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Assisting English Langauge Learners in the Classroom

ELICITING BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE

Background knowledge is defined as "all
knowledge learners have when enfering a

learning environment that is poTen‘riaIly

relevant for acquiring new knowledge."
Background knowledge may range from
general familiarity with knowledge to
having a deep understanding of it. This
Bulletinexplores how background knowl-
edge can be utilized with activities in three
time dimensions: how teachers can help
students access their backgr‘ound know!-
edge in a subject/topic beforeit is taught;

- once it is Taugh‘r how students can activate

their emerging knowledge once the topic has
been taught; and finally how to puild
stable background knowledge in students -
for continuedknowledge use.

I ACCESSING KNOWLEDGE: How can
- I find out about whcrr students know'>

English Language Learners (ELLs) may

know great deal about a subject but 1) be
_unable to communicate their understanding

coherently due 1o limited language profi-

ciency; and/or 2) lack understanding due Yo
the unfamiliar cultural context in which the
content is presented. Thus, limited language

“proficiency in listening, speaklng reading,

and writing may prevent an ELL from fufly
demonstrating knowledge of fractionsina

~ word problem or of a story plot ina story
_. when ?he se’rng is complefely unfamillar

Recommendation: Use r:oncep)‘ or fheme
webs and "minute papers

Also called "mind maps", webs help to
access what learners ai_r‘eady know through
visual splashes of information linking
previous knowledge with the new knowl-
edge to be learned. Two considerations
here are important regarding ELLs: 1)
expanding the language use of the visual
displays through more extensive oral or
written explanation of the ideas being
generated; and 2) paying careful attention
to possibly ambiguous.or unknown cultural

references.

For example, a class- gener'cn‘ed web

' explormg background knowledge of
~ Maine's indigenous agricultural and ocean.

production may refer to maple sugaring
and lobstering, two items which may not be
familiar to ELLs. These need to be ex-
plained or clarified. _

Once students create a we.b ask s’ru-
dents to orally summarlze in small groups
or to do a quick write, - "minute paper" -
to explore whaT they already know. A

"minute paper" is simply an approximately
five-minute written summary of the tab-
leau of ideas represented in the web.
Recomendation: Engage students inan
activity such a 'focused dialogues’ fo

7 generafe mo tivation for the content to be
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