panel is one that will make the reader want to turn the page to see what 
happens next!

THE END: The story is wrapping up. Often in a 6 pager the twist is the last panel. It is the 
surprise...the reward for reading the whole story. Make it a good twist.  

SPLASH PAGE                               DOUBLE PAGE SPREAD

DOUBLE PAGE SPREAD                            THE END                                    
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“I can’t draw” is something I often hear.
Everybody can draw stick figures. 
Sometimes stick figures have the most personality. 

It is easy to distinguish one stick figure from another 
stick figure by adding something simple like a skirt 
or a bow tie or a hat.

ART



4

DRAW YOUR MAIN CHARACTER

FRONT                               SIDE                                        BACK 

MR. BUTTONS

Draw something unique. Whether it’s a hat, nose, suit, dress, or buttons, make 
something instantly recognizable. A reader will recognize Mr. Buttons, not only for 
his name, but also because he has buttons on his coat as well as button eyes. 

Think about a supporting cast of characters. Is Mr. Buttons married? Is there a Button 
family? Does the entire cast of characters have button eyes, including dogs? Where 
does Mr. Buttons live? In Buttonville?
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A character sheet is everything you need to know about your character...and more!  
Know your character as well as or better than you know yourself. The list below is 
a good beginning.

NAME: 

AGE:

POWERS: (if any)  

OUTSTANDING CHARACTERISTIC: What is special, unique about your character? It could be that there 
is nothing unique which is what makes him/her/it unique! 

BEST FRIEND:
Can be a sidekick, animal, plant. 

LIFE GOAL: 
What does your character want more than anything in the world?  Who or what is stopping your character from 
achieving their goal? 

BIGGEST FEAR: 

BACKSTORY: Tell the origins of your character. What was his/her/its family life? 

You may want to include your character’s favorite food, color, sport, leisure activity. What does your character’s 
voice sound like? loud? soft? an accent? What’s for breakfast? What does your character dream? Keep asking 
questions. As you get to know your character, most likely you will want to change some things about them. 

DO A CHARACTER SHEET
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GIVE YOUR CHARACTERS TIME TO DEVELOP

Some characters come quickly while others take a long time.

HEAR THEIR VOICES IN YOUR HEAD 

You are not going crazy. Sometimes your character’s voice 
comes even before you finish your drawing. Your creation may 
be telling you how it wants to look, dress, or be. Pay attention. 

TAKE BREAKS
When you return, see your character as if for the first time.

READ OUT LOUD
Dialogue works best when it is the way real conversations 
sound. When you read out loud, you can hear if your dialogue 
rings true. 

WHEN CREATING CHARACTERS...

DO NOT THINK 

Have some fun! Let your mind wander. Doodle. Then look at 
your doodles. Is there a character in there somewhere?
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EXPRESSIONSHAPPY

TIRED                       WOW       

               SAY WHAT? SMUG BORED

ANGRY CURIOUS

Just like you, your characters will have many emotions, therefore many expressions. Below are 
some. To draw other emotions, get a mirror and you make the feeling. Study the lines in your 
face and draw them. The more you do this the easier it is to see the lines. 

LAME

PRACTICE EXPRESSIONS 
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Do they look good together? Who is the tallest? shortest? 
roundest? loudest? oldest? youngest? Do you know 
something about the characters by just by looking at them? 
Is there something unique? Something nobody ever saw 
before? 
It would be wise to do a character sheet about your cast of 
characters. 

 MEET THE WEIRDO FAMILY

CREATE A CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Even if your story is one thousand pages, tell it— beginning, 
middle, end, and twist (the twist is the surprise, the unexpected) 
in 3 to 5 sentences. I know that sounds impossible, but you can 
do it! 
Get an index card or a small piece of paper. Write what you 
know or think you know about your story. If you only know 
your ending, write that. If you only know your beginning, write 
that. Sometimes getting those 3-5 sentences down can be the 
hardest part of doing a 6-pager. 
Pick the beginning, middle, end and twist in the story below. 

