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Learning is the placing of information into an ever richer array called knowledge. Clearly learning would be facilitated if the learner had some information structures for use as framing tools. Then, what are the structures in which information naturally resides? And how are these structures reflected in language? Or are there any such structures? Curiously, there are as yet no broad answers to these questions. One approach to this set of questions is to look at language to find out what information structures we signal in our writing and speech.

This presentation begins with an examination of a group of tools that appear to provide a bridge between the world of information and the world of language: concept maps. Two types of mapping are discussed: Information Structure Maps, which show symbolically the relations between atomic bits of information, and Rhetorical Structure Theory maps, which portray graphically the logical process of persuasion in a text. These two mapping systems bridge language forms and information structures at very different levels of abstraction.
The second phase of the presentation demonstrates practical ways in which concept maps are being practically applied to information related learning work. We all use information intensively. However, we do not always communicate information unambiguously, or elegantly. Hence two more questions:

Why is information so often poorly communicated via language?
Why are attention, involvement and focus often difficult to evoke in learners?

Towards an answer: we do not always use information frames, nor do we always use the framing leverage available in language. In fact, we do not systematically distinguish types of discourse.  Applied linguistics can provide us with some insights about discourse and discourse types. For example, we find that chunks of spoken and written language, which linguists call text, often “mash-up” information with persuasion and beautification. This flattening of the layers of communication makes understanding and learning more difficult.

