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CHAPTER 2

Using Graphic
Organizers
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1lH ip||CONTENT OBJECTIVE:
Students organize the information they have learned in a
graphic format.
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DIFFERENTIATION APPROACH:
Vary the process students use to demonstrate knowledge
based on readiness and/or learning style.
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M
iddle school students often need help to process and

prioritize the detailed information we present in content
areas; it is our task to provide a way to make the

content manageable, organized, and easy to understand. We can

use graphic organizers—visual representations of content, concepts,

or information—to show students how we organize information

and think in our disciplines. For instance, rather than limit students’

understanding of the military impact of the Civil War with tasks

that primarily involve memorization and basic recall of names,
battle dates, and statistics, we can assign students a concept map

that helps them learn about two or three key battles that affected

the outcome of the war. This type of work ensures that students

are processing information, making sense of it, discriminating

essential from nonessential details, and effectively communicating

that information to others in a structured way.
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There are important reasons for using graphic organizers to

differentiate your instruction. First, in a visually accessible format

information becomes less cluttered and easier to work with. This

format appeals to students with strong visual-spatial and logical-

mathematical intelligences. Students with learning difficulties or
reading problems also may handle information better when it is

graphically organized; they can demonstrate their learning without

being hindered by complex writing or reading tasks.
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Second, reading, writing, and communication skills improve

when students think critically and analytically. The process of
putting information into a graphic organizer is quite different
from writing essays or answering multiple-choice questions.

Organizers help students think strategically and communicate

that thinking in writing. Using a variety of organizers in your

teaching—hierarchical, conceptual, sequential, and cyclical—
allows you to differentiate based on process.
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ur students benefit0 from using organizers

regularly during instruc¬
tion, especially as they
read textbooks, organize

their writing, and conduct
research—activities for
which the organizer serves
as a scaffold for gathering
and processing information.
We find that when we
give them well-planned
organizers at the right
level, students are more

purposeful about their
reading and research,
and they enjoy working
when the information has
an organization. Organiz¬
ers have made teaching of
content far easier for us and
learning more enjoyable for
our students!
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Any graphic organizer may be assessed for a grade using

the rubric provided in this chapter. Instead of giving a
unit test of essay questions that demand a lot of composi¬

tion time, for example, you may want to try an organizer

that targets the same material instead. If students can
successfully complete the organizer, you will know that
they have not only learned the information but have also
internalized and organized it into meaningful chunks.
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Materials

•Copies of the graphic organizer of your choice (or an
overhead transparency from which students may copy
the format). We include several in this chapter: Concept
Map (page 22), Reading Road Map (pages 23-24), and
Essay Organizer (page 25)

•Graphic Organizer Checklist (page 31)

•Graphic Organizer Rubric (page 32)
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Procedure

1. Keeping in mind the objective or standard you want your

students to demonstrate, choose the graphic organizer

that will best help them organize the information or ideas.
For example, a Concept Map will help students summarize
and organize information they have learned from lectures,
discussions, and research (see the leveled variations on
page 26). The Essay Organizer serves as a prewriting

map of ideas for an informational essay on any topic (see

examples on page 27). As you begin a unit of study, you

may choose to provide a Reading Road Map for students
to complete as they read and process a required textbook
passage (see the example on page 29).
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2. To tier or level the organizers for different readiness needs in

your class, consider what response or information would satisfy

grade-level expectations. Make sure that the on-level organizer

you shape asks this appropriately. Provide students who need

more support with a scaffolded version of the on-level organizer.

For example, you might fill in some sections or reduce the

amount of information that’s required- You might also design

a more advanced organizer for students who need a more
challenging task. (Consider tasks that require more analysis,

evaluation, and synthesis, that involve more Steps, or that deal

with more-complex information.) To see how you might make

simple adjustments to level the organizers in this chapter, see

the tiered examples of the Concept Map (page 28) and Essay

Organizer (page 30).

