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Students and researchers draw on extensive sources from published literature, requiring skills to sort 
source materials, while reading deeply to extract content. The cognitive burden of the material volume, 
alongside lower comprehension and retention rates for digital reading, may cause anxiety for novice 
researchers who have trouble visualizing the final form of the manuscript and lack heuristics to organize 
and generate ideas. We present curriculum activities for reading and writing that engage visuospatial 
processes in the brain and enhance critical thinking.  These activities help students break down tasks and 
use haptic and visual cues through drawing, handwriting, color and craft. 

• Teach skills to create mental maps to navigate and 
organize the overall form of the written work 

• Reduce reliance on digital reading and 
composition while still using digital tools 

• Give a tactile feel to remember text, understand 
argument, and connect related information 

• Teach skills to analyze source materials and 
organize evidence through outlining 

• Reduce cognitive burden, anxiety and writers 
blocks for novice researchers and writers 

Michelle Douskey and Richard Freishtat of the UC Berkeley 
Lecturer Teaching Fellows Program.  Donnette Flash, College 
Writing, UC Berkeley. 

INTEGRATING VISUOSPATIAL APPROACHES INTO 
RESEARCH READING AND WRITING 
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Objectives 

Analyzing Arguments Passage Analysis Questions to Ask of a Text 

Examples of 
PowerPoint “cards” 

with quotes extracted 
from the source 

material.  Cards can 
be arranged into 

“blocks” to compose 
the manuscript. 

This curriculum will be available on the University of California, Berkeley Center for Teaching and Learning 
Website in the Fall of 2015 (https://teaching.berkeley.edu/).  If you’d like to work with the unpublished 
materials, please email Patina Mendez (patina.mendez@berkeley.edu) or Teri Crisp (tcrisp@Berkley.edu). 

More Information 

Problems 

Solutions 

Problems 

Solutions 

• Source materials are long, dense and have 
unfamiliar terminology 

• Students often have difficultly assigning credibility 
to statements 

• Not all source materials are relevant to the writing 
 

• Analyzing Arguments introduces vocabulary of the 
elements of an argument 

• Questions to Ask of a Text steps students through 
categories of inquiry 

• Passage Analysis is a tactile and spatial activity 
that isolates textual evidence from the parent 
document, allowing students to mark up, code, and 
connect content with other source materials 

• Evidence often becomes trapped in digital source 
materials and students don’t engage detailed 
information 

• Students have difficulty organizing argument or 
narrative and have anxiety with outlining 

• Students can’t visualize the form of the manuscript 
• Composition in a word processor limits free 

organization 

• Cards allows students to clip quotes and detailed 
evidence from manuscripts into PPT slides 

• Categorization through titles 
• Retains connection with citation 
• Reduces burden of non-relevant sources 

• Blocks allows students to create arrangements to 
build outlines using printed and cut out slides 

• Tactile activity that is not constrained by the 
document format of digital composition 

• Activity engages working spatial memory 
 

Reading and writing are visuospatial 
processes that build and use mental 

maps for recall and composition 

Cards & Blocks 
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