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Systems Thinking
“The word organization is a product of how we think and how we act; [it] cannot change in a fundamental 
way unless we can change our basic patterns of thinking and interacting.”
—Peter Senge
The Learning Organization Made Plain

The Brain
The globalization paradigm emphasizes the fact that information can now travel 15,000 miles in an 
instant. But the most important part of information’s journey is the last few inches — the  pace between a 
person’s eyes or ears and the various regions of the brain.

• Does the individual have the capacity to understand the information?
• Does he or she have the training to exploit it?
• Are there cultural assumptions that distort the way it is perceived?

—David Brooks
The Cognitive Age
New York Times • Friday, May 2, 2008
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Summary Definition of Visual Tools
Excerpted from the book Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge
by permission from the author and publisher (David Hyerle and Corwin Press)

Visual tools are nonlinguistic symbol systems used by learners, teachers, and 
leaders for graphically linking mental and emotional associations to create and 
communicate rich patterns of thinking. These visual-spatial-verbal displays of 
understanding support all learners in transforming static information into active 
knowledge, thus offering a complementary representational system to more 
traditional literacies grounded in speaking, writing, and numerating. These linear 
and/or nonlinear visual forms are also metacognitive tools for self-assessment 
in each content area and for interdisciplinary learning that may unite linguistic, 
numerical, and scientific languages together on the same page. 

As shown in Summary Figure 1, and investigated in this book, there are three basic 
categories of visual tools, each with specific purposes and visual configurations: 

brainstorming webs for fostering creativity and open mindedness; 
graphic organizers for fostering analytical content and process specific learning; 
conceptual mapping for fostering cognitive development and critical thinking

A fourth category is a unique synthesis language of visual tools that has been used 
extensively across schools called Thinking Maps® (Hyerle, 1996; Hyerle & Yeager, 
2008). This common visual language of visual tools integrates the creative 
dynamism of webs, the analytical structures of content-specific learning, and the 
continuous cognitive development and reflections fostered through conceptual 
mapping. Over time, new visual languages may develop that integrate different 
visual tools and thus enabling a greater range of thinking, communication, 
and reflection. Visual tools are used for personal, collaborative, and social 
communication, negotiation of meaning, and networking of ideas. These graphics 
are constructed by individual or collaborative learners across media networks and 
mediums such as paper, white boards, and computer screens. Because of the visual 
accessibility and natural processes of “drawing out” ideas, many of these graphics 
are used from early childhood through adulthood, and across every dimension of 
learning, teaching, assessing, and leadership processes. 

Visual tools are also used across cultures and languages and may become keys to new levels of more 
democratic participation and communication in human systems. 
Across traditional cultures and new “virtual” cultures, visual 
languages ultimately may be used for uniting diverse and distant 
learning communities as people in schools, communities, and 
businesses and in different countries seek to understand each other 
through seeing each others’ thinking and perceptions through multiple 
frames of reference.

graphic organizer

common visual language

brainstorming

conceptual mapping

Summary Definition of Visual Tools from the book:
Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge

David Hyerle, Author • Corwin Press, 2008, Second Edition
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Brainstorming Webs

Brainstorming Webs from the book:
Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge

David Hyerle, Author • Corwin Press, 2008, Second Edition
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Graphic Organizers

Graphic Organizers from the book:
Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge

David Hyerle, Author • Corwin Press, 2008, Second Edition
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Conceptual Mapping

Conceptual Mapping from the book:
Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge
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Figure 6.3 Con,·cpt Mappong Owrv1ew 
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Figure 7.1 Thinking Maps Overview 

Background Thinking Maps® is a language, or tool-kit, of eight thinking process maps, developed 
by David Hyerle. Each map is graphically consistent and flexible so that students may easily 
expand the map to reflect the content pattern being learned. Thinking Maps® are introduced to 
students as tools tor reading and writing, content-specific learning, and tor interdisciplinary 
investigations. Over time, students learn to use multiple maps together and become fluent in 
choosing which maps tit the immediate context of learning. Thinking Maps® and Thinking Maps® 
Software are used in whole schools through faculty training and follow-up. 
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Thinking Maps® Guides and Books

Thinking Maps : A Language for Learning
This is the Thinking Maps® training / resource manual for all teachers in grades K-12. 
It includes classroom posters, black line masters and a specific methodology for 
introducing, teaching, transferring, integrating and assessing the impact of the Thinking 
Maps® common visual language.

Thinking Maps : A Language for Learning Trainer’s Guide
This is a special resource manual for those interested in becoming trainers of the 
Thinking Maps® common visual language. This manual, in conjunction with the extensive 
Training of Trainers professional development plan, prepares skilled educators to 
enhance the learning process of others within their own region, district, or school, 
through the unique language of Thinking Maps®. 

Thinking Maps®: A Language for Leadership
A Language for Leadership is designed to meet 
the needs of multiple audiences. It can be used 
by leaders and leadership teams who want to 
strengthen and deepen their current Thinking 
Maps® implementation, and assist those who 
want to expand their use of these tools into 
leadership practices. This guide and associated 
professional development can also serve as an 
entry point for schools to begin the process of 
implementing Thinking Maps®.

Visual Tools for Transforming Information Into Knowledge - Second Edition
By David Hyerle, ©2009, Corwin Press
Visual tools have the unique capacity to communicate rich patterns of thinking and help students 
take control of their own learning. This second edition of A Field Guide to Using Visual Tools shows 
teachers of all grades and disciplines how to use these tools to improve instruction and generate 
significant positive changes in students’ cognitive development and classroom performance.

Expert David Hyerle describes three basic types of visual tools: brainstorming webs that nurture 
creativity, graphic organizers that build analytical skills and help process specific content, and 
concept maps that promote cognitive development and critical thinking. Updated with new 
research and applications for three kinds of Thinking Maps®.

Student Successes With Thinking Maps® • School-Based Research, Results, and Models for 
Achievement Using Visual Tools Second Edition
By David Hyerle and Larry Alper, ©2011, Corwin Press
Neuroscientists tell us that the brain organizes information in networks and maps. What better 
way to teach students to express their ideas than with the same method used by the brain? 
Student Successes With Thinking Maps presents eight powerful visual models that boost all 
learners’ metacognitive and critical thinking skills. Enriched with new research, a wealth of 
examples, and cross-content applications, the book also shows how Thinking Maps serve as 
valuable assessment tools. Additionally, educators have found that using Thinking Maps for 
professional development can improve teacher performance, build leadership skills, and raise 
students’ scores on high-stakes tests. 

www.thinkingschoolsethiopia.com • www.thinkingmaps.com • www.thinkingfoundation.org 9
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Section 1: Introducing a New Language for Leading and Learning 

Why a "New" Language? 

·~ specialized language both shapes and reflects a group's culture." 

Lee G. Belman and Terrence E. Deal 
Reframing Organizations 

Thinking Maps, a common, visual language for thinking, implicitly and explicitly places 
the value of thinking, feeling and surfacing multiple frames of reference at the heart of 
the identity and purpose of a school. Through the communication and collective con
struction of ideas, a landscape for learning develops, one that is continually nurtured 
by the involvement of all members and strengthened by the bond of a shared lan
guage. Thinking Maps, then, can be viewed as a language for the 21st Century. They 
are the vehicle for opening the space between and among people, where ideas can be 
communicated, mediated and reflected upon. With Thinking Maps, complexity can be 
embraced with the confidence that problems may be discussed and understood and 
solutions can be planned for and attained. 

·~ learning organization is an organization that is continually ex
panding its capacity to create its future." 

Peter Senge 
The Fifth Discipline 

The development of verbal language marked a significant change in human communi
cation from pictures, gestures and actions to codified words, written and oral. This ap
parent advance in communication also had its limitations. It failed to integrate the linear 
stream of words we use to express ourselves with a visual representation of our think
ing. The holism of our thinking, not always readily accessible, makes verbal language 
alone an inadequate tool for capturing, communicating and understanding what we 
think. The belief systems that frame who we are and how we think and feel often re
main unshared and unexamined. 

Thinking Maps represent an advance in human communication. In organizational set
tings, the use of this common language increases the capacity of the members to 
meaningfully engage in dialogues about purpose. It fosters rich connectedness among 
participants and involves all people in the school community in the learning process. 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 11 
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Section 1: Introducing a New Language for Leading and Learning 

r Introducing and Defining Thinking Maps 

r 

What Makes Thinking Maps So Effective? 

Thinking Maps are Visual Patterns for constructing knowledge. 

• We know that we learn in many different ways, that the brain takes in informa
tion kinesthetically, auditorally and visually. In fact, much of the current research 
supports the belief that our ability to learn visually is greater than any of our 
other senses. 

• Visualizing our thinking allows us to have a concrete image of our abstract 
thoughts. 

Thinking Maps are Based on Eight Basic Cognitive Processes. 

• Each visual representation is linked to a specific thought process: Defining in 
Context, Describing Attributes/Qualities, Comparing and Contrasting, Classify
ing/Grouping Ideas, Whole-Part, Sequencing, Cause-Effect and Seeing Analo
gies. 

• Learners connect a concrete visual image with a specific abstract thought proc
ess. 

• By connecting a visual with a specific thought process, learners create patterns 
for thinking based on these eight cognitive skills. 

• These patterns become visual tools that learners use to recognize thought proc
esses whenever they read, discuss or write. 

Thinking Maps are Combined for Depth of Thought. 

• Thinking Maps are most effective when used in combination to fully develop a 
concept or theme. 

• Learners may create two Bubble Maps and then use the information to create a 
Double Bubble Map to compare and contrast the subjects; events within a Flow 
Map may be analyzed to discuss the causes and/or effects of one major event. 

• Learners can take and/or review notes by creating all eight maps in order to 
think deeply about a topic. 

