
Using Concept Maps ς Coffee Break 4/20/09 

From Wikipedia.com: 

A concept map is a diagram showing the relationships among concepts. They are graphical tools for 
organizing and representing knowledge. They include concepts, usually enclosed in circles or boxes of 
some type, and relationships between concepts indicated by a connecting line linking two concepts.[1] 
Concepts can be connected with labeled arrows, in a downward-branching hierarchical structure. The 
relationship between concepts can be articulated in linking phrases, e.g., "gives rise to", "results in", "is 
required by," or "contributes to". 
The technique for visualizing these relationships among different concepts is called Concept mapping. 
 
Concept maps are widely used in education for: 

 Note taking and summarizing gleaning key concepts, their relationships and hierarchy from 
documents and source materials  

 Increasing meaningful learning 

 Communicating complex ideas and arguments 

 Examining the symmetry of complex ideas and arguments and associated terminology 

 Detailing the entire structure of an idea, train of thought, or line of argument (with the specific 
goal of exposing faults, errors, or gaps in one's own reasoning) for the scrutiny of others.  

 Enhancing metacognition (learning to learn, and thinking about knowledge)  

 Improving language ability  

 Assessing learner understanding of learning objectives, concepts, and the relationship among 
those concepts  

 

Rochelle Clark ς Nutrition and Dietetics 

I have begun to use a very rudimentary form of concept mapping in nutrition and food science.  

Students can relate well to major headings of macronutrients: Carbohydrates, Proteins and Fats.  Many 

substances we talk about in nutrition, as well as food science, fall under each of these headings (for 

example, cornstarch as a food thickener would fall under carbohydrates as opposed to gelatin, which is 

a protein compound, but also used as a food thickener).  I see the light come on as students realize what 

type of substance they are dealing with. They can then ascertain what nutrition value (or lack thereof) a 

substance supplies based on its "association". 

Suzanne Urban ς Nursing 

I use concept maps in the psychiatric nursing clinical area. The concept map is another way to present a 

nursing care plan. We focus on assessment (gathering information about the client as we interact with 

him in the milieu and reviewing his chart), diagnosis (identifying client care problems which are 

manifestations of the client's illness), outcomes of care which we hope to see.; interventions (which we 

implement or identify as being helpful in assisting the client in the resolution of the problems which 

brought him into the hospital), and evaluation of care we provided (this is the basis for the nursing 

documentation). The more visual part of the concept map starts with the Axis I medical diagnosis in the 

center and brief information as to why client is in the hospital (eg: Major Depression, recurrent. 47 year 
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old male admitted to hospital after he attempted suicide via carbon monoxide poisoning). From this 

center, the nursing problems radiate (Risk for suicide, Ineffective Coping, Anxiety, Chronic Poor-Self 

Esteem). The students use this sheet as a work in progress, adding more information about their client. 

On the reverse they write their desired outcome for each problem, the interventions they would like to 

implement, and the evaluation of the effectiveness of their interventions (what they did; how the client 

responded).  

The students do like the concept maps much better than the traditional care plan which is written in 

columns.  

Michelle Schlegel ς Graphic Design 

I often use concept mapping within my design process, for myself and with the students, in order to 

break myself/them away from the first idea, which can dangerously become the only idea. By concept 

mapping (web- / molecule-style), I begin with one word that does directly relate to the project. I ask the 

students to think about that word, not necessarily how it relates to the project, but how they think of 

the word in general. I then have them draw extension lines in various directions from the word and 

writŜ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴȅ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇ ƛǎ ǘƻ άƳƛƴŘ-ƳŀǇέ ŜŀŎƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ 

allowing the web to grow and become several generations removed from the initial word association. By 

the time they have a complex web, I ask them to start looking at the words that have appeared and 

circle the ones that resonate with them. Through the unexpected word pairings, the conceptual process 

is kick-started into a more unique direction.  

Recently, I used this process in a slightly different way, during Ƴȅ ΨaŀǇǇƛƴƎ ¢ƛƳŜΩ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŜ-

!ǊǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ L ƘŀŘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǿǊƛǘŜ Řƻǿƴ ŀ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ όƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎύ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ 

ƭƛǾŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ L ǘƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΧ ƛŜύ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣ 

people, events, feelings, etc.  We combined some of these things into a visual mapping piece, which 

used scanning, layering, and compositing of imagery as a means of articulating the results of their 

personal mapping. 

Jeanne Kagle ς Biology 

I have used concept maps for two purposes: helping students study and reviewing connections between 

concepts during class.  The first attempt at using concept maps was to allow students to create concept 

maps on various topics to earn study points.  I did get some good feedback from students who 

attempted the concept maps, but others found it frustrating and I found them hard to assess.  I realized 

the problem was that I gave the students free reign to put the maps together in any way they liked.  

From this first experience, I have modified my approach and now, when I give concept maps, I begin 

with a word list and a skeleton of a map.  I have not used them extensively, but I envision using them 

more and more and gradually working up from having a skeleton and word list to having students 

completely develop their own maps. 



Concept Map Websites and Tools 

http://www.spicynodes.org/welcome-mindmaps.html?gclid=CKDv3P6t-JkCFUpM5QodezikFg 

 

http://cmap.ihmc.us/ 
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