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The Effect of Concept Mapping Strategy as a Graphical
Tool in Writing Achievement among EFL Learners
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Abstract—Teaching and learning English as a language of
international communication is a vital and important affair.
Especially writing in English is one of the most prominent skills
in this field. In spite of studying English at different levels, EFL
learners are not proficient enough in this basic skill. In a semi
experimental design, 28 students were selected from Danesh
Gostar Foreign Language center as a sample group. After
dividing them into experimental and control group, PET was
administered as a pretest, both group were taught writing for 10
sessions of 75 minutes. The experimental group was taught by
concept mapping and the other one practiced in traditional
instruction model. The students answered the posttest one week
after the end of the experiment. The data were analyzed by
ANCOVA. The results indicated that the use of concept
mapping was efficient in writing achievement for experimental
group and. It can be concluded that the use of efficient and
practical method like concept mapping as a graphical tool for
representation of knowledge that emphasizes on the
relationships between concepts, can facilitate and make writing
achievement interesting for EFL learners and give depth and
meaning to learning.

Index Terms—Writing, achievement, concept mapping, EFL
learners, teaching English, graphical tool.

I. INTRODUCTION

Writing is a complicated process which involves a number
of cognitive and metacognitive activities, for instance;
brainstorming, planning, outlining, organizing, drafting, and
revising. Cognitive aspects of writing have received a
particular attention, as investigators have attempted to
understand the thought processes underlying the
compositions of students (Flower & Hayes, 1981)[1]. Writing
requires composing, which implies the ability either to tell or
retell pieces of information in the form of narratives or
description, or to transform information into new texts, as in
expository or argumentative writing. In many societies,
writing is an essential tool for communication, learning, and
self-expression (Graham, 2006)[2]. Through writing,
individuals are able to maintain personal links with friends,
family, and colleagues from a distance (Graham, 2006).
Writing also makes it possible to collect and convey
information with accuracy and detail. Individuals can further
record their ideas, reflect on their thoughts, or extend their
knowledge on a topic through the use of writing.
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Learning to write is difficult especially for those who write
in a second or a foreign language in academic context; they
usually do not know enough about how to generate ideas for
writing. Effective writing is considered to be a problem for
EFL learners, so a need is to find out some ways of teaching
that can help learners improve their effectiveness of writing
skill. Writing is the primary medium by which teachers
evaluate students’ performance (Graham & Harris, 1988)[3].
It also provides a flexible tool for assessing students’
knowledge and academic competence in class and on
high-stakes educational assessments (Graham & Harris,
1988). Writing problems, therefore, make it difficult for
students to reach their educational, occupational, and
personal potential (Graham, 2006).

A study of O'Malley and Chamot (1990) [4] suggested that
effective L2/FL learners are aware of the learning strategies
they use and why they use them. Sturm and Rankin-Erickson
(2002) [5] stated composing is an advanced academic task
within educational settings and parts of the students’
difficulties in writing are related to difficulties in applying
various cognitive strategies. Sturm and Rankin-Erickson
further stated that strategy instruction is a teaching approach
that assists students in developing strategies for all phases of
the writing process by breaking down writing tasks and
making the sub processes and skills much more explicit. Two
factors are regarded as the essence of the writing learning and
instructing process: writers’ writing proficiency and the
writing strategy used in their planning process. First, the
writers have their preferred learning-to-write and composing
styles, while their writing proficiency could create obstacles
during the writing process. Second, planning the process
before writing has been taken as a baseline for setting goals,
brainstorming, and organizing ideas (Flower & Hayes,
1981)[1]. According to Oxford (1990)[6], a specific strategy
can make learning easier, faster, and more enjoyable. A good
writing strategy is expected to satisfy each writer’s individual
needs.

Concept maps can be utilized as a writing strategy for the
satisfaction of the above two requirements.

Recently, concept mapping has been used as a tool for
learning and teaching. Novak developed the notion of concept
mapping in the1960s, in an attempt to represent visually the
structure of information (Novak, 1991:45) [7]. Concept maps
are tools that make ideas visual. They allow prior experience
and understanding to be taken into consideration when
building new concepts into the perceptual framework. By
using concept maps, learners use their prior knowledge to
understand the new concepts. It makes a link between
unknown and known information that leads to deeper
understanding (Novak, 2010) [8]. Concept mapping is a
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technique to let one person convey meaning and relationships
to another person in a visual format, and concept maps have
been shown to foster a joint understanding between two
individuals viewing the same map. The concept map is
believed to enhance recall and memory, aid in negotiation and
balancing of conflicting needs, and create mutual
understanding.