• Writing involves multiple thinking processes. A combination of Thinking Maps 
can be used, for example, to brainstorm a topic (Circle Map), elaborate on the 
main ideas and supporting details (Tree Map) and then organize a piece of writ
ing into a coherent sequence (Flow Map). 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 15 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Introducing and Defining Thinking Maps 

What Makes Thinking Maps So Effective? 

Thinking Maps can be Applied in All Content Areas. 

• All content areas require learners to think. Thinking Maps are thinking -specific, 
not task- specific, tools. Therefore, learners can use one or more of the Thinking 
Maps with any content area. 

• In all aspects of life, learners are dependent upon their ability to think
critically, creatively, analytically, independently and compassionately-in order 
to be successful and to contribute positively to those around them. Thinking 
Maps can be tools for acting confidently and constructively in the world. 

Thinking Maps can be Used By All Teachers. 

• Because teachers at all levels are involved in teaching cognition, they can all 
use the same eight Thinking Maps. 

• The depth and complexity of the Thinking Maps will grow and change based on 
the developmental ability of the student. 

Figure 1-4 Learners become 

/ 

more independent 
thinkers 

L-------.1 

Using Thinking Maps 1------1 .. ~ 
in All Content Areas ... 

Learners develop 
ownership 

and at All Grade 
Levels 

The maps become 
learner tools for 

thinking 

Learners recognize 
thought processes 

automatically 

Thinking Maps are so effective because they give all learners and teachers a common 
language for meaningful learning. The consistency and flexibility of each of the Think
ing Maps promotes student-centered and cooperative learning, concept development, 
reflective thinking, creativity, clarity of communication and continuous cognitive devel- ~ 
opment. 
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Chapter 1 : Introducing Thinking Maps 

6 

QUESTIONS FROM TEXTS, 

TEACHERS AND TESTS 

How are you defining this 
thing or idea? What is the 
context? What is your 
frame of reference? 

How are you describing 
this thing? 
Which adjectives would 
best describe this thing? 

What are the similar and 
different qualities of these 
things? Which qualities do 
you value most? Why? 

What are the main ideas, 
supporting ideas and 
details in this information? 

What are the component 
parts and subparts of this 
whole physical object? 

What happened? What is 
the sequence of events? 
What are the substages? 

What are the causes and 
effects of this event? 
What might happen next? 

What is the analogy being 
used? What is the guiding 
metaphor? 

THINKING PROCESSES 

DEFINING IN 
CONTEXT 

DESCRIBING 
QUALITIES 

COMPARING AND 
CONTRASTING 

CLASSIFYING 

PART-WHOLE 

SEQUENCING 

CAUSE AND EFFECT 

SEEING 
ANALOGIES 

Thinking Maps®: A Language for Learning 

THINKING MAPS AS 

TOOLS 

Circle 
Map 

Bubble 
Map 

Double 
Bubble 
Map 

Tree 
Map 

Brace 
Map 

Flow 
Map 

Multi-Flow 
Map 

Bridge 
Map 

~ 
-r -,-- -,--

~ ----'~'-----
Relating Factor 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

(" Frame for Frame of Reference 

r 

Thinking is influenced by .. frames ... Frames are our overlap
ping personal and cultural experiences, values and belief sys
tems. These multiple background frames give reference to and 
guide thinking, emotions and judgments. Surfacing our 
"frames" or mental models (Senge) enables us to begin to see 
what influences the evolving patterns of thinking developed in 
the maps. We more fully appreciate the human dimension of 
ideas and the diversity within the organization. Each of the 
maps is a view of one's cognitive pattern. The Frame represents 
one's metacognition, or reflection on this pattern. 

The Frame 
The Frame is used around any of the eight Maps. After cre
ating a Thinking Map, draw a square "frame" around the map 
you are using. Within the frame, identify information that shows 
the influence of background values, experiences and belief 
systems that influence the map you have created. Sharing this 
Frame with others offen enables conversations to evolve from 
positional to collaborative. Seeing from another person's Frame 
is much like stepping into their shoes and seeing their thinking 
from their point of view. 

Figure 2-1 

ANY THINKING MAP ................................... .. 

FRAME ........................................... . 

Questioning Using the Frame 
Where did you get this information (workshops, books, people, 
etc.) to support your view? 
What prior knowledge and experiences influence your view? 
What are the cultural influences on your perspective (age, gen
der, ethnic, religious, political, geographic, class, etc.)? 
What are the belief systems which may influence how you/ 
others define terms, issues, and/or ideas? 
What would be the influences, values and beliefs shaping an
other person's ideas? 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Frame for Frame of Reference 

A Process for Using the Frame 

The members of a leadership team began their consideration of alternative ap
proaches to improve student achievement by defining their goals for the students in 
their schools using a Circle Map. Doing this first individually, the team was then asked 
to Frame their responses by identifying the experiences, beliefs, people, external 
forces, etc. that influenced the ideas they had included in their Circle Maps. As shown 
below, their individual responses were combined into one Map to be shared and dis
cussed. 

"The starting point for what's worth fighting for is not system change, not change 
in others around us, but change in ourselves." 

Michael Fullan 
What's Worth Fighting for in the Principalship 

Figure 2-2 

36 
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inspired me to 
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(Data) 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Circle Map for Defining in Context 

Thinking Process 
Defining in Context is the process of becoming aware of and defining some "thing" in 
context by representing it using signs, symbols or drawings. 

Thinking Map 
The Circle Map is used for brainstorming ideas and for showing prior knowledge 
about a topic by providing context information. In the center circle use words, numbers, 
pictures or any other sign or symbol to represent the object, person or idea you are 
trying to understand and define. In the outside circle write or draw any information that 
puts this thing in context. 

Figure 2-3 

WORD/SYMBOL 

CONTEXT 

Questioning Using the Circle Map 
What do you know--or need to know--about this issue or topic? 
How have you named or represented this idea? 
How has this name helped define this idea? 
What is your prior knowledge about this idea? 
What is the context information that gives definition to this issue? 
How would you define this thing in this context? 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 39 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Circle Map for Defining in Context 

Example 

Below is an example of one school's application of the Circle Map to the topic "sources 
of stress" within the school environment as a first step toward transforming these is
sues into opportunities for growth. The guiding question for this process was, "What 
are the sources of stress in our professional lives that impact our work?" 

Figure 2-4 

40 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Circle Map for Defining in Context 
Notice that the Frame includes experiences and information from the staff showing the 
various ways their thoughts were formed. In this particular interaction, the Frame 
helped staff members to reflect on how these different experiences contributed to each 
person's perception of the problem. Such understanding is essential before groups can 
successfully move on to identifying possible action steps to address the issue. 

Discussion 
Though one does not need to begin an investigation with this tool, the Circle Map is an 
effective tool for brainstorming ideas about a topic. After generating ideas people begin 
to see connection within the Map or identify ideas about which they are curious to learn 
more. When followed by the use of other Thinking Maps for organizing information in 
different ways, the Circle Map may lead the way for problem-solving processes and 
producing carefully considered outcomes. 

The Circle Map and Frame can also provide an in-the-moment assessment of an or
ganization's current status and thinking about an issue. It can also be used during the 
long process of implementing a solution.- This tool can become a quick, reflective "dip 
stick" to gauge what and how colleagues are thinking about a process. Some leaders 
have used the Circle Map as a "before" and naftern assessment, comparing two Circle 
Maps from different phases of a process. 

Student Examples 
The Circle Map and Frame of Reference can be used effectively by students for defin
ing in context. In the elementary example on the following page, notice how the Circle 
Map and Frame are used by students in a class to identify prior knowledge and 
sources of information about rocks. The process of using the Circle Map and Frame 
activated the students' thinking and curiosity about this topic. It also provided the 
teacher with an in-the-moment assessment of the students' current level of knowledge 
and understanding. This information was invaluable to the teacher as he made key in
structional decisions for individual students and the entire group. To learn more about 
this particular student application and to see how it was linked to other maps, see Stu
dent Successes with Thinking Maps (Corwin Press, 2004 ), Chapter 1. 

In the second example, a group of high school students used the Circle Map to gener
ate questions they were interested in pursuing in order to build a deeper understanding 
of the election process in this country. The students then used the Frame of Reference 
to identify resources they could use to access this information. Looking at each of their 
questions, what thinking processes are being prompted and which map(s) could facili
tate their further investigation into this topic? Refer to page 33 to assist you in this task. 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 41 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Circle Map for Defining in Context 

Figure 2-5 

42 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

( Bubble Map for Describing Qualities 

~· 

Thinking Process 
The process of describing is based on the use of words that identify qualities: charac
ter traits, emotional responses and other descriptors that reveal a more distinct repre
sentation of a problem, idea or person. 

Thinking Map 
The Bubble Map is used for describing through the use of adjectives and adjective 
phrases. Unlike the Circle Map that is used for brainstorming, the Bubble Map is a tool 
for specifically identifying qualities and characteristics and for refining the use of de
scriptive words. In the center circle, write the word or thing being "described." In the 
outside ububbles," write in adjectives and/or adjective phrases to describe something. 

Figure 2-5 

TOPIC BEING DESCRIBED 

Questioning Using the Bubble Map 
What adjectives or adjective phrases describe this idea or topic? If you can think of 
only nouns for this idea, ask yourself these questions: 

• What adjective would add to the description of this topic? 
• Using some scale for comparison, what are the logical qualities (e.g., novice, 

challenging, complex)? 
• Using your emotional/aesthetic sensitivities, what qualities are feeling-based 

(e.g., exciting, frustrating, inspiring)? 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 45 

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp



www.thinkingschoolsethiopia.com • www.thinkingmaps.com • www.thinkingfoundation.org 21

Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Bubble Map for Describing Qualities 
Example 

The Bubble Map explicitly surfaces the descriptors--attributes or qualities--of objects, 
people, ideas, etc. This is not a web or simple semantic map. In this example it was 
important for this group to ask the following "Frame" questions: "Who are the stake
holders? To whom is this important? Why?" Notice the rich use of adjectives. 

