
© 2001 Masterminds publishing, llc        graphicorganizers.com

Masterminds Publishing, llc ®

Using Graphic Organizers to Makes Sense of the Curriculum

What are graphic organizers?
Graphic organizers are communication devices that show the organization

or structure of concepts as well as relationships between concepts. Spatial
arrangements depicting the information’s structure reduce the cognitive
demands on the learner. The learner does not have to process as much
semantic information to understand the information.  This is one of the reasons
why graphic organizers are such powerful devices for students with language-
based learning disabilities.
Home Using Graphic Organizers

Why use
graphic
organizers?

There are
three compelling
reasons why you
should use graphic
organizers. First,
students are
considerably more
likely to understand
and remember the
content subject you
are teaching. Simply
put, the information
tends to be less
“fuzzy” and more
precise. Graphics
help students
separate what is
important to know
from what might be
interesting, but not

essential information.

 Second, because the semantic information processing demands are
reduced, you can often address the content at more sophisticated or complex
levels; this is especially true for many students with learning disabilities. Showing
(as opposed to just telling) how the information is structured can be a powerful
way to facilitate understanding.

Advantages of Graphic 
Organizers
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Third, students are more likely to become strategic learners. Reading and
writing skills, communication skills, and   analytical, critical, and creative thinking
skills are all subject to improve when students learn recognize these patterns of
thinking, construct, and use graphic organizers.
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Isn’t this just putting information into little boxes?
Viewing graphic organizer instruction as just putting information into little

boxes as analogous to viewing science fair projects as just creating pretty fold-
out posters. A science fair project involves a great deal more (e.g., researching
the topic, conducting the experiment, determining how best organize and
communicate results, etc.). Likewise, graphic organizer instruction involves a
great deal more than what is readily apparent when just superficially viewing the
results.

While information sometimes does get put into little boxes when graphic
organizers are constructed, what is important to understand is the powerful
nature of all the processes that occur both before and after the information is put
into the boxes. Before the information is put into boxes, students have to engage
in powerful information processing and higher order thinking skills such as  using
cues to recognize important information, making decisions about what is
important or essential, consolidating information and identifying main ideas and
supporting details, making decisions about the best way to structure the
information, perspective taking of the consumers of the graphic so that it will
effectively meet communication needs, and so forth.

After the information has been effectively organized on graphics, very
powerful instructional higher order thinking activities can follow. Organizing
information onto the graphics allows you to implement a variety of robust
activities that otherwise might not be possible.  For example, the organized
information is conducive to a wide array activities involving in depth discussions,
prioritization’s of the information, elaboration’s,  debates, drawing conclusions,
making connections to other ideas, making inferences, and extending students’
understanding of important concepts, making decisions, proactive planning, and
so forth.
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Are there different types of graphic organizers?
Graphic organizers can be grouped into two categories: Those that depict

the six basic information structures  (whole-to-part, cause/effect, etc.) and those
that serve specialized needs (i.e., a graphic which structures project planning, a
graphic which structures goal setting, etc.).

There are a wide variety of designs for depicting the same basic
information structures. For example,  if you look through several different social
studies texts, you will likely find a wide variety of  compare/contrast graphics,
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each designed a little differently, but all serving the same basic purpose of
visually revealing to students how the information is structured.

Graphic organizers depicting other information structures also come in a
wide array of designs. For example, both the semantic web and the Whole-to-
Part graphics depict a hierarchical information structure.
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Is there research supporting use of graphic
organizers?
There is an
extensive  body
of research that
supports the
use of a variety
of graphic
organizers. In
short, they can
be effective
when used in
conjunction with
a wide array of
teaching styles,
when teaching a
wide array of
subjects, and
when
developing
literacy and
cognitive skills
of  students.

One of the most
appealing
aspects of using
graphic
organizers is
that they are
universal in
nature. That is,
graphic
organizers can
be used to
improve
learning and
performance of
a wide array of
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students, ranging from those who may be intellectually gifted to those with mild
learning problems.

The end of this chapter contains a list of selected works that address
graphic organizer research. You will find articles that demonstrate their
effectiveness for students whose capabilities range from gifted and talented to
those with mild cognitive disabilities.*

Home Using Graphic Organizers

Do graphic organizers raise test-scores?
Graphic organizers can contribute to increasing both classroom and

achievement test scores. Naturally, the degree to which test scores are impacted
by graphic organizers  is relative to the degree to which they are effectively used
and become an integral part of the on-going instruction.