A concept map is a graphical map visualizing the
relationship among concepts. It is a pre-task planning process
that involves drawing diagrams of circled ideas and links
connecting them (Fig. 1). Key components of concept maps
are the propositional relationships or links, two or more
concept labels linked by words that read as a unit. The links
are usually action words explaining the meaning of the
relationship. In the early stages of developing this skill, links
may be less important than basic concept identification.

Novak and Cafias (2008) [9] claim that drawing this type of
diagram allows writers to organize ideas in a hierarchical
order by setting the most general information at the top of the
diagram and the most specific ones at the bottom and see how
one concept is related to another concept. Concept mapping
relies heavily on cognitive theory and Ausubel’s assimilation
and meaningful learning theory (Novak & Cafias, 2008).
According to assimilation theory [10], learning is the most
effective when new knowledge is related to previously
learned material. According to this theory, the key
determinant of an individual’s learning was his/her previous
knowledge. This theory took learning as most productive and
meaningful when connecting prior knowledge with new
information. That is, the acquisition of new knowledge hinged
upon what was already known. He differentiated knowledge

acquisition through “rote” learning and “meaningful” learning.

Rote learning involves memorizing the material without
processing it which allows easily forgetting. Meaningful
learning, on the other hand, involves assimilation of new
concepts and ideas with the learner’s prior experience which
is in line with the meaning-making process of generative
learning.

According to Ausubel, meaningful learning occurs when a
learner encounter clear, logically organized material and
consciously tries to relate the new material to ideas and
experiences stored in long term memory. Concept mapping,
emphasizing well-organized and structured knowledge,
facilitate meaningful learning and creation of powerful
knowledge frameworks.
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Fig. 1. A concept map of concept map (Wang, 2003) [11].
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According to Schunk (1998) [12] students who believed
they were learning a useful strategy were apt to feel
efficacious about improving their writing, so strategies like
concept mapping can cope with the problems (both linguistic
and rhetorical) posed by the writing task as perceived by the
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writers. It makes writing interesting and less challenging for
EFL learners because school writing is a cognitively
demanding activity, often requiring students to carry out
scarcely interesting tasks whose results are severely evaluated
by teachers. Characteristics of writing tasks and classroom
contexts, such as topic interestingness, relationship of writing
to classroom activities and student personal experiences,
student collaboration, and teacher attitude can affect writing
(Boscolo & Carotti, 2003; Boscolo & Mason, 2001; Hidi &
Boscolo, 2006, 2007; Mason & Boscolo, 2000; Oldfather &
Dahl, 1994) [12]-[18]; therefore a good strategy like concept
mapping can makes this skill interesting and challenging. The
concept map is believed to enhance recall and memory and
create mutual understanding (Freeman, 2004) [19], so this
graphical tool can facilitate the recall of vocabulary to use and
make the written compositions easy to understand.

Il. METHODOLOGY

A. Design

The study had a pretest-posttest control group design. Prior
to the instruction of concept mapping strategy, both control
and experimental groups were administered pretests in
writing. To explore the effectiveness of concept mapping
strategy both groups participated in posttests writing tasks at
the end of the instructional period. Only the experimental
group received the treatment.

B. Participants

28 EFL learners who were studying English as a foreign
language at intermediate level in Danesh Gostar language
academy and ranged from12 to18 years old were randomly
assigned to the control group and experimental group.

The treatment for the experimental group was instruction
and practice in concept mapping strategy. The Control group
had the same number of teaching hours and followed the same
course content except for concept mapping strategy.

C. Instruments

1) The writing part of preliminary English Tests (PET)
ascribed to ESOL Cambridge tests for pre-posttest.

2) Strategy Instruction of concept mapping based on Harris
and Graham’s model (1996) [20].

D. Procedure

The strategy instruction of concept mapping started a week
after the students participated in the pretest. They participated
in twelve 75-minute study sessions. The students in the
experimental group received the instruction for concept
mapping strategy based on Harris and Graham (1996):

1) Strategy description: Concept mapping was described as
a strategy that could be used to categorize information in
a graphic form through drawing. Finally, the sequence of
steps for creating a concept map was described.

Discussion of benefits of using the concept mapping
strategy in writing compositions: Students were asked
two goals and purposes. The teacher discussed the
students about the significance and benefits of using the
concept mapping strategy in writing compositions.
Students were asked two questions: 1) how do you think

2)
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this strategy might help you write? And 2) how could this
strategy help you with different types of writing?