:

3. Using an example on the overhead projector, model how to
use the graphic organizer with the class. Be clear about your

expectations for the assignment: you want students’ best work.

To make sure students are comfortable with one organizer

before introducing another, do not introduce more than one
organizer at a time. .

:4. To scaffold instruction, have students work in small groups

or partnerships to complete an example of the organizer you

have just modeled. Circulate and assist groups as needed.

5. Assign students to complete an organizer for independent

work when you are certain that they understand the task. This

is the time to work with small groups to introduce a leveled

organizer that challenges them appropriately.

6. Before students turn in a graphic organizer, have them evaluate

the assignment. You may want to provide them with the Graphic

Organizer Checklist (or a checklist you’ve created) to target

areas to improve and revise. Or you may give students the
Graphic Organizer Rubric (or a rubric you’ve developed) before

they begin the activity. Students can use the rubric to plan for

and later refine and improve their activity.i

k
7. Score the completed organizers with the rubric. i
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B I Concluding Paragraph: (3 sentences minimum)
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Common Transitions:
One thing, Another, Whereas, Additionally, For example,

However, Obviously, On the other hand, In conclusion, In summary,Thus

Time Transition Words:

First, Next, Thereafter, During, Later, Then, Finally
n>
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g; Assignment Examples
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Concept MapI

ll
Sodal Studies: The American Revolution (tiered)

Working on a Concept Map organizer that is appropriately leveled
allows each student to demonstrate his or her understanding of a

big concept in the same reading assignment. During our study of
the Revolutionary War, I wanted my fifth graders to be aware of the
differences between the Loyalists and Patriots: why they chose the
side they did, what their beliefs were, and some famous people on
each side. 1 used only two detail boxes for students needing the most
support and added an additional subtopic for students who were
able to grasp more information.

!

y
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On-Level Assignment

Mapping the War

Revolutionary War

;
'

Patriots Loyalists

k
.!!

!:

!

--- .. . ......... -

Below-Level Assignment Above-Level Assignment

Mapping the War Mapping the War;

Revolutionary War Revolutionary War

1:;i

Patriots Loyalists Patriots Loyalists Fence Sitters

Believed Believed

5r to rtay
England

with they were
tubjerir of
King George

freedow fro*
England

(Ohr-;-/, Iÿ.IJno twer .be free

/

i
5£6
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Essay Organizer
i

Science: Informational Essay

Across the board, middle schoolers' writing tends to lack organization.

Before students complete any content-area writing, we have them use an
organizer to help them process and structure the information. These tiered
essay organizers allow science students at different readiness levels
to gather information and organize their research notes to write an

essay, in this case on fungi. As the difficulty of the organizers increases,
the advanced students are asked to use more sophisticated transitions
and supply additional information. At the same time, students aren't
concerned about having different assignments than their peers because
all the organizers are structured in the same way.

On-Level Assignment

Informational Essay

=1 I:
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Above-Level AssignmentBelow-Level Assignment

Informational Essay Informational Essay
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Concept Map: Social Studies
(American History, American Revolution assignment, page 26)

ASSIGNMENT NOTES:
Our objective was to understand the beliefs and backgrounds of key
groups in the Revolutionary War. For students working below level
and on level, it was enough to know at least two main differences
between the groups. For the advanced students, it was important
that they also knew of the "fence-sitters" and the impact they had
on the Revolution. Even in the below-level assignment shown here,
students were guided to find two key characteristics about each group.

I
:

:

i
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On-Level AssignmentI:

i
!

Mapping the War!i

I
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Revolutionary Wari

i
Patriots Loyalists

:
Who? WantedWanted Believed Believed Who?

