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The process of encouraging participation by drawing on prior knowledge 
is recognised as having an important part to play in getting children
interested, and in making the learning of new information more effective.

Concept mapping is one strategy used to reveal the extent and nature 
of collective knowledge in the classroom and to lead learners into effective
ways of organising and representing that knowledge. An important element
is the joint construction of the map, with teacher and pupils working
together to produce a graphic representation.

In a classroom where Rivers was the topic of study, the teacher introduced
the class to this strategy by inviting them to brainstorm their knowledge
about the subject. As the ideas flowed and were recorded randomly 
on a large sheet of paper, she drew their attention to this randomness 
and asked for suggestions about a more useful and efficient way of
organising the information. As teacher and pupils drew connecting lines 
to form networks of ideas, the teacher used her expert knowledge 
to highlight what learners needed to attend to. The end result was 
a map where pieces of knowledge were grouped together under 
symbols to represent categories. These knowledge items were linked 
with the central topic in various ways.

The process made no assumptions about prior experience of the task. 
It started from the premise that all learners need to know what 
to do and how to do it. The teacher believed modelling to be an essential
element in the ‘apprenticeship’ before pupils were required to work with 
a partner to construct their own concept maps.

The use of symbols for classifying the material is particularly supportive 
for EAL pupils who may be struggling with the writing system. Together 
the class decides on the symbols to be used and categories that relate 
to these symbols. Some knowledge falls under two symbols and then 
the class decides where they belong or links them together.

Resource 27: Building on prior knowledge 


