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1) Background and Project Aims
1.1.

THE CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT

Whilst attending the launch of the amazing ‘graphic novel’ art work produced by refugee
children in Vienna in 2017, which was the brain child of our close Austrian friend and CoED
associate, Fritz Plank, I began to muse about where I had learnt my early German. I realised
that so many phrases had come from the diet of comics I dined upon as a boy in post-war
Britain and which over 60 years later I could still remember. It was perhaps a timely
reminder of the power of the comic form to educate-and perhaps to inspire (although in my
1950s comics’ the Germans were always the bad guys!!!). There is now a wealth of research
to show how this simple format and its more nuanced cousins, the graphic short story and
graphic novel, can be used as effective learning tools. The Japanese have, with their Manga
Comic format, known this for decades.
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CoED’s compassionate comics project, generously funded by the Big Lottery Awards for All,
was originally conceived by children’s writer, illustrator and publisher, Fiona Scoble, and
CoED’s CEO Maurice Irfan Coles. Initially called ‘The Compassionate Five: the Graphic Short
Story Project,’ Fiona recommended the name change to better seize young people’s
attention. It proved to be a simple master stroke as from the outset the thirty five 10-11
year olds were proactively enthused and involved. Indeed, had funding and time allowed we
could probably have spent a whole week working on it, rather than the 13 hours or so per
school. As it is, the young people were left wanting more, especially more drawing
techniques and more collaborative work between the two schools.

1.2.

AIMS OF THE PROJECT

The project involved thirty five 10-11 year old pupils from two UK Birmingham schools,
Colebourne Primary; a local authority maintained school with a predominantly Muslim
heritage intake, and Nishkam Primary school, a
‘free school’ with a Sikh ethos. Working initially
in discrete school settings over four Saturday
mornings they were helped to understand the
nature of compassion and then to construct story
boards with a compassionate narrative.
Collaborating in self-selected groups of
approximately four they chose their own themes
and were taught about character development,
Figure 1: Two new friends working together
how to construct the narrative, use the text
boxes and how to draw their characters. The development of values, of literary skills, and
artistic expression were fundamental general aims. In addition, the more particular aim was
to help dispel any misconceptions of the ‘other’ that might exist historically between
adherents of these two great faiths, partly by visiting the temple but also by working
together.

Both schools sought pupil volunteers who had to commit to two Saturday sessions with a
week’s break between them so that in-school follow up work could be undertaken. The final
in-school afternoon session brought together all pupils in Nishkam School to work on a short
collaborative project and to enjoy a visit to the Nishkam Gurdwara, Sikh temple .
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Figure 2: All pupils involved in the project

1.3.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE PROJECT

The project was led by Maurice Irfan Coles with Fiona Scoble acting as project manager.
Gilroy Brown artist, former Headteacher and adviser provided the graphic art techniques
and supported participants in their drawing. Rabiyah Latif, CoED Arts Advisor and her
colleague, Idriss Assoumanou acted as the photographers and film makers. They met with
the pupils in their schools over a one month period and then came together for the final
event at Nishkam.

The project would simply not have run however without the active involvement of both
schools. Ranjit Singh Dhanda, Nishkam’s interfaith advisor, facilitated the link and Balwinder
Sembi was the school’s driving force and teacher-in-charge. Colebourne’s assistant head,
Lara Flint acted as their link facilitator. Both teachers galvanised their pupils, sought the
approval and blessings of their parents and drove the in-school project follow-up work.

