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Graphic Organizers 

Because each academic discipline has a unique way of understanding the world, course content 
can be organized and presented using different thought patterns. For example, course content 
can be focused on chronological sequences, processes, comparisons, cause and effect relationships, or 
categories and subclasses. These thought patterns can in-turn impact how one might graphically 
organize information when taking notes from lectures or textbooks. The following are some 
examples of how information can be visually represented in notes using a variety of 
organizational techniques in order to add meaning and structure to information. 

Chronological and Sequential: 

Some courses will focus on the order in which events occur over time, especially if the subject is 
dealing with past events, such as history, government, or anthropology. In such cases, arrows 
are useful for timelines to organize information chronologically.  

Timeline 

Some natural science, computer science, or economics courses will focus on steps, processes or 
cycles, which might be represented graphically with sequential or cyclical diagrams. 

Sequential Diagram 

early 1600s: still-
life painting 
flourishes

1608 Peter Paul 
Rubens serves as 
offical painter to 
archdukes Albert 

and Isabella

1630s painter 
Frans Hals is at 

the height of his 
success as a 
portraitist

1631 Rembrant 
van Rijn settles in 

Amsterdam

1655 Johannes 
Vermmer 

registeres as an 
independent in 
the Delft guild

Red Giant Planetary 
Nebula

Black 
Dwarf

White 
Dwarf

Updated April 2024 Available in alternate formats upon request to academic_learning@umanitoba.ca 1 

https://umanitoba.ca/student/academiclearning


2 
 

Cyclical Diagram 

Relationships: 

Relationships and connections between different ideas are commonly drawn out in course 
discussions, and students will often need to express their understanding of relationships in 
courses like sociology, psychology, or ecology. Sometimes the nature of these relationships may 
not be immediately apparent. In such cases, one useful strategy is to start by drawing a cluster 
or a mind map until the relationships can be more clearly established. 

Mind Map/Cluster Diagram 

blood picks up 
oxygen in 

lungs

blood moves 
to heart

blood pumped 
through aorta 
to whole body

oxygen-poor 
blood moves 
through veins 

to heart

heart pumps 
blood to lungs
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Relationships can also be organized using a variety of other diagrams. For example, comparisons 
could be organized using t-bars, table charts, or Venn diagrams. 

Compare and Contrast (T-bar)       

Freud’s unconscious Jung’s unconscious 

- Id and Superego - Collective and Personal 

- Negative View - Positive view 

- Stresses the individual - Individual and collective 
 

 
Venn Diagram 

Cause and Effect (Flowcharts) 
Flowcharts are useful to help illustrate cause and effect relationships. 
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Hierarchies (Pyramid and Branch) 
Pyramid or branch diagrams can be helpful for demonstrating hierarchies, rankings and subclasses

 

self-
actualization

esteem needs

love needs

safety needs

physiological needs

Animals

vertebrates

mamals

birds

fish

invertebrates

arachnids

crustaceans

molluses
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