3) Modeling the strategy: The teacher modeled use of
concept mapping strategy by creating a map while
students were offered several topics to select from for the
activity. Once the group agreed on a topic, the teacher
wrote it on the white board. This topic was labeled as
"main idea" of the concept map. Next possible subtopics
were generated. Students were taught how to write
subtopic information in telegraphic form. The teacher
modeled use of telegraphic language forms and explained
that this involves choosing the most important
information. Upon completion of the map, the teacher
modeled the transfer of subtopic information from the
map into written form instruction followed the sequence
of procedures for transferring concept maps into written
paragraphs, starting with top-level structures i.e., topics
and subtopics), the teacher reviewed the information on
the map. The teacher modeled how she would rewrite the
information from the map into complete sentences.
Finally, the concluding paragraph was explained and
with the help of the students the teacher wrote a
concluding paragraph.

4) Student mastery of strategy steps: During this stage,
students rehearsed and memorized the sequence of
activities for concept map construction.

5) Guided practice and Feedback: During these sessions,
feedback was provided for students’ performance.
Students chose a topic and created maps. Then, they used
the concept maps to compose essays.

The Control group was devoted the same amount of time
for teaching writing and the same homework assignments, but
these did not include concept mapping strategy. At the end of
the instruction both group composed nearly 20 texts of

different topics. A week after the instruction period of the
strategy of concept mapping, posttest was run to the students
in two groups and they filled in CIS survey again.

I1l. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A comparison of mean scores of the experimental group
and the control group on posttests shows that the participants
in the experimental group outperformed on post essay writing
tests in comparison with the control group. To explore the
significant differences in the performances of the two groups,
an ANCOVA on Post writing achievement scores by group
(experimental vs. control), using Pre writing achievement
scores as a covariate, was run. The results of the ANCOVA (F
= 87.475, p = .0001 < .05) indicated that the difference
between the two groups is significant. In other words, it shows
that there is a significant difference in the posttest scores of
writing achievement between the two groups (Table 1), so
concept mapping can be an effective strategy for
improvement of writing skill among EFL learners.

This research explored the effect of concept maps as a
pre-writing strategy on improvement of writing achievement
and interest in instruction of English among EFL learners at
intermediate level .The result was in agreement with other
studies which reported concept mapping as an effective and
helpful instructional tool for teaching writing (Machida,
Dalsky, 2014; Cho &Lee, 2010; Ibrahim. M.R, 2014; Qjima,
2006; Nobahar, 2013; Pishghadam & Ghanizadeh, 2006;
Fahim & Rahimi, 2011; Chiou, 2008) [21]-[28].

TABLE I: THE ESTIMATE OF THE EFFECT OF THE GROUP AND THE PRETEST FOR WRITING ACHIEVEMENT

source Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Pretest 19.898 1 19/898 154/135 0/055
Group 429/484 1 429.484 87/475 0/0001
Error 122/754 25 4.910 - -

Sum of revised 682/964 27 -

Freeman (2004) provides an explanation for the effect of
concept mapping strategy on the writing process. Freeman
states that human minds have the ability to create conceptual
objections from the concrete to abstract by the process of
mapping from past to present. The ability to create multiple
mappings of mental spaces enables us to construct new
conceptualizations of the world and create abstract thoughts
in the world; it can reduce miscommunication and lack of
clarity in written texts. As Rankin-Erickson (2002) stated
earlier that this tool assists the learners to write confidently by
breaking down writing tasks and making the sub processes
and skills much more explicit. It can make the EFL learners
proficient and confidant enough to write essays in different
kinds of writing styles. A good concept map can function as a
graphic organizer visualizing not only a writer’s ideas for a
specific writing topic, but also the connected relationships
among the ideas (Sturm & Rankin- Erickson, 2002). In other
words, the map indicates individual writer’s concept

processing. With the assistance of maps, writers can examine
what ideas are missing or irrelevant in their writings
themselves. As a result, writers can refer to the maps drawn at
the planning stage and make the writing process work
efficiently. Moreover, the visual feature of concept maps can
build communication among different writers, map-drawers,
and the instructor. To conclude, concept maps enable
different writers to construct and organize their ideas in the
pre-writing phase; moreover, the visual feature of maps helps
mutual understanding. Thus training in concept maps helps
learners enhance their writing skills (Sturm &
Rankin-Erickson, 2002).

The findings also support Schunk’s (1998) claim holding
that students who believe they are learning a useful strategy
are apt to feel efficacious about improving their writing. In
teaching creative writing, we do try to help our students find
their inner wellspring of inspiration. However, to write well,
one still needs to learn and understand a certain number of
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essential concepts. As such, part of learning to write
successfully is learning to appreciate how other writers have
used such concepts. Even here, therefore, concept mapping
can prove invaluable for any student of writing.
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