STORY

MY STORY IS ABOUT A BOY WHO LIVES ON A FARM 
WITH HIS MA AND PA. JONATHAN LOVES HIS FAMILY, 
ALL THE ANIMALS AND KAREN, THE GIRL NEXT DOOR. 
EVERYTHING IS NORMAL ABOUT JONATHAN EXCEPT 
HE CAN LIFT THE WHOLE FARM, ANIMALS AND ALL, 
FLY AROUND EARTH IN THREE SECONDS AND MORPH 
INTO ANY FORM. THE ONLY THING HE CANNOT DO, BUT 
WANTS MORE THAN ANYTHING IN THE WORLD, IS TO 
BE NORMAL. IN THE END, JONATHAN DISCOVERS THAT 
HAVING SUPER POWERS ISN’T SO BAD AFTER ALL. 

COOL.

The Adventures of Normal Boy
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MY MAIN CHARACTER WANTS...

AND SO...

BUT THEN...

AND SO...

IN THE END...

If you chose “the only thing he cannot do but wants more than anything in the 
world is to be normal” as the twist, CONGRATULATIONS! You were right. 
Doing the exercise below may help bring out the beginning, middle, end 
and twist of your story. 
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PROTAGONIST: Main character. The protagonist is the person the reader 
cares about. 

ANTAGONIST : Adversary/opponent. Tries to stop the protagonist from 
accomplishing his/her/its goals. 

SETTING : The time and place of the story. 

CONFLICT:  The struggle.

PLOT: The way the story unfolds and resolves.

UNDERLYING THEME: The message at the core of your story. These themes 
are universal, like, crime doesn’t pay, where there’s a will, there’s a way, or love 
conquers all.

BE SURE TO KNOW...



12

Feedback is important because you may be so absorbed in your story 
you can’t see it clearly any more. You will need an objective opinion. 
Show it to somebody who you trust to give you an honest opinion. You 
may find several people or just one person. It can be a friend, teacher, 
relative, editor, or your graphic novel partner.  

Not all feedback is going to be positive. Try not to get offended. Listen 
to what the person has to say. When an editor gives me feedback, I write 
everything down and then go over the notes. If I have questions, I ask for 
more details. I wasn’t always so calm about negative feedback, but after 
ranting about how misunderstood I was, nine times out of ten the editor 
was right. 

WHY FEEDBACK IS IMPORTANT
•	 Somebody might say something that sparks an idea you never 

thought of. 
 

•	 Somebody might say something you do not agree with, but 
upon reflection, you get what they were saying.  

•	 Somebody might say something that is so ridiculous you 
wonder why you asked their opinion in the first place. 

Whether you like or don’t like the critique, always thank the person who 
took the time to read your story.

FEEDBACK
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LAYOUT
MAKE SOMETHING POP ON YOUR PAGE
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This is a panel. It can be any size or 
shape. Each panel moves your story 
forward. 

These are dialogue balloons. Use 
them to show characters talking. 

Dialogue balloons, thought balloons, 
and other shapes are all part of your 
layout. You can draw the most amazing 
art but if the balloons are not included 
as part of your design, then your reader 
will be distracted. They should not 
be squeezed into your panel as an 
afterthought. Practice drawing and 
placing balloons. They will give your 
layout a clean and cohesive look. 

Your character is whispering. 

Your character is shouting! Improvise! 
You can express emotion in many ways.  

This is a thought balloon. It tells you 
when your character is thinking to 
him/her/itself. 

Do the writing before 
you draw your balloons. 
That way your words 
will not touch the lines 
of the balloons.

Leave plenty 
of white 
space so it’s 
easily read.  

ABC’S OF LAYOUT LANGUAGE
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THUMBNAILS
Thumbnails are quick rough sketches. They are a huge time saver. 
They can be the size of a thumbnail or much bigger. A finished 
panel or close to being finished is too big of a commitment. 
Imagine staying up all night to complete the most intricate, 
detailed panel and finally getting it right, only to discover the 
next day that it doesn’t even belong in the story!
Write notes if sketches need clarification. By keeping sketches 
loose, you can easily add or subtract panels and move them 
around. It’s a lot easier to change and rearrange in the beginning 
layout stage. 