I
fa« Atfawrrelf that the

cotatfef could
govern
thertfelver

to obe the patriots
were traiton

fealty

Governor
towwre

govern»ent

freedom fm
rule of King
George IH

George
Wa/hington

flood by the
crownThtwa/

Jefferson Thonur
RetchaSfen Franklin I

,

Below-Level Assignment Above-Level Assignment

Mapping the War Mapping the War
l

IRevolutionary War Revolutionary War

1
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Patriots Loyalists Patriots Loyalists Fence SittersI
|ssrWanted Believed Wanted Believed/

Wanted
Believed erMembers Members Members

King war
unfair

colcnie/ fhould
be free

to fiay with
England

they were
/object/ of
King George 111

Richard
Carman

freedom frow
England

Alexander
Hamilton

Ben franklin

500,000rebelled againrt wpported King
George

fought againrf
independence

s.took a wait and
ree attitude

wouldn’t fight
againrf or
for King

f'brrtifh
Tench Cow

Ben Thowpron

WilliaM Allen

jo/eph
(lowerr

ho taxer
wanted
freedom

/elf governwent
Ihit Ada«f

Phoebe
Watt/

i
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Reading Road Map: Sciencei
i

j (Earth Sciences, Oceans)

ASSIGNMENT NOTES:
This Reading Road Map organizer was designed for use in an
inclusion class. It helps students who need support to locate
important information while reading assigned content-area
material. This particular organizer helped students navigate
"Oceans," a selection from a seventh-grade science textbook,
which was challenging for many of our students. It highlights the
main points and prompts them to fill in key ideas as they read.
To prepare this organizer, we completed the Location, Speed,
and Mission columns based on the main ideas of the reading,
and structured the space appropriately to guide the type and
length of response students gave.

;

:

Reading Road MapReading Road Map
location

Composition
of Oceans
Page 523-524

Mission

Answer the following questions.

1. Describe five ways that Earth’s

oceans affect your life.

SpeedSpeed MissionLocation

(start) Answer the following questions.

6- How does oxygen get into
-Jmjrgatim, h

—ttg?-ggofagrtherize ami

-ifBiatilJnMi the atnarpW.

/
importance of

Oceans
page 522

page{s)

Stow
Down/Read

Quickly
Fill in
blanks

the oceans?

ocea»j

/ paeels] / Think
Writefood /

wineralf
__

weather

I /

fuel
Il I

\ 1
7- Ocean wste,contains\ 2 According to scientific hypothesis,

Earth's oceans formed?
Composition l
of Oceans I
Page 523-524'

\ many dissolved
salts. Chloride fOdiUM( svltoia

JWgnerÿ_<akjtÿ an
\ how were

When Earth rtartol C00L
after being for/ned, water_

•fo condenre and

stow
Down
Write

\ tasting

Origins of
Oceans
page 523

\
pagflfs)

\
rapor

__
fall ar rain quickly fillihrt _
lower level* larth f croft--
frirwinq oceanr.---

\
pagels) \ l 8- Salinity r'r how mark

-Jiftmd in imoUA

water
\ I 1

ocean
\

if\
3. When do scientists hypothesize the

oceans were formed?

4 billion year* ago —
Composition
of Oceans
Page 523-524

Define 9. Name threeSlowI methods of removingDown
Complete

the

desalination.
f ro7P

l) pawn
I LdceanwaterComposition

of Oceans
Page 523-524

pagefs)™

Sentence 10 percent of Earth's

surface is covered by _«&—

5. Ocean water contains

rarbon dioxide, nitrogen and

other diftolved garter _

_jhe Oteap water
-through a mewbranp

.ILallgwiiv

4. Today,
I
I

Ji&h water in

-ÿÿLtbsJgfloyer frwh

I
I

@
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Student Examples
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Essay Organizer: Sciencei

(Life Sciences, Fungi)

ASSIGNMENT NOTES:
These organizers were designed for a diverse group of students
who were preparing to write informative essays on fungi. In the
example on the top; a student needing extra support filled in
the organizer during small-group work with teacher guidance.
Meanwhile, other students were able to work independently or in

pairs with their research notes to complete the above-level organizer.
Both met prewriting goals.

