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How to use the strategy

Prior knowledge

•	 knowledge of the time period that the cartoon was created (e.g., knowledge of the time period 

will give information on particular issues that the cartoon might be addressing)

•	 knowledge of the events featured in the cartoon or context of the cartoon

Ideas to emphasize

•	 Political cartoons can provide a valuable source of historical insight.

•	 Cartoons need to be “read” to be understood.

•	 Just as authors use writing techniques to communicate their message, cartoonists employ similar 

techniques, including:

–– a caption: a sentence or phrase that is the title for the cartoon

–– a label: words in the drawing to identify people or objects

–– relative size: figures are drawn much larger or smaller than others

–– light and dark: use of dark shading and white space to create an effect

–– composition: the arrangement or location of figures or objects in the cartoon

–– symbolism: a sign or object used to represent something else

–– caricature: a distorted, oversimplified or exaggerated representation of a figure.

Instructional suggestions

•	 Provide cartoons and invite students to find examples of each of the techniques.

•	 Discuss the impact and message each of the techniques may convey.

Learning outcomes

•	 understand that political or editorial cartoons can provide valuable insights about 

contemporary or historical attitudes and values

•	 understand techniques used in cartoons 

•	 interpret the message that political cartoons may convey

When to use the strategy

•	 analyze the writer’s intent behind a political cartoon (e.g., what message the cartoon is 

conveying and how the techniques used help to convey that message)

•	 infer the meaning of a scientific illustration or cartoon (e.g., what issues are being raised about a 

particular scientific method or lack thereof)

•	 analyze the use of the techniques in graphic novels or comic books 

•	 identify stereotypes portrayed in a cartoon

•	 draw conclusions about the author’s background and perspective in cartoons

•	 prepare to create a cartoon

Analyze a cartoon
uncovering the techniques used by an artist when creating  

a political cartoon to convey a particular message
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Purpose

This strategy helps me understand how various 
cartooning techniques are used to convey a 
message.

Instructions

•	 Select a cartoon to analyze (e.g., political, scientific, graphic novel, historical, local newspaper 

editorial cartoon).

•	 Look for the overall impression created by the cartoon. Identify the issue or topic portrayed. If 

possible, discuss your initial reaction or impression with a partner. 

•	 Examine the cartoon more carefully. Look at the detail in the drawings. 

•	 Look carefully at the foreground and the background.

•	 Refer to the activity sheet and examine the cartoon for examples of each of the techniques. 

•	 Record your examples in column two.

•	 Think about the effect of each cartooning technique. What message do you think the car-

toonist is trying to convey? Record your interpretation in col-

umn three and explain your thinking (e.g. Einstein’s big head, 

relative to his body, draws attention to his head and infers 

that he is really smart).

Identification of techniques: identifies obvious and subtle 
techniques.

Plausible interpretations: draws plausible interpretations, 
based on the use of techniques.

Criteria

Analyze a cartoon
uncovering the techniques used by an artist when creating a political 

cartoon to convey a particular message

ActivitySheet
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Identifi cation of techniques: identifi es obvious and subtle techniques.

Plausible interpretations: draws plausible interpretations, based on the use of 

techniques.

Analyzing a cartoon 

Select a cartoon to analyze. In column two, record features of the cartoon that are examples 

of the techniques listed in column one. In column three, record your interpretataion—what 

message was the author sending by choosing to represent the feature of the cartoon in that 

particular way?

Examples

Caption
a sentence or phrase that is 

the title for the cartoon

Labels
words in the drawing to 

identify people or objects

Relative sizefi gures are drawn out of 
proportion to each other

Light and darkuse of dark shading and white 

space to create effect

Compositionthe arrangement or location 

of fi gures or objects in the 

cartoon

Symbolisma sign or object to represent 

something else

Caricaturea distorted representation 

of a fi gure

Interpretation

Technique

Criteria
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Identification of techniques: identifies obvious and subtle techniques.

Plausible interpretations: draws plausible interpretations, based on the use of 
techniques.

Analyzing a cartoon 
Select a cartoon to analyze. In column two, record features of the cartoon that are examples 
of the techniques listed in column one. In column three, record your interpretataion—what 
message was the author sending by choosing to represent the feature of the cartoon in that 
particular way?

Examples

Caption
a sentence or phrase that is 
the title for the cartoon

Labels
words in the drawing to 
identify people or objects

Relative size
figures are drawn out of 
proportion to each other

Light and dark
use of dark shading and white 
space to create effect

Composition
the arrangement or location 
of figures or objects in the 
cartoon

Symbolism
a sign or object to represent 
something else

Caricature
a distorted representation  
of a figure

InterpretationTechnique

Criteria
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Evidence:

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able

Assessing the analysis

Identification of techniques 

Plausible interpretations

Evidence:

Identifies many examples 
of cartooning techniques, 
including many subtle 
techniques.

Identifies a number of 
examples of cartooning 
techniques, including a few 
subtle techniques.

Draws some interpretations 
about the message the 
cartoonist or author may 
want to convey; most are 
plausible.

Identifies a few examples of 
cartooning techniques, but 
very few subtle techniques 
are noted.

Draws a few interpretations 
about the message the 
cartoonist or author may 
want to convey; most are 
somewhat plausible.

Identifies a few obvious 
examples of cartooning 
techniques.

Draws a few interpretations 
about the message the 
cartoonist or author may 
want to convey; a few are 
plausible, but some are not.

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able

Draws several interpretations 
about the message the 
cartoonist or author may 
want to convey; all are  
highly plausible.