Figure 2-8 

Beginning teacher 

students 

Parents 

staff 

46 

Administrator 

Experienced 
teacher 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

Bubble Map for Describing Qualities 
The descriptors developed by framing questions supported colleagues in thinking 
much more deeply about their logical and emotional perceptions of the situation. Using 
the Frame asks each person to reflect on what they drew upon for each quality of the 
school's climate that they described. This metacognitive use of the Frame facilitates 
critical thinking and perspective taking. It assists group members in articulating their 
reasoning and in appreciating the context of each other's point of view and thinking. 

Discussion 
The process of describing is closely linked to how we value and evaluate ideas and 
processes. By using descriptive words (adjectives and adjective phrases) we tap into 
our experiences on a fundamental level and open doors to further inquiry. In the previ
ous example, we may ask, "What is a healthy school climate?" In order to answer this 
question we must first consider it from the point of view of the stakeholders and identify 
the qualities (characteristics, attributes, properties) valued by each constituent group. 
From these descriptions, a shared vision of what we want a school to look, sound and 
feel like can be created and serve as a tool for evaluating the school's practices and 
guiding its decision making. 

Student Examples 
In the elementary example on the following page, the Bubble Map is used by a kinder
garten student to articulate her descriptions of the sun. Notice that the adjectives and 
drawings being used are closely associated with her senses to identify key properties 
of the sun. With this information, the teacher has the opportunity to build upon the stu
dent's knowledge of the sun and help her develop richer vocabulary to express her 
ideas. 

The secondary example shows the use of a Bubble Map by a high school student to 
describe the character traits of Medea, as inferred from the story and as used directly 
by the author. In this instance, the teacher could ask the student to use the Frame of 
Reference to note the specific pages and passages that support the use of these ad
jectives to describe Medea. As a follow-up to this activity, the student could be asked 
to use a Multi-Flow Map to show the factors that contributed to the development of 
these traits (causes) and the effe.cts of any or all of these traits on the other characters 
and events in the story. 

Notice that although the level of sophistication in the language and application of the 
Bubble Map is quite different in these two examples, the thinking process is the same: 
describing characteristics, properties and traits using adjectives and adjective phrases. 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Bubble Map for Describing Qualities 

Figure 2-9 

Sun 

Figure 2-10 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Double Bubble Map for Comparing and Contrasting 

Thinking Process 
An extension of ~~describing" one thing is the process of comparing and contrasting 
things according to similar and different qualities. 

Thinking Map 
The Double Bubble Map is a tool for comparing and contrasting things. In the large cir
cles, write the words for the two things being investigated. In the middle "bubbles," use 
words and phrases that show similarity between the two things. In the outside bubbles, 
as connected respectively to the two things, write the words that identify their different 
qualities. 

Questioning Using the Double Bubble Map 
What are the similarities and differences between these two issues, solutions and 
ideas? 
Based on your purpose, what are the corresponding, relevant qualities to compare and 
contrast about these two events? What are the most important qualities that are similar 
and different about these two ideas or people? 

Figure 2-11 

UNIQUE 

QUALITIES 

50 

.. /, .... / 

COMMON 
QUALITIES 

Note: Because the 
thinking process 
is comparing and 
contrasting, it is not 
necessary to use only 
adjectives. 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp



www.thinkingschoolsethiopia.com • www.thinkingmaps.com • www.thinkingfoundation.org 25

Section 2: Learning a New Language 

Double Bubble Map for Comparing and Contrasting 
Example 
Drawing on the work of Michael Fullan and others, a school began a conversation 
about the concept of being a Professional Community and the implications that had for 
promoting student success and managing change. To help them more fully appreciate 
the value of this concept, the staff used a Double Bubble Map to compare professional 
communities of teachers to those situations where teachers work autonomously. 

Questions such as "How are we more like one than the other?" and "What do we need 
from each other in order to develop as a professional community?" enabled the staff to 
use the Double Bubble Map as a reflective tool to facilitate critical thinking, group 
learning and systemic change. 

Figure 2-12 

STUDENT 
SUCCESS 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Double Bubble Map for Comparing and Contrasting 
In this example, the Frame was used to maintain a focus on the core of the school's 
mission-to promote student success. In addition, the principal and staff were inter
ested in becoming more adept in managing change. This was included in the Frame so 
that the qualities could be discussed in relation to these two primary concerns. "How 
does being a professional community of teachers enable us to more effectively pro
mote student success?" was one of the guiding questions used for this conversation. 

Discussion 
The process of formal evaluation depends upon establishing key attributes or qualities 
as criteria for valuing things and making decisions. The Bubble Map and Double Bub
ble Map support the identification of criteria. Deciding what to include in the Map is an 
essential part of developing personal and group insight into what is considered valu
able and important by all participants. The Frame guides people to clarify the frame(s) 
of reference that a person or organization is using for evaluating and judging the attrib
utes. 

Student Examples 
The process of comparing and contrasting is fundamental to how students make 
meaningful connections and formulate reasoned opinions about ideas, issues and top
ics. The story Stellaluna and the use of the Double Bubble Map shown on the next 
page shows how younger students may develop their understanding of the similarities 1 
and differences between birds and bats while also engaging with the various elements 
of the story. This example, taken from the Thinking Maps resource book, Show Your 
Thinking, is one of several Thinking Maps students can use to deepen their under-
standing of a variety of concepts in this particular story. 

As students advance into the secondary level, the amount and complexity of informa
tion they must process dramatically increases. Students are aided in this challenge by 
using multiple Thinking Maps to visually represent the thinking processes and patterns 
of the content found in the texts they are reading. Doing this effectively and efficiently 
greatly influences both their memory of information and the understanding of the con
cepts. The secondary example is an application of the Double Bubble Map to compar
ing systems in the body. This student work, completed and saved as notes on Thinking 
Maps Software, was one of nearly 30 other Thinking Maps developed by just one stu
dent over a semester to synthesize information contained across all of the chapters of 
her high school biology test. 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

Double Bubble Map for Comparing and Contrasting 
Figure 2-13 

Figure 2-14 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Tree Map for Classifying and Grouping Ideas 
Thinking Process 
Classifying is the process of sorting things into categories 
or groups and creating new categories, often according to 
common qualities. 

Thinking Map 
The Tree Map is used for classifying things and ideas. On the top line 
write the category name, on the second level of lines write the subcate
gories, and below each subcategory write the specific members. 

Figure 2-15 

CATEGORY NAME .................................................... ·,.--·····_·····_······_·· ----+-------, 

SUB-

CA TEGORJEs····································- ...... 

MEMBERS :::::::::::::::::::::=::~:~:~~-----

Questioning Using the Tree Map 
What name would we give to this group of ideas? 
How could this information be categorized? 
What other kinds of information go into these categories? 
What are the subcategories or subgroups in this information? 
What are the specific details ? 
Is there information that would be included within multiple categories? 
What is your point of view (use the Frame) for seeing the category structure in this 
way? 
Is there another way to classify this information? 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Tree Map for Classifying and Grouping Ideas 
Example 
In this example, members of a school's Parent Involvement Council identified key top
ics of interest and used the Tree Map to organize them into categories. Use of the Tree 
Map helped parents define the areas of greatest importance to them and enabled them 
to make meaningful connections with each other. The Tree Map assisted the group in 
planning programs and identifying additional topics in these categories for future dis
cussions. If necessary, the Tree Map could easily be expanded to include new catego
ries as they developed. 

Figure 2-16 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

( Tree Map for Classifying and Grouping Ideas 

r 

The Frame around the Tree Map helped the group appreciate the multiple contexts 
and experiences that people brought to this discussion. The different family structures 
represented in the group added breadth and depth to each person's understanding of 
the topics under consideration. 

Discussion 
Classifying and grouping ideas into a Tree Map is an individual or group decision
making process with no inherent right or wrong way to do it. While all ideas, objects, 
etc. have attributes, they are not always evident to everyone nor are the same ones 
equally important to different people. The Frame around the Tree Map challenges us 
to ask the question: Why did you (I) classify things in this way? Such questions facili
tate creative and analytical thinking and contribute to the Tree Map's dynamic quality. 
The use of the Tree Map can be expanded and deepen the way we view things. We 
are able to see connections within categories and across them, as well. 

Student Examples 
The use of the Tree Map provides students with an opportunity to visually categorize 
information. At the same time, it challenges students to make conscious decisions 
about what information should be grouped together, the name to be given these cate
gories, and the justification for their choices. Depending on the Frame of Reference 
being used, the content of the categories and the categories themselves may vary. 

In the elementary example, (see Thinking Maps resource, Map Your Thinking, for this 
and other examples), the Tree Map was used by a class to generate additional action 
words associated with a lead word in each category. The students were engaged in 
discussion about when the use of each would be most appropriate. As a follow-up ac
tivity, the teacher asked groups of students to take a category of words and use a Flow 
Map to place them in order of intensity. 