Classroom test scores (i.e. weekly tests, unit tests) often improve for
several reasons. First, the graphics help students understand and learn the
subject. Second, they help students focus their energies on studying the
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essential information. Third, they serve as effective devices for helping students
focus on the relationships between main ideas and details, main ideas and other
main ideas, and so forth. Thus, the focus of study is how it all fits together rather
than on just memorizing isolated, decontextualized bits of information.

Naturally, the degree to which graphics impact test scores will also be
affected by the degree to which students are tested on the information depicted
on the graphic. One teacher did a marvelous job of depicting complex information
on a graphic and then helping students understand it, but then tested them using
one of the commercial tests that accompanied her teacher’s guide. This test
addressed mostly esoteric facts that were not central to the ideas depicted on the
graphic. You can guess what happened to her students’ test scores!

For many students, improved performance on classroom tests will be
almost immediate. However, improvement on standardized achievement tests is
not immediate but is likely over time if sufficient emphasis is placed on teaching
students how to use graphic organizers strategically.

Most readily apparent will be improved achievement scores in writing
when students learn how to use graphics to structure their ideas during the pre-
writing process. Reading comprehension scores may also improve because
extended practice using graphics teaches students to be more aware of
information structures and their semantic cues. Clearly, this knowledge and the
skills to use it  directly impacts reading comprehension. Thus, classroom
activities which require students to read to find essential information to depict on
a graphic can be a powerful way to improve literacy skills.

Viewing graphic organizers as part of an overall package of pedagogical
tools and routines that improve test performance is important. Teachers who use
graphic organizers effectively are also likely to be using a host of other effective
teaching tools and routines concomitantly. Thus, use of graphic organizers
should be viewed as part of a whole system of effective pedagogy.  By
themselves, they are not the answer to raising test scores.
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Who benefits from graphic organizers -- aren’t
they for visual learners?

While it is true that some people seem to prefer visual presentations of
information and others prefer auditory formats, viewing the learning process in
this manner is a gross over-simplification of how information is actually
processed and understood. In reality, the nature and complexity of the
information being communicated, innate memory capacity, the quality of
elaboration the learner applies when processing the information, and the existing
background knowledge of the learner dictates the subsequent success of
learning far more than one’s intellectual aptitude for processing information via
different presentation modes.
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Although an in-depth analysis of this issue is beyond the scope of this
book, there are several key ideas you should consider:

* In most cases, dual-presentation (visual representation accompanied by
auditory explanation) is considerably more powerful than either approach
alone, regardless of whether you believe the student is a visual or auditory
learner.

* The proportion of students who greatly benefit from visual representations of
information is extremely greater than those for whom these devices do not
seem to provide much help.

* Of those students who experience difficulty understanding graphic
organizers, the problem usually does not reside in a innate cognitive
disability that prevents success. Rather, most of these students have not yet
learned how to read and understand them, and they generally respond very
positively when taught how to do this. Also, many graphics are poorly
designed, thus may be confusing to students and interfere with learning.

Home Using Graphic Organizers

Isn’t this harder that it looks?
The answer to this question is “YES”....and “NO.” If you are generally

unfamiliar with using graphic organizers, your learning curve will be pretty steep

There’s a lot more to processing and understanding 
information than just visual vs. auditory modalities...

More critical 
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of the information 
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how to read and 
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Most positively respond 
when taught how  

Many graphics are 
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˝



© 2001 Masterminds publishing, llc        graphicorganizers.com

at first. Not only do you have to learn how to make them work in your classroom,
you’ll also have to learn how to construct them yourself. Many teachers also have
to learn how to make difficult decisions about the curriculum they are teaching
(e.g., how to identify the “core idea” and focus on just essential details), and if
you are unfamiliar with various cooperative learning techniques, this can be a
challenge as well. Clearly, using graphics is most difficult for teachers who are
not familiar with the curriculum they are teaching. Thus, if you have to teach a
unit on the Progressive Era of the United States and you don’t know much about
this era, then it will be more difficult to design graphic organizers about it.

Does all this sound discouraging? If it does, keep in mind that the more you use them,
the easier it gets.  This sounds like a tired old  cliché, but it is nonetheless very true.
Eventually, you may find that using them is actually easier and less demanding than
techniques you currently are using. Also keep in mind that once you have constructed a
graphic organizer to teach a particularly challenging topic, you can then re-use the graphic
many times in the future.  Thus, an “up-front” initial  investment in creating graphics organizers
may result in considerably less work over the long run.
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When should graphic organizers be used?
If you think of your content instruction as having a beginning, middle, and

end,  graphic organizers can be used during any of these segments. For
example, they can be used to facilitate students’ activation of background
knowledge and to create anticipation for future learning at the beginning of a unit
or even a specific lesson.  They can be used as the new content is being
explored. They can also be effective ways to facilitate review of previously taught
materials.