Figuring out a 6 pager is like a giant jigsaw puzzle. There are lots of 
parts. Discover how they all fit together. 
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LET THE PICTURE TELL THE STORY
A layout is successful when a reader can grasp the story just by 
looking at the pictures and not reading one word. This is why a two 
year old can “read” a comic.

WRITE CLEARLY Do not make the letters too small. Make sure your 
handwriting is legible. There is nothing more distracting than small 
illegible handwriting to ruin a good layout. 

REMEMBER 
YOU ARE THE CAMERA. Do a layout by using close ups, distance 
shots, birdseye view, and indoor and outdoor shots. Choose an 
over-the-shoulder view, a front, side, three-quarter or a back view. 
Different viewpoints or angles keep the panels exciting!
NUMBER THE PAGES
It’s not just in stories that a wind comes sweeping along, blowing 
your pages everywhere. It happens in real life, too. Numbering 
also serves as a point of reference when you give your work to 
somebody for feedback.  

KEEP PANELS ORDERLY
If the panels are arranged haphazardly and the eye cannot follow 
which panel comes next, the reader will be confused. Be sure the 
character that is talking first gets the balloon furthest to the left. 
Even Knock Knock jokes don’t work out of order.   

BE SURE TO...
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1. Get to know your process. Ask yourself many questions such as...

Am I a morning person or a night owl? What is my favorite book? Why? How do I react to criticism? 
What supplies do I work best with? 

The creative process is really about getting to know yourself. The more you know your process, 
the more creative you will be. 

2. Never leave home without a pencil and paper. 

You never know when or where you’ll be inspired! You may prefer to send or record an idea into 
your phone, or use your ipad, or photograph inspiration. For me, there’s nothing like pencil and 
paper. Sketchbooks come in all shapes and sizes. Choose a sketchbook that works for you and 
never leave home without it.

3. Recognize your breakthroughs. 
A breakthrough is when you’ve struggled hard and long enough that you finally see things 
clearly. Before your breakthrough, you will feel defeated. You will want to throw the darn thing in 
the garbage. And then you break through! You may wonder why it took so long to see something 
that is now so clear. You never could have seen the light without going through your process.

AFTER BREAKTHROUGHBEFORE BREAKTHROUGH

4. Make mistakes. 

That’s why erasers were invented! It’s only natural to get frustrated when something is not 
turning out the way you want it to. Lessons learned from making mistakes can be invaluable. 

You know what not to do. That clears you up to try again. 

CREATIVE TIPS
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9. Make an idea box.

10. Write every day.
Even if it’s for only five minutes a day. Whether you choose a sketchbook, a diary, a notebook 
that fits right into your pocket, a phone, computer, or an iPad, be sure to write or dictate your 
thoughts every day. The more you know about yourself, the more you will understand your 
process, and the easier it will be to tell your story. 

It can be a cardboard box, shoe box, 
or any old box. Decorate it! Put every 
thought, notion, idea, scribble into it. 
Never throw anything away until you 
are absolutely positively finished with 
your story. You may find something that 
you wrote months, maybe even years 
prior that you will need!

6. Switch hands.

If you feel yourself tightening up when you draw, switch hands. It will feel really weird. Your 
drawings will probably look like they were done by a two year old but that’s the point. Draw 
that way for about five minutes. When you switch back to your usual hand your drawings will 
be looser.

7. Walk away.

There are several signs that you have been at the drawing board or computer too long. One 
sign is drawing the same thing over and over and over again. Other signs; your head hurts, 
your eyes cross, your neck, back, and hand ache, your dog really needs to go out. 

Recognize the signs and then walk away. 

Sometimes you may not be able to do your work because you have too much to do, there 
may be a family problem, or the love of your life breaks up with you (actually, having a 
broken heart is a great time to write). If it’s just not happening, then walk away. When you 
return, you will see your work with new eyes. Then get busy! 

8. Go to sleep.
Sleep is when you rejuvenate from your day so you will have plenty of energy for the next 
day. It is when your subconscious is hard at work creating dreams and solving problems. 

5. Write what you know about.

Make sure you do lots of research about what you don’t know so you can feel confident 
about your writing. 
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