As shown in the secondary example of the Tree Map, in preparation for a report about 
Frederick Douglass, a student chose to narrow her focus to a particular aspect of 
Douglass' life. The Tree Map was used by the student to prioritize and organize details 
about each category as the student researched Douglass' life. These details were fur
ther developed into a piece of expository writing by using a Flow Map to sequence the 
paragraphs of the report. The final written report on Douglass included an attached 
Bubble Map describing his character traits, the Tree Map as shown, and the Flow Map 
showing the sequence of ideas. 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Tree Map for Classifying and Grouping Ideas 
Figure 2-17 

Figure 2-18 

58 

Obstacles he 
had to 

overcome 

Slaverv 

Never seeing his 
Mom when he was 

little 

Never knowing his 
~ 

Being beaten and 
whipped 

Having a law that 
makes him not able 
to learn to read and 
~ 

Not having enough 
clothes to wear or 

enough food 

Being hunted by the 
slave catchers after 

he escaped 

Frederick 
Douglass' Life 

I 

Major 
Accomplishments 

Escape to freedom 

Learned to read and 
~ 

Wrote articles and 
~ 

American consul to 
Haiti 

Things that 
Frederick did 
to end slavery 

Made speeches 

wrote books 

helped people to 
fight against the 
south in the Civil 
~ 

Talked to people 

.r~ 

Thinking Maps, Inc. © 2006 All Rights Reserved 

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp



www.thinkingschoolsethiopia.com • www.thinkingmaps.com • www.thinkingfoundation.org 32

Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Brace Map for Whole-Part Relationships 
Thinking Process 

The common terms used to define spatial relationships are "whole to part" and/or "part
whole" reasoning. Whole- to-part reasoning is the process of identifying the relation
ship between a whole physical object and its parts. 

Thinking Map 
The Brace Map is used to analyze physical objects. On the line to the left, write the 
name of the whole object. On the lines within the first brace to the right, write the ma
jor parts of the object, then follow within the next set of braces with the subparts of 
each major part. 

Figure 2-19 

.•....... · .... ···· 

WHOLE OBJECT_ ... ····· 

MAJOR PARTS SUBPARTS 

Note: The Brace Map is used for analyzing functional, physical 
relationships. Here are some examples: a safety study of a play
ground design, the analysis of the layout of a school building, an 
equipment inventory by location in the rooms throughout a 
school, and the evaluation of a building 

Questioning Using the Brace Map 
What is the name of the whole object? 
What are the major physical parts of the object? 
What are the subparts of each major part (if any)? 
How did you decide what were the major parts and what were the subparts? What is 
this object a part of? 
Is there any other way to see the part-whole relationships of this object? -~ 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r' Brace Map for Whole-Part Relationships 

Example 

As shown below, a school principal and custodial staff used a Brace Map to define the 
major parts and subparts of the school's physical plant. Identifying the components of 
the building in this way enabled them to develop a comprehensive daily, weekly, and 
annual maintenance program for their facility. 

Figure 2-20 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Brace Map for Whole-Part Relationships 
Notice the difference between the Brace Map example on the last page and the Tree 
Map example on the previous pages. These Maps are based on fundamentally differ
ent thinking processes. The Brace Map is used for identifying the concrete part-whole 
physical relationships of an object. The Tree Map is used for abstract categorization of 
groups of things. 

Discussion 
Using the Frame with the Brace Map asks us to go beyond the simple representation 
of the physical relationships of the component parts of an object. We become inter
ested in the purpose of analyzing these relationships. How we conceptualize these 
parts and the implications this has for actions is greatly influenced by the point of view 
we hold. Including multiple perspectives in the Frame reminds us in a powerful way 
that concrete objects and the relationships of their component parts exist in the world 
in a dynamic form. 

Student Example 
The Brace Map can be used by students to illustrate the physical relationships of 
whole-to-parts (or parts-to-whole) of an object. This can provide the basis for further 
analysis, enabling students to develop more precise comparisons to other objects and 
to understand how the object may be affected if any of its parts are damaged or 
changed. 

The first example shows a kindergarten student's understanding of the structure of a 
flower. From this Brace Map, the teacher has many opportunities to probe and extend 
this student's understanding by asking him, for example, about the function of the dif
ferent parts, the relationship of these parts to those of other organisms (such as the 
ecosystem of a garden), and the impact of the whole world should any of these parts 
be damaged. 

In the secondary example, at a far more advanced level, but still employing the same 
thinking process, a high school student used Thinking Maps Software to develop a 
Brace Map for analyzing the physical structure of a muscle. In both examples, the stu
dents are gathering information from objects and texts, representing the anatomical 
relationships visually, and then using this as a basis for further analysis and developing 
deeper insights. 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

Brace Map for Whole-Part Relationships 

Figure 2-21 

Figure 2-22 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Flow Map for Sequencing and Ordering 

Thinking Process 
Sequencing is the process of identifying the relationships between stages and sub
stages of an event (or order of numbers, operations, steps, etc.). 

Thinking Map 
The Flow Map is used for sequencing and ordering information. In the outside rec
tangle write the name for the event, or sequence. In the larger rectangles-flowing from 
left to right-write in the major stages of the event. In the smaller rectangles below, 
write in the substages of each major stage. 

Figure 2-23 

·······•······· 

STAGE··································· 
H ··········•········· ~------~~~--------~ 

EVENT····-··········__.-····.---

OD .....__,I ~ 

Questioning Using the Flow Map 
What is the name of the entire event or sequence? 
What are the stages of each event or phase? 
What are the substages of the event? 

I I 
I 

~ 

Is there another way to understand the relationships between the stages and sub
stages? 
What larger events might come before or after the event you are investigating? 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Flow Map for Sequencing and Ordering 
Example 

This Flow Map was developed by a student and a principal to reconstruct the se
quence of events that led the student to be sent to the office. The process of working 
together on the Flow Map helped to diffuse a potentially contentious situation by con
necting the student and principal to a common purpose. Guided by the questions, the 
student was able to give visual and verbal form to his experience, validating it and al
lowing it to be reflected upon. 

Figure 2-24 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Flow Map for Sequencing and Ordering 
By including the student's feelings in the Frame, the principal was able to coach the 
student on a deeper level. The student could easily identify what he might have done 
differently in the situation. What was more important to the principal, however, was to 
help the student identify the feelings that governed his behavior so that he would learn 
to successfully mediate those feelings in situations in which they could arise. 

Discussion 
The sequencing of events is like the telling of a story, real or imagined. In the process 
of doing so we identify the important stages and substages, the ones actually experi
enced or those anticipated. As a result, we are better able to see patterns, identify 
critical events and look beyond the surface of what happens. With foresight or hind
sight, the Flow Map enables us to monitor the unfolding of a plan, forecast its impact, 
make adjustments as necessary and examine the implications of how events actually 
developed. 

Student Examples 
The elementary student application demonstrates the use of a Flow Map for showing 
the sequence of steps used to determine the solution to a math problem. Notice how 
the Flow Map provides the teacher with an immediate assessment window into the stu
dent's thinking and reveals the degree to which the student has understood the prob
lem, identified the important information, and applied appropriate mathematical strate
gies to arrive at a solution. Such a rendering by the student allows both the teacher 
and student to see and correct any misconceptions and highlight novel and efficient 
strategies for solving the problem. For a complete representation of all the maps linking 
this particular application to math problem-solving, see the Thinking Maps resource, 
Map Your Thinking. 

Whether recounting the major events of a historical period, retelling the events of a 
story, or representing the steps in a process, students are always deciding which de
tails to include as major events and which to include as sub-stages or incidental infor
mation. In the secondary example on the next page, the student created a Flow Map of 
the major events of World War II. To extend this learning activity, the students could be 
asked to create an analogy (using a Bridge Map) between each major stage of the war 
and other wars the students have studied. 

Thinking Maps, Inc.© 2006 All Rights Reserved 67 

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp

robertprice
New Stamp



www.thinkingschoolsethiopia.com • www.thinkingmaps.com • www.thinkingfoundation.org 39

Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Flow Map for Sequencing and Ordering 

Figure 2-25 
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Figure 2-26 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Multi-Flow Map for Cause-Effect Relationships 

Thinking Process 
The process of sequencing is extended by identifying the interrelated causes and ef
fects of events. 

Thinking Map 
The Multi-Flow Map is used for showing and analyzing cause and effect relation
ships. In the center rectangle, write in an important event that occurred. On the left 
side of the event, write in the causes of the event, and on the right side, write in the ef
fects of the event. As you identify more causes and effects, add them to the Map. If 
you are studying a system, you will find that there are effects in the system that, in 
turn, influence initial causes. This circular cause and effect relationship is called a 
feedback loop. 

Figure 2-27 

!···············~ 
········•····•···· 

Event 
I 
I . . . . . 

······-··-·-· I I 
I I 
I I 

I : . . 
I 
I . . ...... , ..... 

. . .................................. r-········-····················· .. ············-················· .. --.. -· ..................... 1 ................................ . 
Causes 

Questioning Using the Multi-Flow Map 
What are the causes and effects of this event? 

Effects 

Which relationships do you see between the causes and effects? 
Which of the causes and effects are most important? 
What are the feedback influences on this system? 
What are the short- and long-term effects that you might predict will happen? 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Multi-Flow Map for Cause-Effect Relationships 
Example 

Here is an example of a Multi-Flow Map developed by a group of teachers who were 
considering significant changes in how they organized their school. In response to the 
compelling needs of their students and their own desire to work with students in a 
deeper way, these teachers used a Multi-Flow Map to identify the potential effects on 
their work of staying with the same students for two years. 

Figure 2-28 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Multi-Flow Map for Cause-Effect Relationships 
Notice that each of the predicted outcomes of this event, looping, could in turn be 
viewed as an event itself and analyzed further in a similar way. The Frame asks peo
ple to consider this information from multiple points of view-student, parent, teacher. 
The Frame could also be used to include the desired outcome, which is influencing 
how people are thinking about these causes and effects. 

Discussion 
The Multi-Flow Map is a key tool for analyzing past and current events and for predict
ing and analyzing outcomes, positive or negative, when considering possible solutions 
to a problem. The ability to anticipate and analyze unintended, as well as expected, 
consequences of particular actions or behaviors is a critical component of successful 
change processes. The Multi-Flow Map makes it possible to convey the underlying 
complexity of dynamic systems and brings to light the pitfalls and possibilities that exist 
within them. 