Graphic organizers can also be used to teach processes and strategies.
For example, you can incorporate them into guidelines for writing book reports,
lab reports, social studies reports, etc. They can also be used to help students
organize tasks and assignments.

Home Using Graphic Organizers

Frequently Asked Questions How do I make time to use
graphic organizers and still teach everything I
need to?
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When you first begin using graphics, you may feel like they require too
much of your class time. Keep in mind the following:

When you first begin using graphics, your students’ learning curve as well
as your own will be steep. Many of your students are not only learning the
content depicted on the graphic, but are also learning how to read the
graphic itself. You will likely find that later, similar lessons require considerably
less time because both you and your students have become familiar with the
format.

Also keep in mind that less is more--depth is more.  While it may seem like
the graphic requires too much class time, remember that without it your students
are not as likely to readily understand or remember for very long the content you
are teaching. You’ll need to resist temptations to provide more content
“coverage” at the expense of providing instruction that is meaningful. Few
students will remember many of the details for too long anyway.

Also remember that graphic organizers allow you to teach more than just
the content. You are also teaching information processing skills, patterns for
organizing information, analytical and critical thinking skills, as well as
communication skills.
Home Using Graphic Organizers

Do I construct the graphic organizers or do
students?

The answer to this question is “YES” -- you both construct them.
Ultimately students should learn to construct them themselves. A common
mistake, however, is to create activities requiring them to construct graphics
when you have not modeled or provided sufficient instruction in how to do this.

Generally, it is best to view the sequence of enabling students to construct
graphics as a four stage process (see figure below).
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Generally, The  “I DO IT ” stage of instruction is reserved for those times
when an unfamiliar format is being used, creating a need to explain and model
the technique. Stage 1 is also used  when teaching very complex information that
otherwise would be difficult for students to understand if not presented
graphically.
Home Using Graphic Organizers

Won’t students get tired of graphic organizers?
Many excellent teachers utilize a wide array techniques for enabling

students to learn content. They are constantly introducing new activities, new
projects, and new ways of conceptualizing the information to keep things
interesting for students. Because there are so many types of graphic organizers,
they typically use a wide array of them, and some never use the same graphic
organizer format more than once with a particular group of students.

Keeping students stimulated by providing many different ways of learning
the content generally is very good practice. It avoids getting into a rut and helps
stave off that constantly lurking monster -- boredom. There are, however, some
important considerations associated with using a wide array of graphics.

Many teachers believe that exposing students to a wide array of graphics
can only be beneficial with regard to developing thinking skills. While this may be

Four Stages for Enabling Students to 
Construct Graphic Organizers

Stage 1 Teacher does  it
Teacher constructs  the graphic organizer, 
provides students a copy, and uses it when 
teaching the content.

Stage 2 Class does it
Teacher and students co-construct graphic 
organizers depicting important ideas as the 
content is explored.

Stage 3 Groups do it
Teams of students construct graphic 
organizers via cooperative learning and the 
teacher acts as a guide-on-the-side.

Stage 4 Individuals do it 
Students independently construct graphic 
organizers
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true for some very bright students, the benefits of this practice are unclear and
may even be negligible for many students. The concern parallels a similar
problem discussed earlier about content coverage and providing only superficial
exposure to what should be learned.

For students to develop a depth of understanding about a specific
information structure and organizer format, most need more than one exposure
to it. Like most other skills that are of value, effective modeling, guided practice,
and multiple practice in an wide array of applications are needed before students
begin to internalize and truly understand the value of the device. As a general
rule, most students need about 15 to 20 different meaningful exposures to a
specific organizational structure before they really begin to understand and
internalize it. This means that the principle of “less is more - depth is more”
applies to graphic organizers too.

Thus, while good teachers try to provide a wide array of different learning
opportunities, they also balance this against loosing effectiveness of their
instruction by using too many different things. There is often a thin line between
sticking with a particular device long enough for it to truly impact students
abilities, and loosing student interest due to the “been there-- done that”
mentality they may communicate in an effort to get you to increase the variety in
your classroom.

While monitoring the pulse of the classroom with regard to levels of
stimulation and interest is important, effective teachers also have sufficient
confidence in their instruction and curriculum not to allow students’ disparaging
comments (i.e., “Oh no, we have to do graphic organizers again?”) keep them
from sticking with a skill long enough for the instruction to be effective.

Home Using Graphic Organizers