Each group of young people were asked to
undertake some home-based research on the
nature of compassion, met for two 3 hour
sessions on alternate Saturday mornings,
undertook 5 hours of school-based work over
several sessions and had one final 2 hour
session as part of the celebratory event, being
an approximate total of 13 hours of work.
Figure 3: Fiona Scoble addressing the group
After their initial short research work, the
project began with an overview of its aims
and shape, moved to a discussion about the nature of compassion generally and from their
faith based perspectives in particular. It continued with work on constructing their stories
and then ended with some drawing techniques. In school, pupils followed up the work they
had undertaken on the Saturday. The second session involved detailed recap and continued
work on their stories. Pupils then finished their story boards in school and despatched them
to be digitally uploaded and photocopied on A3 sheets. The 12 compassionate stories can
be viewed here. (_________ )
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The final celebration session began with a shared visit to the gurdwara where pupils joined a
partner from the other school. It continued with them working in mixed groups on a
discrete comic related to bringing characters from both sets of stories together and ended
with them completing the evaluations and hearing the thanks expressed to all those
involved. The pupils’ work, covering aims and pupil evaluations were displayed in both
schools and each participant received a certificate of outstanding compassionate
achievement.

1.4.

OUTCOMES OF THE PROJECT

The project was a huge success on every front. Pupils and their teachers, and the CoED
team felt that the pupils:
 had really enjoyed the project
 were not only actively engaged throughout but really valued collaborating with each
other and with the other school
 had enhanced their written and drawing skills
 had learnt how to devise an effective story board with a coherent narrative
 had learnt that ‘everybody could draw’
 were better able to articulate the schools’ values
 were clear about the nature of compassion; its origin and its role in helping them
raise achievement and build respect
 had realised that these two great religions had so much in common.

2) What the young people thought about the project
At the end of the celebratory event, mixed groups of pupils were asked to discuss the
evaluation questions and then complete the evaluation sheet either collectively or
individually. Their collated responses are found below:-

2.1.

WHAT HAVE YOU PARTICULARLY ENJOYED ABOUT THIS PROJECT?

Responses have been clustered into four areas: creating the comics, the drawing elements,
the collaboration with their friends and the other school, and the visit to the gurdwara.
Throughout quotation marks indicate actual
responses
CREATING THE COMICS: Young people liked
the whole concept. They really enjoyed
‘looking at comics,’ and being involved in the
design and the making of the comics
themselves. They loved ‘creating the comics
with my friends’ and ‘I like the way we worked
Figure
4: Gilroy working with a pupil
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together and discussed what we can do.’ They were rightly proud that ‘we made a new
comic’ and enjoyed it at the celebratory event ‘when we made a story combining our
characters with a new dilemma.’
THE DRAWING: it might well be a reflection on an English education system that stresses so
much on literary skills that our young people get little curriculum time for art. Time and time
again they referred in glowing terms to the drawing and colouring aspects of the comics
they produced. They found the graphic artist, Gilroy Brown particularly inspirational. ‘I
enjoyed making the comics and when Gilroy told us how to draw faces.’
THE COLLABORATION WITH THEIR FRIENDS AND WITH THE OTHER SCHOOL: The young
people repeatedly stressed that they had enjoyed the ‘team work,’ and ‘the fact that we
worked together.’ They particularly liked the celebration event when they relished
‘interacting with all the other children.’ (I liked) ‘the compassionate bit of working with
other schools,’ wrote one, and ‘meeting together with lots of different faiths,’ said another.
THE VISIT TO THE GURDWARA: Many of the Colebourne pupils were at pains to point out
how much they valued going to the gurdwara. We enjoyed ‘visiting the gurdwara and seeing
how they worship,’ and ‘liked coming to Nishkam School.’ Some commented favourably on
the vegetarian food (Prasad) they received inside the temple.

Figure 5: Children all ready for the visit to the Gurdwara’s great dome

2.2.

IS THERE ANYTHING WE COULD IMPROVE ON?

Our question was ambiguous and many pupils thought the question related to them rather
than the project organisers. Thus, many comments related to improving their drawing,
colouring, learning more art techniques, handwriting and descriptive skills. The biggest
criticism of the project however related to the amount of time allocated. ‘It could have been
a bit longer,’ and we needed ‘more time for workshops, resources, cameras, paint and
sounds.’ They also wanted more time to work with the other school.
Compassionately, many of the pupils urged us to involve more schools, wanted sharing time
with other children and wanted more young people to get the benefits of such a project!
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2.3.