Student Examples 
In the elementary example of the Multi-Flow Map, notice how the causes and effects of 
"Hurricane Emily" contain information that is specific to this event and drawn from the 
prior knowledge of the student. The addition of the Frame of Reference to this map 
would help the reader and the teacher identify the sources the student used to gener-
ate this information. The student's responses could be further expanded by asking the "1 
student to use the Frame of Reference of someone living in the center of the storm, or 
from the perspective of someone in a rural area, or someone living alone. In this way, 
the student is challenged to draw upon additional background knowledge, make infer-
ences, and consider effects that are both observable and unseen. 

The secondary example demonstrates the use of the Multi-Flow Map to understand the 
causes and effects of historical developments by identifying important ideas from the 
text. Whether using fiction or non-fiction, successful readers often need to comprehend 
with a purpose in mind. In this instance, the reader recognized the text structure and 
thinking pattern of cause and effect in the text and then selected the appropriate Think
ing Map to record the key information. 

In both examples, notice that there is not necessarily a one-to-one correspondence be
tween the causes and effects. Often multiple causes blend to create effects, and in 
turn create a "ripple effect," leading students and teachers to extend the Multi-Flow 
Map beyond immediate to long-term effects. 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r'· Multi-Flow Map for Cause-Effect Relationships 
Figure 2-29 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Bridge Map for Seeing Analogies 

Thinking Process 
Seeing analogies is the process of identifying similarities between relationships. 

Thinking Map 
The Bridge Map gives people a tool for applying the process of seeing analogies. On 
the line to the far left, write in the relating factor. The relating factor is the similar 
phrase that fits both sides of an analogy. On the top and bottom of the left side of the 
bridge, write in the first pair of things that have this relationship. On the right side of the 
bridge, write in the second pair of things that have the same relationship. The line of 
the bridge represents the relating factor that is "bridged over" from one side of the 
analogy to the other. As a check for understanding, write the analogy as a complete 
sentence. 

Figure 2-31 

.. ··•··•·•····•··· 
------~/-----J~~~~----------

.... 
·.·.··.·.·.··.<.······· .: ... ;·_ ....... 

RELATING FACTOR FIRST PAIR SECOND PAIR 

Questioning Using the Bridge Map 
What is the similar relationship (relating factor) between these two pairs? 
Because not all analogous relationships are exactly the same, how are the bridged 
pairs similar and different? 
What other pairs of relationships have the same relating factor? 
Are the two relationships from within the same content area, or from different fields of 
study? 
From whose frame of reference was this analogy created? 
Does this affect the meaning of the analogy? 
In what ways is this analogy a foundation for a guiding metaphor? 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r· Bridge Map for Seeing Analogies 
Example 

r 

For one school's faculty members, the connection between a strong classroom climate 
and thoughtful student behavior was an effective way to begin to think about the rela
tionship between their own behaviors and the climate of the school in general. Wanting 
to extend their thinking further, they then used the connection between a harmonious 
ecosystem and thriving plant and animal life to more deeply probe and understand the 
dynamics within their own school community. The Bridge Map shown below portrays 
how the faculty members used the different relationships to promote and deepen their 
discussion about qualities of a school's climate necessary to support their own 
thoughtful behavior. 

Figure 2-32 

School as 
Success Educational 

a Home 
for all Leadership 

for the 
Students 

Mind Strong Strong 

Harmonious School Classroom 
Support(s) Ecosystems A Climate ~ Climate 

Relating Factor Thriving Plant Thoughtful Thoughtful 
and Teacher Student 

Animal Life Behavior Behavior 

How does a strong school climate support thoughtful teacher behavior? How are 
school climates and classroom climates related? How are they the same? Different? 
How is a school like an ecosystem? What are the key elements of a strong school cli
mate? In what ways are they the same or different from those necessary to sustain a 
harmonious ecosystem? 

Each of these questions has the potential to lead the faculty members to greater in
sight into their internal dynamics and guide them in pursuing constructive changes to 
make the school climate meet their desired goals. 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Bridge Map for Seeing Analogies 
To deepen their consideration of this topic, the faculty members included Art Costa's 
concept of the school as a "home for the mind" in the Frame. Together with success for 
all students, educational leadership and the role of the school board, these four frames 
of reference helped the faculty to generate questions that would ground their thinking 
in what was most important to them. By discussing how a school can be a "home for 
the mind" for both teachers and students, the faculty was able to more clearly under
stand and articulate the relationship between school and classroom climate and stu
dents' success. Additionally, the faculty was asked to develop other relationships from 
different contexts to challenge the conventions of their thinking and expand the 
boundaries of what's possible for their school community. 

Discussion 
Analogies and metaphors often inspire the creation of meaning in ways that ordinary 
language cannot. By bridging a concept from one context to another, sometimes famil
iar and sometimes foreign or even playful thinking can be unlocked and ways of seeing 
expanded. The Bridge Map is not only an effective tool for surfacing these metaphors, 
but in doing so it becomes a guide for our decision making and actions, as well. 

Student Examples 
The use of the Bridge Map in the elementary student example highlights its effective-
ness in drawing attention to and reinforcing the relationships and patterns that are the ~ 
foundation of much of mathematics. Notice that the relating factor, is the same amount 
as, is the essential element for creating and understanding analogies. Imagine the 
teacher introducing the appropriate mathematical term "Commutative Property" as the 
students demonstrated their understanding of it through the use of the Bridge Map. As 
a challenge to their understanding, the teacher could then ask the students to continue 
the Bridge Map, this time identifying pairs that share the underlying principal of the 
Commutative Property, but found outside of mathematics. 

In the secondary student example, the Bridge Map was used by students to identify 
ways Shakespeare symbolically represented character traits and foreshadowed ac
tions by the characters. In each of the Bridge Maps shown in this example, students 
could continue to analyze other characters in the story or include similar connections 
with characters from other stories or people from real life. 

ln each of the two examples, the Bridge Map heightens the students' attention to de
tails, as well as the literal and figurative meanings they possess. 
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Section 2: Learning a New Language 

r Bridge Map for Seeing Analogies 

Figure 2-33 

"Ret.lm.j 'Fu-t.: .U ...._ a-.e -..ud" 

C. X 2. Ia 'the aAM.e a~NIIIIr M 2.X' just liM . 
s• s is -tt... .. .,. •"'.....,. • sxS'J J.,.,.. mw. 
Lfxz. ts the - ... ...,. aS axtf. 

Figure 2-34 

Were a sign of 
anger for Fiery eyes Pale cheeks A ? 

--------~~~--------~~~~--------
Relating factor 

Was a tragic 
flaw of 

Relating Factor 

Cicero · Calpurnia ? 

Ego A Gullibility A ? 
--------~~~~--------~~~~--------

Caesar Brutus ? 
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r 
Section 3: Communicating with a New Language 

Essential Questions for Problem Solving with Thinking Maps 

How would you define Q How would you 1 1 
CIRCLE MAP @ TREE MAP 

this problem? group the information ---r- -.
about this problem? 

BUBBLE MAP 
How could we describe 
this problem? 

FLOW MAP 
What is the 
sequence of 
events or steps taken? 

DOUBLE BUBBLE MAP 
How does this 
problem compare 
with others? 

MULTI-FLOW MAP 
What are the ~ 
causes and effects ~ 
of this problem? 

BRACE MAP -t BRIDGE MAP ~'-----
What is the whole object __ {_{_ Is there an 
and what are the parts? analogy or metaphor? 

Frame Questions: What beliefs, assumptions, values, experiences, etc., are influenc
ing our thinking? How would others view this problem? 
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Section 3: Communicating with a New Language 

Problem-Solving with Thinking Maps 
STAGES IN THE PROCESS 

1. Define Problem 

Avoiding "premature claritl is a 
critical element in any successful 
problem-solving process. Taking 
time to surface the purpose, create 
the context and represent the multi
ple frames of reference is essential 
to defining the problem. 

2. Collect, Organize and 
Analyze Data 

Once the required data is deter
mined, collected and organized, it 
needs to be analyzed and dis
cussed to identify root causes and 
develop shared understandings. 
Question posing is a key aspect of 
this stage. 

3. Brainstorm and Prioritize 
Solutions/Options 

With root causes identified and the 
desired state articulated, the group 
generates solutions and begins to 
develop consensus around the pre
ferred pathways. 

QUESTIONS GUIDING INQUIRY 

• What is the context of this 
problem? (Circle Map, Frame) 
• How would we describe its 
attributes? (Bubble Map) 
• What is our desired state? 
(Multi-Flow Map) 

• How would we organize the 
data (inductive and deductive 
classification)? (Tree Map) 
• What are the root causes of 
this issue? (Multi-Flow Map) 

• What are some possible 
solutions we can brainstorm? 
(Circle Map, Frame) 
• In what priority order might we 
place these solutions? (Vertical 
Flow Map) 
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Thinking Maps: A Language for Leadership 

Problem-Solving with Thinking Maps 
STAGES IN THE PROCESS 

4. Analyze Each Option 

Anticipating the obvious and unin
tended effects of each option will 
help a group determine the best so
lution and prepare for its successful 
implementation. Forecasting and 
predicting impact will enable the 
group to maximize effort and re
sources. 

5. Choose A Solution 

Having analyzed each option the 
group is able to develop criteria for 
comparing and contrasting the possi
bilities. The previous stages and the 
Maps associated with them provide 
the group with a guide for its final 
decision making. 

6. Assessing and Sustain
ing 

The ongoing evaluation and refine
ment of the plan during implementa
tion will be supported by the Thinking 
Maps documents and the actual out
comes as compared to the desired 
state. 

