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POINT
Prior knowledge: Why is activating it important in the
formative assessment process?

Activating prior knowledge is
important so that teachers gather
accurate and complete information about students’ current
understanding and skill. It is also
important so that students remember what they already know about
a topic or a situation and use this
as the basis for new learning. TeachHUVDQGVWXGHQWVZLOOEHQHÀWIURPUHÁHFWLQJRQZKDWVWXGHQWVXQGHUVWDQG
and any misconceptions they may
have about a topic before they move
forward with the new learning.

Activating prior
MPQYNGFIGFGƒPGF

Activating prior knowledge can be
GHÀQHGDVDSURFHVVWKDWHQFRXUDJHV
students to think about and perhaps
share their existing understanding
about a topic so as to make connections between what they already know
and new information they are learning. To develop students’ knowledge

DQGVNLOOLQDJLYHQVXEMHFWWKHWHDFKer needs to provide an opportunity for
students to consider and share what
they already know and can do. This
includes all aspects of what a
student understands, including
misconceptions the students may
have about a topic.

“

student understanding in the formative assessment process. A teacher
needs to support students to connect
new learning to past knowledge, to
self-assess, and to set goals for their
learning. A teacher may activate prior
knowledge by using a variety of different strategies including:

“Opportunities for pupils to express
their understanding should be designed
into any piece of teaching, for this will
initiate the interaction whereby
formative assessment aids learning.”

“

In the formative assessment process,
a teacher needs to understand what
students currently know and can do
in order to make informed instructional decisions and provide feedback
that advances student learning and
understanding. Therefore, it is crucial
for teachers to elicit evidence of
student understanding in a variety
of ways so that students have
opportunities to demonstrate their
understanding.

(Black & Wiliam, 1998, p. 11)

Activating student prior knowledge
helps students to remember what
they already know and understand
about the area of learning, thus
helping them to build on this previous
learning. There are many different
approaches to activating prior knowledge, and this process can look different depending upon the content area.
These efforts also allow the teacher
to gather a complete picture of students’ previous learning to guide the
student forward and address
any misconceptions.

Applications to practice

Prior knowledge is an important
element of eliciting evidence of







concept maps,
charts that capture what students
Know, what they Want to know
more about, and what they
Learned (KWL),
anticipation guides, or
UHÁHFWLRQMRXUQDOV

At other times, a teacher may
VWUXFWXUHUHÁHFWLYHRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRU
students to connect to prior knowledge by leading students through a
guided visualization or having them
recall their previous learning by drawing or creating a visual diagram.
For example, in reading, a teacher
may invite students to think about
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their prior knowledge or experience
on the topic of a reading passage in
order to make connections to the text
they are reading. Students may be
able to increase their comprehension
and reading skills by using what they
DOUHDG\NQRZDERXWDWRSLFWRUHÁHFW
RQKRZWKHQHZLQIRUPDWLRQÀWVZLWK
what they already know.
In mathematics, a teacher may have
students recall a particular experience in which they had to solve a
problem. For example, for two-digit
addition with regrouping, the teacher
may have the students recall when
they had to add a large number of
items and how they were able to
keep track of the sum. The teacher
could also have students recall prior
learning about place value and addition, and strategies they may have
used to create groups of ten to help
students make connections to the
new learning. In this way, activating
prior knowledge could involve telling a
story, having students draw a picture,
recalling prior learning, or visualizing
a related experience.
A science lesson may begin with
students completing an anticipation/
reaction guide about photosynthesis.
7KHVWXGHQWVZLOOÀOORXWZKHWKHUWKH\
agree or disagree with statements
about photosynthesis before they
engage in new learning. The teacher
DQGVWXGHQWVFDQUHÁHFWRQWKHVWXdent responses to inform instructional and learning decisions. Then after
the lesson, students can record their
answers again and compare their
SUHGLFWLRQVZLWKWKHLUÀQDOFRQFOXsions. In another example, a teacher
may activate prior knowledge before
an investigation of a phenomenon by
asking students what they already
know about the phenomenon.
The tables to the right include some
different ways teachers may activate
prior knowledge. While the tables
provide examples, the primary focus
of activating prior knowledge is to
gather information about students’
current level of understanding for
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a particular learning target, so that
the information can be used to guide
instructional decisions and support
student learning. When students
have opportunities to recall what they
already know, their prior knowledge

can help to support current and
future learning.
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KWL Chart

)LOOLQWKHÀUVWWZRURZVEHIRUHQHZOHDUQLQJRUUHVHDUFK
Fill in the last row after new learning or research.
Topic: _______________________________________________________
K: What do you already know
about this topic?
W: What do you wonder or
want to know?
L: What did you learn about
this topic?

Anticipation Guide

Directions:
1. Read the statements below and decide if you agree or disagree.
Record your prediction in the left-hand column.
2. At the end of the lesson, answer the same statements again.
Record your answers in the right-hand column.
3. &RPSDUH\RXUHDUO\SUHGLFWLRQVZLWK\RXUÀQDOFRQFOXVLRQV
Before (Agree/Disagree) Statement
After (Agree/Disagree)
5HÁHFWLRQRQ/HDUQLQJ
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