
A Few Good Ways to Activate & Assess Prior Knowledge  
While Building Towards Learner-Driven Units of Inquiry & Action   
 
Students often ask, “why should we learn this?” Or, “what does this have to do with me?” In response, some 
teachers scramble to make a strong statement to rationalize the newly challenged content and skills to be 
learned. Some miserably fail in this task, hence losing a number of students’ interest and buy-in right away. 
Then comes the hammer, “well, you need to learn this because there’s a test coming up and your grade, even 
your future, depends on you learning this!”  
 
More pro-active and learner-centered educators begin a unit by not only finding out what students know and 
think, they’re also prepared to peek curiosity, raise levels of intrigue, and involve students right away in the 
processes of sharing, constructing, and building upon their own life experiences and prior knowledge. This 
should occur even after students were involved in helping to decide what the content will look like.  
 
Once the essential topic, questions, inquiry and/or problem have been decided, it is important to begin a unit by 
activating and assessing students’ prior knowledge and experiences. This process, if done with sincere respect 
and curiosity on behalf of the educator, will help awaken every learner to what’s around the corner.    

 
 
 

Anticipation Guide: This brief assessment of student knowledge speaks directly to the unit’s essential 
questions and goals. If the content is intriguing and/or relevant, the response statements should create a 
classroom buzz around what’s about to be learned. Often written as “true or false” statements, they 
give the teacher a quick snapshot of what students know. The same statements are given to students 
again at the end of the unit to show what they’ve learned from the text and concluded on their own. As 
an educator, this tool can be fun to design and facilitate. Please see example in Folder 5 - File b.  

Artifact Sharing: Students bring in articles, objects, speakers, etc. that connect to the content.  When 
possible these materials can be collected in a classroom “museum” and displayed throughout the study. 

Family Interviews: Students interview family members about their knowledge / experiences on the 
subject and report back to the class.  In doing so family and cultural knowledge is respected and 
incorporated. Families are involved in the unit from the beginning. 

Journaling and Drawing: Students document prior knowledge in journals using words and drawings.  
This can be open-ended or guided by particular questions or images that might tease out 
misconceptions for early discussion / clarification.  

KNL (aka KWL): Students share and document what they know and what they need to know about the 
content.  As the teacher documents s/he is careful to distinguish between facts and opinions and 
discuss, not avoid, misconceptions.  At the end of the unit the students brainstorm what they learned 
and the teacher can take it further by listing questions that still need to be answered. Please see 
example in Folder 5 - File c (activity examples). 

Small-group Discussion: Create a space where students can dialogue in small groups or one-on-one 
using guiding questions, short text, photos, video, etc.  Some students are more comfortable with this 
structure and will bounce ideas off one another. The teacher can be present or record the sessions.     