108 

QUESTIONS GUIDING INQUIRY 

• What might be the implica
tions/consequences for each solution? 
(Multi-Flow Map) 

THINKING MAPS 

• How might this solution play 
out over time? (Flow Map) I H H ~ 

• What criteria will we use to 
evaluate each option? (Circle Map1 

Tree Map) 
• How are the different options 
the Same? Different? (Double Bubble 
Map) 

DO DODO 

I I 
--r -,--

• How does a review of the previous 
stages inform our thinking? (All Maps) 
• What analogy or metaphor can 
we use to understand our solution? 
(Bridge Map) 

----------------~~-----------------

• How is the current state the same 
or different from the desired state? 
(Double Bubble Map) 
• What have been the causes and 
effects of the solution? (Multi-Flow 
Map) 
• What is this initiative1S 
history? (Flow Map) 

I H H ~ 

DODOD+D 
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flow map

circle map tree map

brace mapmulti-flow map

bubble map

bridge map
relating factor_____

double bubble map

defining in context

classification

attributes

analogies
sequence

whole / part

compare & contrast

cause & effect
frame of reference
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Five Levels of Thinking Maps® Implementation 

 

  
1 

Introducing the Knowledge 
Base 

 
 

2 
Teaching the Skills and Maps 

 

3 
Horizontal Transfer Across 

Disciplines 

 

4 
Vertical 

Integration 

 

5 
Executive Control and 

Assessment 
 
 
 
 
 

STUDENT 

 
 
 
 
● Is aware of the impending 
implementation 

 
 
● Correctly applies and constructs all 8 
maps with support 
 

● Recognizes maps as teacher applies 
them in new situations 
 

● Identifies appropriate TM in response 
to prompt or question 

 
 
● Uses thinking process vocabulary 
 

● Accurate and independent selection of 
TM for communicating thoughts and 
ideas in all subject areas 
 

● Applies multiple maps to analyze and 
comprehend information for learning 

 

 
● Uses TM in collaborative group work to 
expand, revise, and synthesize ideas 
 

● Collaborative problem-solving 
 

● Applies TM to homework, projects, 
etc., for a variety of purposes and 
through a variety of technologies, 
including TM software 

 
 

● Fluid, independent use of language of 
TM across disciplines 
 

● Uses TM for metacognition, self-
reflection, and assessment 
 

● Self-selected artifacts for student 
portfolio of Thinking Maps 
 

● Novel applications beyond academic 
areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TEACHER 

 
 
 

● Has attended Day 1 TM training 
 

● Established a plan for systematically 
introducing TM 
 

● Has met with colleagues (grade level, 
content area) to review plans for 
implementation 
 

● Discussed with students the plan for 
implementation 

 
 
 
 
 
● Explicitly introduces and reinforces all 
8 maps 
 

● Models and applies multiple maps to 
demonstrate and introduce content and 
concepts 

 
 
 
● Uses TM to guide questioning and 
responses 
 

● Encourages and models thinking 
process vocabulary for transfer across 
disciplines 
 

● Explicitly scaffolds map(s) for 
improvement of students’ thinking 
abilities 

 
● Uses TM in collaborative work for 
instruction and assessment 
 

● Collaborative problem-solving and 
curriculum planning 
 

● Uses TM in and for curriculum 
planning, cooperative learning, and 
assessment through a variety of 
technologies, including TM software 
 

● Embeds Thinking Maps in other 
instructional strategies, structures, and 
initiatives 

 
 
● Fluid use of map(s) in instruction and 
assessment 
 

● Uses TM for metacognition, self-
reflection, and assessment 
 

● Self-selected collection and 
documentation of Thinking Maps 
integration 
 

● Novel application to instructional 
opportunities beyond academic areas 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ADMINISTRATOR 

 
 
 
 
● Has a clearly developed plan to 
support TM implementation 
 

● Uses TM for basic agendas or to 
display data such as agendas, roles (if 
leadership training has preceded TM 
implementation) 

 
 
 
 
 
● Uses TM to plan and facilitate small 
and whole group meetings 
 

● Models multiple maps to introduce and 
generate information about topics or 
issues 

 
 
 
 
● Uses TM for coaching and supervision 
 

● Uses TM for long-term planning and 
school improvement 
 

● Encourages and models thinking 
process vocabulary for transfer across 
the learning organization 

 
● Uses TM in collaborative work for 
instruction and assessment 
 

● Collaborative problem-solving and 
curriculum planning 
 

● Uses TM in and for curriculum 
planning, cooperative learning, and 
assessment through a variety of 
technologies, including TM software 
 

● Embeds Thinking Maps in other 
instructional strategies, structures, and 
initiatives 

 
 
● Fluid use of maps in collaborative 
problem-solving, coaching, and 
supervision, etc. 
 

● Uses TM for metacognition, self-
reflection and assessment 
 

● School-wide documentation of 
applications across grade levels and 
disciplines 
 

● Novel application to administrative 
duties 

 
 
 
 
 
 

SCHOOL 

 
 
 

● Leadership Team, including Trained 
Trainers, established to guide 
implementation 
 

● All resources and TM software, if 
acquired, are distributed to faculty 
 

● Central area established to 
share/display TM work 

 
 
 
 

● Displays evidence of student, teacher, 
and administrator applications 
 

● Parents are made aware of the 
implementation of the maps and 
opportunities are provided for them to 
become oriented to their use 

 
 
 
 

● Sharing, discussing, and collecting 
map applications and media across all 
grade levels and positions to promote 
the school-wide common language 
 

● Uses TM for school-wide data analysis 
and action planning 

 
 
 
● Uses TM in grade level department, 
parent, and volunteer meetings for 
collaborative problem-solving 
 

● Integrates TM as a tool within other 
communication frameworks through a 
variety of technologies, including TM 
software 

 
● Fluid use of maps for communication 
between all members of learning 
community, parents 
 

● TM technology used to facilitate higher 
order thinking across school 
 

● School-wide assessment of 
implementation indicating patterns of use, 
growth and next steps 
 

● Novel applications outside of school 
building (in the wider community) 

Thinking 
Maps® 
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Briefing
(deciding)
The participants are led through 
a storyboard (flow map) of the 
lesson to be observed. The person 
doing the lesson might have 
requests for the observation, and 
the observers should have a focus 
to observe.

Collegial Coaching:  Teachers Coaching Teachers
The Teachers Coaching Teachers model focuses on teachers regularly observing each other to learn, understand, and 
improve their pedagogy (teaching methods). This model works best in groups of three - one teacher demonstrating a 
lesson while two other teachers observe. The observed lessons are generally in the 15-30 minute range to provide a 
focus on particular teaching methods. The model includes a briefing, lesson and debriefing.

This model is a multi-directional process: everyone has gifts and skills to share and learn from one another. This 
differentiated process allows everyone to progress at a rate consistent with their skills. The model is an ongoing process 
for both new and experienced teachers.

Systems Model:  This model is equally effective with administrators coaching administrators; facilitators coaching 
facilitators. 

Ongoing Development:  Teachers regularly participant with the Collegial Coaching model throughout the school year.

Process

Lesson
(doing + observing)
The observing teachers take notes, 
make sketches, and/or video tape the 
lesson.

Debriefing
(reflecting)
The participating teachers including 
the person doing the lesson and all 
observers meet to discuss the lesson. 
The protocol is:
1. something positive observed
2. questions
3. taking away from the observation

Robert Seth Price www.eggplant.org



Building Community - Team Builders
Getting To Know You

Mingle
The group mingles around, casually talking to each other. As they continue mingling, you call out a name of a 
category, like pets. The players then have to find other people who have that in common with them. Other 
categories you can try are: someone with the same number of brothers and sisters as you, someone with the same 
color eyes as you, someone with one of your hobbies. Let one of the players take your place and be the leader 
who can call out the categories.

People to People
Everybody mingles around, greeting one another normally (thus the title “People to People”). You, as the leader, 
stop movement by proclaiming “elbow to elbow!” or “knee to ear!” The group must form whatever configuration 
you say by finding someone to touch elbows with or a knee to put an ear on. When you say “people to people,” 
the mingling and greeting begins again. The game becomes more creative when you announce animal configura-
tions, like “Elephant to elephant!” or “Snake to snake!” or “Alien to alien!” These can lead to “Trunk to trunk!” 
and “Tail to tail!”

In Common
Participants face the inside of the circle on their individual spots. One person (start with the teacher modeling 
several times, then each student will do it once) will state something true about themselves. An example might 
be “I have taken ballet lessons.” Then everyone who has this “In Common” with the person who stated “I have...” 
will leave their spots and trade with someone else. This is followed by another person sharing something true 
about themselves. Then everyone who has this “In Common” with the person who stated “I have...” will leave 
their spots and trade with someone else. 

I Love My Neighbor
Participants face the inside of the circle on their individual spots, except for one person, for example Jamal, who 
is “It” and stands in the middle. Jamal starts by saying “I love my neighbor who...,” finishing with a characteristic 
or description, such as, “I love my neighbor who has an older brother.” Then all the participants to whom this is 
true leave their spots and trade with someone else. Jamal then scrambles for the open spaces, and whoever is left 
without a seat is the new “It” and must begin again saying “I love my neighbor who...” Each person who is “It” is 
not allowed to repeat any of the other things previous “Its” have said.

Trust
Participants are in pairs. They will connect with hands (you could also do it with elbows, fingers, etc.). One 
person will close their eyes and the leader will keep their eyes open. They will then start walking together. It is the 
responsibility of the leader with the eyes open to lead the other person who is trusting them on a safe path while 
they are walking around. Initially do for short segments (e.g. 30 seconds), then have the pairs switch who is the leader.



