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Using mind-maps to raise standards in
literacy, improve confidence and encourage

positive attitudes towards learning.
Aims of the study 

• To improve children’s’ confidence and develop a ‘can-do’ culture through the school.

• To develop a visual and kinaesthetic (VAK) approach to teaching and learning.

• To motivate pupils and teachers through a different approach to learning.

Context

The research took place at Newchurch Community Primary school, Warrington. It involved two groups of children from Year
3 and Year 5. These groups were composed of four boys and one girl from Year 3, and four boys and two girls from Year 5.
Two teachers were involved in the project which was initiated, managed and written up by the Headteacher. In addition they
were supported by a mentor from Chester College with whom they had termly meetings to assess their progress.

The study took place over a year beginning in September 2001 and ending in July 2002. The research was carried out
during literacy lessons and other lessons where it was appropriate. The two teacher researchers were given designated time
for observations and write-ups twice a term, but much of the research was conducted by observing children in their normal
everyday lessons.

Summary of main findings

The two groups of children’s work were assessed through the year for evidence of improved understanding, recall of
information and quantity and quality of work produced. The evidence suggests that the pupils improved in all the areas
identified. These were:

• improved concentration;

• staying on task for longer periods of time;

• improved questioning and answering during class discussions;

• becoming more self-reliant on their own resources; and 

• improving independence.

Research methods

The research was conducted mainly in the classroom but the teachers were released for two afternoons each term over the
year to work with the children and record their responses in a personal and structured format. On these occasions supply
cover was used to release the teachers. During these sessions the children were interviewed to discuss the findings from the
questionnaires and these were recorded. For example questions from the self-esteem questionnaire asked “Do you often
feel lonely in school?” and “Do you think of things about yourself that you would like to change?”

The children were also involved in one-to-one conferencing to discuss their mind-maps. Data were collected using qualitative
and quantitative research methodology through classroom observations, assessments and interviews. We also had meetings
to discuss the developments of the project and the children’s progress, mainly conducted after school.

We researched books and articles relating to different learning styles and used primarily the work of Alistair Smith,
Accelerated Learning in Primary Schools.

Conclusions

The comments from the children reflected a sophisticated level of analysis of their own learning. As an indicator of the
success of the project, the children continue to use this style of recording for their planning and the organisation of their
work. The teachers have also embedded this style of teaching into their practice and mind-mapping has transferred into
every classroom so that all the children are confident in its usage and the process has grown in sophistication. The research
project has also opened doors for further developments in teaching for learning and the school culture has become enriched
with new ideas and opportunities.

Suggestions for further reading 

Tony Buzan; Use Your Head (London 1974)

Tony Buzan: How to mind map (Thorsons 2002)

Daniel Goleman: Emotional Intelligence (Bloomsbury 1996)

Alistair Smith and Nicola Call; The alps approach (Network Educational Press Ltd 1999)
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