
© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

Fact Sheet 49 - How to use build on existing knowledge in the 

classroom 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

A mistake that undertrained (or poorly trained) TAs often make is to believe that 

students start from scratch when learning something new. In other words, they may 

falsely believe that a student has no prior knowledge when in actual fact all students 

bring a significant amount of prior knowledge with them – even to the most challenging 

concepts, skills or topics.  

Building on existing knowledge is about linking the current topic with what students 

already know. This gives students a springboard to begin learning a new topic. This 

springboard is the ‘mental schema’ we all have. Think of this schema as being similar 

to a filing cabinet that stores everything we know about a topic.  

We have a mental schema for almost every topic (including the ones we think we don’t 

know much about). Given that we all have an existing (albeit potentially small) schema 

for almost every topic or skill, it’s much easier to add new information to it than to try 

and create a brand new mental schema from scratch.  

However, the problem is that existing schemas (particularly in relation to unfamiliar 

topics) are difficult to access without prompting. This is where the TA or teacher should 

help students to access their existing knowledge. They need to open each student’s 

mental schema so it’s ready to receive new information – kind of like opening a filing 

cabinet drawer. 

Let’s demonstrate this with an example. Think about a topic you don’t know much 

about (e.g., gardening or engineering). Now write down everything you already know 

about one of those topics.  

You might be surprised about how much you actually know. Take gardening for 

example, you already know about vegetables and fruits, you can probably name 4 or 

5 types of trees, and you know that flowers need water to grow. You also know gardens 

need fertilisers, and so forth. If you were to list out every single thing you know about 

gardening, it would be a long list even if you don’t like doing it.  
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In fact, you could probably make long sub-lists as well (e.g., a list about trees). Don’t 

think you know much about gardening? Name 2 types of grass. Name 3 flowers. You 

know much more than you might initially think. The list you produce from this activity 

is essentially a photocopy of your mental schema.  

Adding to your existing mental schema is much easier than trying to create a brand 

new one. To use another example, think about something you know a lot about (such 

as a topic, hobby or person). Now imagine you learnt a related new fact.  

As your mental schema is already well developed, adding a single fact is easy and will 

almost certainly be retained in your long-term memory. This happens because your 

brain has an existing ‘file system’ that’s primed and ready to receive related new 

information.  

By linking what you already know with new information, your brain also naturally adds 

it to the correct storage location, making retrieval easier and faster. Your mind will 

compare this new information to other pieces of information, which makes recall easier 

as well. 

The purpose of building on existing knowledge is to help students see the link between 

what they already know and what they are learning (or are about to learn). That’s why 

this strategy is sometimes called ‘linking to previous knowledge’ or ‘activating prior 

knowledge’. There are 2 ways to use it.  

First, you could use it when introducing or reviewing content (a topic, skill, concept, 

text or subject). A quick brainstorm or questioning session is the easiest way to do this 

– link the new and old content while explaining both.  

Second, if students are part way through an activity and are having problems, you 

could link back to what they already know and build from there. Simply ask students, 

‘what do you already know’ and then ask a series of questions to get them thinking.  

Detailed Example 

The class is learning how to write short stories. Your job is to help 3 students who 

seem a bit anxious and who always struggle with writing tasks. To build their 

confidence, you first decide to speak with them about what they already know. This 

takes about 5 minutes. Here is what they already know:  
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• They know what a short story is and they have read many short stories in the 

past. 

• They know a short story is similar to a TV show and they have watched plenty 

of those. 

• They know what a title is and why it’s important. 

• They know that short stories have an introduction, a middle and an end. 

• They know that short stories have a main character and a setting. 

• They know about ‘people, places and things’. 

• They can use punctuation, write sentences and write small paragraphs. 

• They can verbally re-tell several short stories that the class has read. 

• They can verbally describe the main aspects of their short story (such as 

characters, setting and the main plot).  

• They can divide their story into sections (panels) like a cartoon strip and explain 

each one in detail. 

It turns out that these 3 students (who lack confidence and believe that they don’t know 

much about short stories) actually know plenty! In fact, they know everything they need 

to know about short stories. Where they are stuck is knowing how to put everything 

together.  

By pointing out to the students that they know a lot already, their self-esteem and 

willingness to have a go will grow. In fact, this is the case for almost all ‘new’ topics – 

students actually know a huge amount already – the TA just needs to show them.  

 