Building Community - Team Builders
Pantomime Games
Participants mirror each other in silence. This exercise has the participants focusing on each 
other to mirror the actions of the person modeling the movements. Initially, and periodically 
the teacher leads the mirroring activity to model effective movements. It is very important 
to regularly have students lead the mirroring. These exercises are very effective community 
builders that build collaboration and the ability to focus. They are excellent for transitions.
Group Mirror
One person stands facing everyone in the class. They can stand anywhere in the class. It is 
important everyone has a clear view of the person leading the movement. All participants 
should stand clear of any objects or furniture. The order of modeling could be: moving arms; 
moving arms and hands; moving arms, hands, and fingers; moving arms, hands, fingers, and 
head; moving arms, hands, fingers, head, and torso; moving arms, hands, fingers, head, torso, 
and elements of the head (e.g. the eyes). The person who is the mirror leads the participants 
for approximately 30 seconds, then says freeze, with all the reflections now a stop motion 
of their movements. Then upon hearing continue they 
continue the reflection of the mirror. Group mirror is very 
effective to quickly start with the students participating 
from wherever they are in the class.
Circle Mirror
The class, including the teacher stand in a circle allowing 
room for arm movement. The teacher can initially take the 
lead as the mirror. The person who is the mirror leads the 
participants for approximately 30 seconds (one student 
can be the timekeeper), then says freeze, with all the reflections now a stop motion of their 
movements. The mirror then selects another person to become the new mirror. The reflec-
tions now imitate the motions of the new mirror. The reflections now have a full view of the 
mirror allowing additional motions beyond those listed in Group Mirror including: moving 
up and down; moving legs and feet; and whole body movement. Circle mirror is excellent 
as a collaborative community builder with equal focus upon each other. It is very effective 
when students will be changing their location in the room. The circle could be formed at the 
location of the next classroom activity.
Duet Mirror
Very similar to exercises and actions in Circle and Group Mirror. The students would stand 
up and face a partner. Everyone, including the teacher (model), pair with someone in the 
classroom. They select a mirror person in each pair. They then start until they hear the word 
freeze in approximately thirty seconds (student timekeeper). The reflection now becomes 
the mirror. If there are an odd number of people in the class, there can be one group of 
three.
Detective
Conducted similarly to Circle Mirror. One person who is chosen as the detective turns around 
(or leaves the room). A person is selected to be the mirror without the detective hearing or 
seeing the selection. The detective is invited back into the circle and/or room, where they will 
try to determine who the lead mirror is.

Building Community - Team Builders
Whole Group Focus

Machine
The objective of the game is to create an abstract machine using people as parts. One 
person begins by making a simple motion and sound. The leader selects another person 
to join the machine - this person adds another motion that works in rhythm with the first 
person. The leader continues to select people who continue making simple motions and 
sounds that work in rhythm with the machine. The leader (or a person in the group) is at the 
controls that can turn the machine off and on, or speed the machine up and slow it down. 
The leader can be specific on what the machine does or makes.

Fruit Basket
The class sits in a circle on chairs. One person stands in the middle. The participants are 
equally divided between three fruits (e.g. apple, orange, and pineapples). When one fruit is 
called by the middle person (e.g. apples), all the apples change chairs including the middle 
person. The person ‘out’ becomes the next caller. If a caller says fruit basket all participants 
have to change.

Frozen-in-Motion
The leader and participants sit on their chairs. Initially have the participants feel the floor, 
feel the chair, and feel the space they are in. This can be done with eyes open or closed. The 
participants are then directed to feel and replicate an emotion (e.g. boredom, surprise, mad, 
etc.). The leader (teacher or student) then says freeze. Everyone then freezes as a statue. The 
leader now says ‘we are now in the museum of _____.’ Everyone is then asked to focus on 
one person who remains a statue. Have the viewers focus on a particular part of the statue 
person. Elicit vocabulary to describe different body emotions of the statue person. The 
vocabulary could be recorded to use on a word wall. This is an excellent exercise leading to a 
tableau for recreating a part(s) of a story to stimulate and generate discussion. 

Group Rhythm
Form a circle and stand in a relaxed position. Everyone holds their arms out to the side in 
such a way that each person’s index finger is touching the next person’s index finger. In this 
way the whole group is connected fingertip to fingertip. The object of the exercise is for 
everyone to clap at the same time. 



Building Community - Team Builders
Focus and Concentration 1

Zoom
In a circle students orally pass the word zoom around from one person to another. The 
exercise moves rapidly to build and sustain community involvement. Extensions include 
switching directions, multiple zooms at one time, students leading zoom, use of different 
polygons to form the ‘circle’ (e.g. square), & other words to build vocabulary. Initially 
introduce with students sitting in a circle with their legs crossed, sitting up straight, and their 
hands in their laps. The students are modeled and asked to have their knees touching their 
neighbors knees to form a tight circle.

Zoom - EEK
In a circle students orally pass the word zoom around from one person to another. Introduce 
the word EEK to everyone—means stop and go the other direction. When the leader says 
EEK whoever has the zoom changes direction.

Movin’ in Rhythm
Everyone forms a circle. It is helpful to hold hands when first learning Movin’ in Rhythm. 
When in the circle everyone starts moving clockwise (or counter clockwise) together. The 
goal is to be moving like a smooth wheel going in a circle. The leader can be at the controls 
to control the speed of the wheel or turn it on and off. 

Movin’ Zoomin’
Everyone forms a circle. Movin’ Zoomin’ combines Zoom and Movin’ in Rhythm together. 
First have the group Movin’ in Rhythm, then start Zoom. When these two elements are 
successfully combined, add EEK.

In-Motion
Combines elements of mirroring and zoom that includes movement, sounds and moving 
in a circle. One person (initially the teacher) does a motion (movement and sound), then 
everyone repeats the modeled motion. Then another person in the circle does a motion 
followed by everyone repeating the modeled motion. The order could be determined from a 
caller who selects the next person or in order around the circle. In the beginning a suggested 
rule is to keep your feet on the ground and stay where you are standing.

Building Community - Team Builders
Focus and Concentration 2
Pass the Rhythm
Everyone stands in a circle. One person begins by modeling a clap (the rhythm), then turns 
to a person next to them (we’ll say to the left) and they must clap the rhythm together while 
looking at each other in the eyes. The person who just received the rhythm now turns to 
their left and does the same action with the person on their left. This continues until the 
rhythm returns to the person who began the rhythm.

Pass the Pulse
Everyone stands in a circle holding hands with their eyes closed. The leader is the generator 
of the pulse. The leader starts with passing the pulse by squeezing the hand of the 
person to their right or left. The person who just received the pulse is now the 
conductor and passes the pulse to the person on the other side by squeezing 
that person’s hand. The pulse should travel around the circle a couple of 
times, with the leader passing it just like everyone else. When this pulse 
is traveling, you can send a new pulse. Then game ends when the leader 
progressively stop all of the pulses.

Pass the Motion
The group gathers into a circle and sits facing in. To begin, everyone extends 
their hands to the center of the circle with their palms up. The leader slowly curls their 
fingers, one by one, from the left to the right. Then, the person to their right curls their 
fingers up in the same manner, and then the next person in the group, and then everyone 
continues around the circle. The motion should pass smoothly and fluidly. After the wave 
returns to the leader, you can pass another motion (perhaps uncurl the fingers) and add a 
sound. Then, you can pass any other motions, like standing up, raising your hands above 
your head, jumping, or whatever you think of. As leader, you are in control of the energy 
level. If things get a bit too energetic, you can return to the original finger rolls.

Pass the Face
Everyone stands in a circle. Starting with the leader, they make a noiseless face to the person 
next to them. The second person mirrors the face back to the first person. Then, the second 
person turns from the first person melting away the mirrored face and making a new face 
as they face the third person. The third person mirrors the face of the second person. This 
continues around the circle. As the group improves, there should be no lag time between 
each passed movement.

Pass the Object
Everyone stands in a circle. The leaders begins with a single imaginary object. You establish, 
through physically modeling, what the object is. You then pass it to the person on your left 
(or right), who then continues passing it in the same direction.



Collaborative Learning Methods
The concept of collaborative learning, the grouping and pairing of learners for the purpose of achieving 
a learning goal, has been widely researched and advocated - the term “collaborative learning” refers to an 
instruction method in which learners at various performance levels work together in small groups toward a 
common goal. The learners are responsible for one another’s learning as well as their own. Thus, the success 
of one learner helps other students to be successful. Proponents of collaborative learning claim that the 
active exchange of ideas within small groups not only increases interest among the participants but also 
promotes critical thinking.There is persuasive evidence that cooperative teams achieve at higher levels of 
thought and retain information longer than learners who work quietly as individuals. The shared learning 
gives learners an opportunity to engage in discussion, take responsibility for their own learning, and thus 
become critical thinkers.

Collaborative Learning is a relationship among learners that requires positive 
inter-dependence (a sense of sink or swim together), individual accountability 
(each of us has to contribute and learn), interpersonal skills (communication, 
trust, leadership, decision making, and conflict resolution), face-to-face 
promotive interaction, and processing (reflecting on how well the team is 
functioning and how to function even better).

Think-Pair-Share
(1) The instructor poses a question or topic, preferable one demanding analysis, evaluation, or synthesis, 
and gives students about a minute to think through an appropriate response. This “think-time” can be spent 
writing, also. (2) Students then turn to a partner and share their responses. (3) During the third step, student 
responses can be shared within a four-person learning team, within a larger group, or with an entire class 
during a follow-up discussion. The caliber of discussion is enhanced by this technique, and all students have 
an opportunity to learn by reflection and by verbalization. 

Three-Step Interview
Common as a team-building exercise, this structure can also be used also to share information such as 
hypotheses or reactions to a film or article. (1) Students form pairs; one student interviews the other. (2) 
Students switch roles. (3) The pair links with a second pair. This four-member learning team then discusses 
the information or insights gleaned from the initial paired interviews. 

