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For this assignment I will be reviewing the two books I read for this class and comparing their usefulness for an instructor desiring to incorporate concept maps into her/his teaching.  The first book is Learning, Creating, and Using Knowledge: Concept Maps as Facilitative Tools in Schools and Corporations by Joseph D. Novak and the second book is Visual Tools for Constructing Knowledge by David Hyerle.  While both books deal with concept mapping and visual representation of knowledge, they do so in very different ways.  One ended up being far more useful than I had anticipated and the other far less useful than I had hoped.
Learning, Creating, and Using Knowledge is a compilation and synthesis of Joseph Novak’s thoughts on meaningful learning and related topics over the last 40 years.  The bulk of the book consists of an explanation of Novak’s beliefs on the nature of learning, the nature of knowledge, and how meaningful learning ties the two together.  His theory of meaningful learning is based on Ausubel’s work and his own decades of research.  As a compilation of Novak’s years of work it also covers additional areas including the need for emotional sensitivity of teachers, the physical and social context of schools, school reform, and “capturing knowledge” through interviews and questionnaires.  

Novak looks at learning on a continuum from rote learning to meaningful learning and encourages the use of concept maps to support meaningful learning.  He defines a concept as “a perceived regularity in events or objects, or records of events or objects, designated by a label” (p. 22). Meaningful learning occurs when a new concept is subsumed within the learner’s existing cognitive structure and the understanding of other related concepts is adjusted for the new concept.  This includes the development of new connections between previously unrelated concepts.    According to Novak, meaningful learning has three required components: relevant prior knowledge, meaningful material, and a learner that chooses to consciously and deliberately relate new knowledge to existing knowledge.   
The main weakness of this book is that Novak spends relatively little time actually discussing concept mapping.  A portion of Chapter 3, a couple of pages each in Chapters 6, 7, and 9, and an appendix are all that are included.  He includes many examples of concept maps from his teaching and consulting throughout but they are embedded in either his epistemological discourses or his repeated calls for the overhaul of the American school system.  Basic information is provided on creating a hierarchical concept map working from the most general concept down through subordinate concepts to specific examples and connecting them with lines labeled with linking words.  He touches only briefly on the use of concept maps as a means of alternative assessment to show changes in the conceptual understanding of students and on team concept mapping used to build consensus on a knowledge base.
In my opinion, portions of this book would be useful to someone with no background in learning theory or constructivist epistemology as it covers both in some detail.  Other portions would be interesting to incorporate in a course on education and social issues.  However, when one begins this book with the expectation that its subtitle, Concept Maps as Facilitative Tools in Schools and Corporations, promises detailed information on using concept maps in schools and corporations, one would be disappointed.  While one of its strengths is the detailed exploration of the theory behind concept learning, it does not provide much in the way of practical applications of concept mapping for practicing teachers or trainers.  What I found most interesting and may lead to further inquiry is the discussion of integrative reconciliation and how Novak links successful integrative reconciliation combined with emotional motivation to creativity.
In contrast David Hyerle spends only the first quarter of Visual Tools for Constructing Knowledge discussing the underlying theory and rationale for using concept maps and other visual tools.  This includes a discussion of their use with both individualized and cooperative learning. He actually references the work of Novak, specifically his 1984 publication Learning How to Learn with Gowin, and critiques their mapping system, noting that their maps are cause-and-effect maps with a hierarchical structure reflecting the remnants of Western positivism.  Hyerle contrasts this structure with a systems model of mapping with recursive feedback loops which he proposes more closely matches the reality of most concepts and thinking processes.
The remaining three-quarters of the book consist of detailed information and examples of visual tools that teachers, trainers, managers, and educators at all levels could use.  Three different types of visual tools are covered: brainstorming webs, task-specific organizers, and thought-process maps.  He differentiates among the three by defining them according to use.  Brainstorming webs, including mind mapping, webbing, and clustering, are used mainly for personal knowledge and working best with individualized instruction.  Task-specific organizers, including life cycles, text structures, and decision trees, are mainly used for isolated content tasks.  Thinking-process maps, including concept maps, systems thinking, and Thinking Maps, are mainly used when the intent is to transfer thinking processes across disciplines.   

Hyerle views these thinking-process maps as having the potential to provide a foundation for a common visual language for learning. He stresses the importance of a common visual language to clarify and simplify the use of visual tools for both students and teachers.  He uses Thinking Maps, a specific form of thinking-process maps based on the work of Albert Upton and Richard Sampson and synthesized by Hyerle in the late 1980s, as an example where admittedly arbitrary graphics are assigned meaning and used by students to create maps.  This graphic “vocabulary” can be used by students from children to adults at varying levels of complexity and across varying disciplines.  In addition, a common visual language makes it easier for teachers to use these visual tools in assessment as it allows for standardization and the use of rubrics.  
In my opinion, this book is much more useful to instructors interested in incorporating concept mapping into their teaching than the Novak book.  Its main strength is that it provides quite a number of practical applications for practicing teachers or trainers as well as a general overview of the theory behind the applications and references to research supporting their use.  I like the idea of providing a “visual language” that students can use consistently throughout their studies and may attempt to incorporate the Thinking Maps structure or similar tool into my teaching.  
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