WHAT HAVE YOU LEARNT ABOUT COMPASSION AND WHY DO YOU THINK
WE CHOSE IT AS OUR THEME?

Compassion was the idee fixe that permeated
every aspect of the project. Pupils discussed
their understanding of the term, especially
from their faith background and, interestingly,
because both sets of pupils struggled to
articulate their values, the teachers spent inschool time expanding on the central
concepts. The CoED Foundation’s brief
introduction and their banner which described
Figure 6: At the celebration, sharing ideas
the characteristics of a compassionate person,
all aided the general understanding. In designing their narratives they were encouraged to
create stories where compassion triumphed over unkindness. Some of Colebourne’s groups
chose Donald Trump as their main character, and at the end of their stories he becomes a
‘good’ person working with Clinton and Obama!!!!

Figure 7: One of the comics designed by the pupils

The young peoples’ responses to the questions concerning compassion were really
encouraging because they appeared to have internalised the key elements of a
compassionate person. Some responses were moving because they were expressed with
such clarity, simplicity and such passion. The word ‘respect’ appears constantly. Many
comments belie the pupils’ tender age and perhaps show a heartfelt timeless wisdom that is
beyond the simply rational. Below are a few examples drawn from their responses about
compassion which illustrate the point:
(So that we) can show compassion and act like the character (in the comics)
It’s a very important aspect of life, and a fundamental value of human behaviour
I have learnt that compassion is a key thing to be successful
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I have learnt that compassion leads to success and (encourages us to) treat
others the way you treat yourself. I learnt about what compassion is and what it
means.
I have learnt that compassion leads to helping one another. We learnt
compassion to show respect.
In everyday life, we learn about compassion. It’s the main value.
It is something important in life and something we need to think about.
I learnt that you can make friends in one day from different backgrounds.
Sharing our ideas and being kind towards other ideas.
If we didn’t have compassion what would life be like?
You are helping each other and having a great time. And having a great time
with other people.
Because we got to work with different faiths.
I learnt that you don’t have to be the best at everything, at least you are
participating.
I think you chose this as our theme because you want to show us kindness. (And
want us to be kind) to people from different faiths and religions.
I think you chose it as your theme to show kindness and love.
Because it shows in our comic about helping others.
I learnt that it can be used every day.
You chose it because (it helped us) to work together.
Because it will help show children there is more to life than just games.
To tell each other we wanted to be treated equally.
I have learnt that compassion is an important thing to show if you want it back.
We have learnt to help each other and work as a team.
I have learnt to be compassionate; you chose it because compassion is inside
everyone.
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2.4.

IS THERE ANY FOLLOW UP YOU WOULD LIKE TO SUGGEST?

Many Colebourne pupils wanted to return to Nishkam and work with their new found
friends again. They were keen to return the favour, to show Nishkam their school and to
organise a visit to a local mosque. There was a genuine desire to ‘do more comics’ which
could then be made into a book. Some also wanted to design a comic app. and make the
stories into an animation. The overall plea was for more such projects.

3) What the team learnt that might be valuable to
colleagues running a similar project
There were perhaps ten major learning points:-

1) It was more than worthwhile both in terms of new skills acquired, enhancing existing
skills, and in the collaboration and development of respect for the other
2) Allocate more time for the pupils to work together and to practise their skills
3) Build in more time for the discussion of compassion and the school’s values
4) Encourage drawing techniques to be honed at home
5) Allow each group time to describe their story and characters to the whole group
6) With pupil permission, allow the graphic artist some time and space to help the young
people enhance their drawing so that the final product looks like a finished comic
7) If you are visiting another place of worship, plan joint visits with young people of the faith
involved and structure some discussions that can be recorded. Questions like, ‘How do you
worship?’ ‘When do you worship?’ ‘What do you believe in?’ will be helpful
8) Get the pupils to devise their own set of questions they want the other pupils to answer
9) Allow more time for the young people from different schools to collaborate, perhaps
getting them to combine their characters in a new, original setting
10) Make the stories into a comic book for others to read and enjoy.