Below-Level Assignment

i
:

i :

IInformational Essay
.

iHook Paragraph: (2 sentences minimum! Nongreen piatilt are called fungi._They grow above gmn<f,

I
ft
I

A third kind of fungi
it Mold-Firti, Murhroowt are fungÿ fernd, mildew if a kind

of fungi,
_

Topic SuntancoTopic Sentence Topic Sentence

SYS X\%

%
% &% %*
*X |&: &

umt In conclusion. there are three twain kind* of fungi. None of them
ren t green. Fungi are aiming.

______ j
Concluding Paragraph: (2 sentences minim

contain chlorophyll, ro they a;

Common TVonsttions:
One reason.Another,
Forerample.lntac!,

Time Tbnsidon Wont
ft,; First, Next.After that, /

Later,Then.Wef>,Rn
white. At tills time, During;Also, in addition, Defintlsfy,

Again, Besides
Altera
ally, In conclusion,Thus

1

- :v-v vi.-

Above-Level Assignment
-

Informational Essay |

Hook Paragraph: (4 sentences minimum).....fe[ba± do wold, Mildew and mfhroom have In cdfflMgn? They are all
fungi. Fungi ure /pore/ to reproduce, and cannot wake their own food. Fungi are fen?

_

Mildew if a thread-like
growth of fungi,

Another type of fungi
it nurhroow.

:i Moldf can be helpful
or harmful

Topic SentenceTopic SentenceTopic Sentence

5.....%......1.....\A.......\ \« \ V\

%

!
: concluding paragraph: (4 sentences minimum) In ftwitary. wold. Mildew. and fliufhrooMJ are all typer of fungi, There
\ fungi can be harmful of helpful, They are interesting to rtudv. You May want to rerearch thew and
: find out. More,

ft
TIPS •Experiment setth your *hot*."Wrtta fee

RameraMf to use effective transitions to guide your reader through your rotting

•Write a conclusion that dew mow than Just lurroaariTe-iet it guide your router to a new question nr level of understanding.

with two different types of leads.

3@
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GRAPHIC ORGANIZER CHECKLISTi I
:

.
.

DateI Name

Graphic organizer title
;;

r! Content

I've included the most important information about my topic/subject.

There's something else I could add: '_ *

:

'

|f
:

I
;

;v

!
1

Accuracy

I've checked the information presented in the organizer. It is correct.

I still need to check some facts. I'm going to check the following:_:

IS'

::;
f

Completion

I filled in the entire organizer.

There are still unfinished parts. I need help with:

k
>1

I
%

\i,

1§
IS

Focus

I stuck to the activity described in the directions.

I did it differently. (Explain.)
_ |

f
If
:

!
I

/ .

i

l

lNeatness

The organizer is neat enough to read.

I need to recopy it so it's legible.

v

:

I
r

Changes made:l
>

I
1

?ÿ

Date turned in:
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IAssessment Tools

Graphic Organizer Rubric :

Assignment Traits

,5 4 23Content
Does the organizer include the most important
information about the topic/subject? Were there
noticeable gaps in the information ?

;

Comments:

I
. a
! 5 34 2Accuracy

Is the information in the organizer accurate?

Comments:

.

Completion
Is the organizer filled in completely/adequately?

5 14 3 2

Comments:
I!
J!
i ! 5 4 3 2Focus

The student stuck to the assigned activity.
n

I
I i Comments:

I
14Neatness

The organizer is neat enough to read and represents the
student's best work.

3 2

l!
t i
1 1.S' i

Comments:

1 ;
Grade (based on levels attained for each criterion)5

j Scoring key Assessment guide
5 = Advanced
4 = Proficient
3 = Basic
2 = Below Basic
1 = Novice

i ! I4 = C+ ! 10=1)

18-16 = B i 13—12 = C I 9 = D-
15 = B- 111=0 I

25-24 =A+ M9 = B+
23-21= A
20 = A-II

i! E

I !
,i
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