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Overview:

Two primary goals of all instruction should be providing regular opportunities for students to engage in “critical thinking” and promoting student “voice” in the classroom.  Both of these goals are accomplished when students are asked to manipulate course concepts and/or content using flow charts and similar graphic organizers.  Unlike more common “conceptual webs,” flow charts demand that students have a narrative that informs their organizational scheme and that all students in the group or class can share that same narrative when asked to do so.

Flow Charts

1.
Extract key concepts and events from course content.  Write each in large print on separate sheets of printer paper. The number can range from 6-7 to far more.  When selecting concepts and/or terms, it is important that you not create a selection of them that can be arranged in only one way.  The intent of this activity is for students to have to make meaning through the arrangement of terms as it makes sense to them. Examples will be provided during the workshop session.

2.
Create “one way” and “two way” arrows on similar sheets of paper.  Make sure that there is a sufficient number for the number of concept/term sheets.


(Note:  if you are having the entire class do one flowchart, you only need one set of concept/term sheets.  If you are having smaller groups attempt the same task so that they can compare their thinking, make an appropriate number of sets of concept/term sheets.)

3.
Randomly lay sheets on the floor and leave piles of arrows.  I find it best to move all of the desks to the sides of the room and have the class (or groups) gather in the empty space.  The flowcharts are then arranged on the floor.  Give these instructions:


•Your job is to organize these concepts/terms so that they tell a coherent story.  Use the arrows to identify relationships between the sheets.  One way arrows imply causation or chronology, while two way arrows imply some sort of reciprocal relationship.


•You aren’t done until every member of the class or group agrees on the narrative and can be called upon to share it aloud.

4.
Watch and take notes on the process.  It is difficult to avoid intervening, but well worth it in most situations.  It is common for both expected and unexpected leadership to emerge.  Periodic prompts that ALL must agree on the arrangement of the sheets and the narrative/story that they tell can be very useful.  Encourage wide participation as necessary, but avoid indicating “rightness” or “wrongness” of the emerging flowchart.  There will be plenty of time in the debrief to evaluate and critique the arrangement of concepts/terms.

5.
When the work is completed, ask a student to begin telling the narrative of the flowchart.  Have others continue the story.  Now is the time for you to ask questions about the reasoning behind the arrangement and to push students to articulate their understanding of the story the flowchart tries to tell.  IF you have more than one group doing the flowchart, then this is a time to focus first on one and then on the other before comparing the flowcharts.  Why did one group arrange the sheets as they did vs. how it was done by the other group(s)?

6.
Follow-up can take the form of revisiting areas of confusion, a writing assignment, or some other form of closure.

Sample Flowchart terms:

Bigotry



Prejudice



Hatred



Intolerance

Genocide


Bias

Racism



Discrimination
Fear
One More Example…

If you want to have students demonstrate their understanding of the "concept" of imperialism, I would imagine you would first do some sort of instruction on the concept and examples of it from British imperialism to the U.S. at the turn of the 20th century, etc. THEN, as a formative or summative assessment or activity, you could use the "flow chart" activity. In this case, I think words you might use would include:

power





exploration
prestige





racism
trade





systematic under development
competition for markets



alliances with local leaders
intolerance for "native" peoples


domination of local population
conquest
 
I bet there are several more items like these. The task is then to "tell a coherent story of imperialism...how it works." Don't forget to provide sufficient numbers of the two types of arrows.  Groups of students could arrange the above terms (and any additional ones) in many different ways that would still be "correct." The key is students creating the flow chart, sharing with others, and explaining their reasoning and then discussing the entire process as a class.

Critical Attributes of a “Flow Chart” Activity:

1.
The topic allows for a variety of legitimate and reasonable arrangements of the terms.  If there is a “right” way to arrange the terms and any other arrangements would be considered inaccurate, this is NOT an appropriate instructional strategy.

2.
Students should have preliminary understandings of the terms or concepts that are being arranged. This is NOT a good time to introduce terms or concepts; rather it is a powerful strategy for students to demonstrate their understanding of the terms or concepts.

3.
There must be a willingness on the part of the teacher to take a “back seat” in this activity. The power of the activity is in students interacting with each other rather than “performing” for the teacher.

4. 
Topics that have lent themselves to Flow Charts include imperialism, colonialism, elements of a story, causes of a particular civil war, how to proceed with a scientific investigation, solving a more complicated math problem.
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