4)

Lesson Plans

These plans are designed to be as flexible as possible; to be used in whatever circumstances
teachers and support workers feel works best. The aim is not to re-create our project
(unless you so wish) but to offer some stimuli for adaptation and wider usage. Thus,
teachers may wish to develop a lesson on compassion. They may want to use the story
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board materials to help pupils develop their storytelling and other literary abilities. They
may want simply to use the art guidance.

CoED’s advice would be to use the comic
form as a stimulus for all these activities
because it worked so well as a vehicle for
building compassion and cohesion. Obviously
not all schools can undertake joint projects
but at the very least they can use the
materials and processes outlined here within
their own institution.
Figure 8: Working together and presenting ideas

4.1.

THE WORK ON COMPASSION

Compassion, which the CoED Foundation defines as “Love in Action,” forms the bedrock to
all that we do. As our stimulus The Foundation used their banner which contains the
mnemonic ACTS FOR LOVE which outlines the characteristics of a compassionate person.

Figure 9: ACTS FOR LOVE mnemonic

Pupils were asked a number of sequential questions:
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1)

What do you understand by the term “Compassion”?

2)

Who do you think the most compassionate people are in your own lives?

3)

Can you give any examples of when you have been compassionate? And what
was the outcome?

4)

Why do you think compassion is so important in the life of the whole planet?

5)

From your own faith or ethical tradition, why do you think it is so important?

6)

Can you give any examples from your own traditions or backgrounds of
compassionate leaders?

7)

Do you think your school is compassionate?

Individual teachers may want to bring their own examples from their
own backgrounds and traditions. It will be helpful to refer to all the
developments in neuroscience which indicate that although we are all
wired for compassion, we are not hard-wired and that the experiences
we have actually sculpt the brain. Simply, the more compassionately
you act, the more compassionate you become.
Teachers may want to refer to ‘Towards the Compassionate School:
From golden rule to golden thread’, because that book, in some detail,
outlines the nature of compassion, describes the imperatives for
creating a compassionate society and suggests how this might be
achieved within the school system.

Figure 10: Towards the
Compassionate School.

http://amzn.eu/if807O9

4.2.

THE GRAPHIC STORIES THEMSELVES: LESSON PLANS ONE, TWO AND THE
CELEBRATORY EVENT

Download the Lesson Plans

4.3.

THE GRAPHIC ARTIST’S VIDEO GUIDE TO HOW TO DRAW

View the Art Masterclass

5)

Conclusion

This short project exceeded our highest expectations in every sphere of activity. This in no
small measure was due to the meticulous planning of Fiona Scoble and her ability to inspire
the pupils and keep them on track. Similarly Gilroy Brown in effect provided his own short
version of the ‘Art Masterclass’ and left pupils demanding more of his time and expertise.
The work undertaken by both members of staff in the intervening weeks secured and
reinforced learning which provided so much of the pace as well as the progress. All adult
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participants are to be soundly congratulated for without them the project would simply not
have happened.

The greatest praise however, must go to the 35 pupils involved. All of them stayed on task
throughout, worked in their own time to enhance their stories and their pictures and
collaborated wonderfully well together at the final event.

Many of their words formed a wonderful offshoot to the project, a two-A4 page
Compassionate Comic called ‘The Compassionate Brain, with the Compassionate Five’. The
CoED Foundation worked very closely with a small Glasgow-based company, Dekko Comics
to produce a comic which can be freely downloaded here. The comic can be used freely
under ‘Creative Commons License’ which means it can be copied and used for educational
purposes, but on no account can be used for commercial gain.

Figure 11: The Compassionate Brain Comic.
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