Learning Teams
Members of learning teams, usually composed of four individuals, count off: 1, 2, 3, or 4. The instructor poses 
a question, usually factual in nature, but requiring some higher order thinking skills. Students discuss the 
question, making certain that every group member knows the agreed upon answer. The instructor calls a 
specific number and the team members originally designated that number during the count off respond as 
group spokespersons. Because no one knows which number the teacher will call, all team members have a 
vested interest in understanding the appropriate response. The verbalization and the peer coaching helps all 
learners become actively involved with the material.
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Collaborative Learning Methods continued
Read-Talk-Map
Read
The first step is having the students read or listen to the same selection: 
silently reading a selection to themselves; listening to a selection to the class. 
The selection can be non-fiction or fiction.

Talk
After finishing reading or listening to a selection, the students are paired 
up with an A and B designation. It is important that the paired students are 
physically facing each other during the Talk phase. The A student begins the process by sharing everything 
they know about the selection they read (or listened to) while B listens. Then they are instructed to switch 
their roles after a specified amount of time. The B student shares everything they know about the selection 
to A including anything new or what they have previously heard. It is helpful to provide a specified amount 
of time (an unusual number such as 23 seconds is very effective). A timer can be effective. It is important for 
the student sharing to keep speaking if they are the student talking. Before students are paired the teacher 
could pair with a student to model the procedure to the whole class. This provides a platform to model how 
one thinks.

Map (Draw; Perform; Write)
After completing the Talk phase, students then map (or draw or perform or write) what they have learned 
from the Read and Talk elements of the porcess. They map without looking at the text they just read or 
listened to.

Simple Jigsaw
The facilitator divides an assignment or topic into four parts with all students from each Learning Team 
volunteering to become “experts” on one of the parts. Expert Teams then work together to master their 
fourth of the material and also to discover the best way to help others learn it. All experts then reassemble in 
their home Learning Teams where they teach the other group members. 

Collaborative Visual Mapping
Using visual cognitive maps (e.g. Thinking Maps) as a collaborative tool for thinking and understanding 
concepts, ideas and frames of reference. 

Question Game
To start the question game the two participants must initially decide on a topic to question. One person 
starts with an open ended question, then the other person responds with a related open ended question. 
This continues back and forth with the two participants. Pairs can then share with small groups and/or the 
whole group.
An example is:
Topic: (e.g. object in the room) light bulb
Questioner A: How does a light bulb work?
Questioner B: Who designed the current light bulb?
Questioner A: Who invented the light bulb?
Questioner B: Why would someone invent the light bulb?
Questioner A: How can we improve the light bulb?

Sequencing in Silence
Please refer to the specific handout.
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When exploring any type of text (fiction, non-fiction, poetry) it is important to ask interpretive questions 
that build upon one another. Interpretive questions are effective both with well planned discussions and in 
spontaneous situations. Interpretive questions stimulate comprehension, oral language, and written language.

Types of Questions
Factual - A factual question has only one correct answer.

Interpretive - An interpretive question has more than one answer that can be supported with evidence from the 
text. Interpretive questions keep discussions going and require the reader to refer back to the text.

Evaluative - An evaluative question asks the reader to decide if s/he agree with the writer’s ideas or point of 
view. The answer to an evaluative question depends on the reader’s prior knowledge, experience, and opinions.

Writing Interpretive Questions
Character motivation (why a character does something). Developing 
an interpretive question to discover the reasons behind a character’s 
statements, actions, &/or thoughts. 
Interesting use of language. An interpretive question used to develop 
discussion on how the author expresses an idea or creates a description. 
Some details in the story can function as important elements in an 
interpretation. The answer cannot be simply resolved from a dictionary. 

Plot. Well written stories have plots that are interconnected with the 
various parts supporting one another. An interpretive question can help 
discover the meaning and relationships between its parts. 

Key words. To start a question include how, what, where, why, and when.

Testing the Questions
There should be genuine doubt about the answer(s) to the question. 
If a question is open to different possible answers students will be more willing to share their thoughts.

You should have genuine interest in the question. 
Students will ‘read’ your interest (or lack of) in the question and story.

The question should stimulate discussion. 
The question should create an interest in revisiting the story for evidence.

The question should be clear. 
The participants should easily understand the question.

The question should be specific. 
The question should fit the story and not generic to any story.

Interpretive Questions for Compehension
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Leading a Discussion
Here are the basic ground rules for leading a discussion:
1 - Participants must have read or heard (read aloud) the story.
2 - Discussion is focused on the selection everyone has read or heard.
3 - Opinions should be supported with evidence from the story.
4 - Leaders only ask questions – they do not answer them.
For a discussion based on interpretive questions to be successful, student interest needs to be encouraged 
and valued. 

Prepared and Spontaneous Questions
To create effective questions and questioning techniques it is very important to develop and test the 
questions prior to discussing the story with the class. To facilitate quality questions it is beneficial to take 
notes when initially reading the story. Writing Interpretive Questions provides a template of the types 
of notes to help develop quality questions. After writing questions from your notes have another person 
read the story and try the questions out on them. This will provide an opportunity to test the Testing the 
Question criteria. 

Spontaneous interpretive questions are an important part of all discussions. Experience with preparing 
questions and using interpretive questioning techniques support spontaneous questioning.

The Question Game
To start the question game the two participants must initially decide on a topic to question. One person 
starts with an open ended question, then the other person responds with a related open ended question. This 
continues back and forth with the two participants. An example is:
Topic: (e.g. object in the room) light bulb
Questioner A: How does a light bulb work?
Questioner B: Who designed the current light bulb?
Questioner A: Who invented the light bulb?
Questioner B: Why would someone invent the light bulb?
Questioner A: How can we improve the light bulb?

Resources
Junior Great Books, Great Books Society – Shared inquiry for K-12 and adults. Great for questioning skills – 
whether using their books or others the workshops are fabulous for strategies. www.greatbooks.com
No Contest, Alfie Kohn – Excellent book on collaborative learning. Houghton Mifflin.
Content Area Reading, JoAnne & Richard Vacca, Little, Brown
Mosaic of Thought – Ellin Oliver Keene & Susan Zimmerman, Heinemann



Powerful Questions
The Powerful Questions technique is used to build comprehension, inferential thinking, listening 
skills, understanding, and interest. Either an object or image are used as the focal point for questions. 
After the object or image have been revealed, the students initially observe the object or image, 
then share questions from their observations. This technique develops inquiry skills while enhancing 
observation abilities. It is important that no questions are answered during the exercise. Ultimately 
quality questions frame deeper answers and understanding. An extension is The Question Game as 
used by journalists. 
 

Object or Image
Either an object or an image work well for this exercise. When presenting an object refer to it as a 
common object (or similar generic term). This stimulates enhanced observation skills, especially 
when an object might be several different things. With an image or 
photograph, it is best to choose one that has some unknown to it (e.g. a 
half built igloo - is it being built or taken apart?). It is an excellent tool to 
use an image from a text or book that is being studied as an introduction. 
Newspapers are also an excellent source of images which becomes an 
excellent anticipatory set prior to reading the article.
 

Order of Technique
1—State you will be shown a common object (or image) which we’ll ask 
questions about. Initially they will be shown the object (or image) and quietly observe it. The students 
could closely gathered around the object, the teacher could be walking around the room, or each 
small group could have one of the objects. The students are informed we will only ask questions—
they then start presenting their questions. It is best the teacher doesn’t repeat the questions, 
instead having the students repeat their own questions so the focus is on them and they hone their 
presentation skills. They will be able to see the object or image throughout the time they are sharing 
questions. An extension is pair/share or small group sharing of questions prior to whole group 
sharing. This could also be done during the technique to further develop questions.
 

2—If the object or image is something they are studying, the questions might be recorded on poster 
paper. In higher grades two students would write the questions and in lower grades the teacher 
would write the questions. The person(s) who asked each question might also be noted next to their 
question to honor them when using the questions during a later study.
 

3—The teacher never provides answers and only occasionally asks a question themselves. They 
might ask a question to offer a new direction, different frame of reference or a deeper extension. e.g. 
about the perspective of who took the photograph or who invented/designed an object. 
 

4—Reread all the presented questions to that point several times during Powerful Questions. This 
recap honors the presented questions while stimulating ideas for deeper inquiry.
 

5—Excellent precursor to using a Panoramic Book (see handout on). Select an image or photograph 
from the Panoramic Book that provides an element of the unknown to stimulate curiosity and 
interest. Powerful Questions are also excellent used with visual mapping to see, reflect, and assess 
the thinking of the group and participants.



Depth and Complexity
The following methods are effectively used as part of the thinking 
process with visual tools and inquiry. Please reference the handouts on 
Thinking Maps, Frame of Reference (with Thinking Maps), Collaborative 
Learning, Powerful Questions and Shared Inquiry. 

Note Details
elaborate; identify attributes; note the parts; important factors

Identify The Rules
state the explicit or implicit factors that affect an area of study; the structure; the order; the 
hierarchy; the elements that set the standards

Observing Patterns
identify reoccurring elements and events; determine the order of events;  predict what comes next

Recognizing Trends
note factors that cause events to occur (social, political, economic, geographic); identify patterns of 
change over time

Identify Ethical Considerations 
determine elements that reflect bias, prejudice, discrimination; state observations and arguments in 
terms of ethics

Powerful Questions
use questions to: identify unclear ideas or missing information; discuss areas yet to be explored or 
proven; note conclusions that need further evidence or support

What is the Generalization, Principle, Theory or Big Idea
identify a rule or general statement that summarizes information or draws conclusion based on 
evidence drawn from a collection of facts or ideas

Relationships Over Time
describe relationships between past, present and future; relationships within a time period; how or 
why things changed or remained the same

Multiple Frames of Reference (Perspectives)
discuss multiple perspectives related to area of study; explore different viewpoints; reflect on 
diversity within a society

Interdisciplinary Connections
relate and integrate the area of study to include the methodology of other disciplines
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