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Researchers agree that activating prior knowledge is the key to understanding a text being read.  Readers must rely on their past experiences to truly comprehend the topic chosen by the author.  The schema theory tells us that “when a reader opens the book, he or she brings to the page an understanding of the world around her, and an understanding of the nature of print”  (Nettles, 2006, p. 373).  According to an article written by Nassaji (2007), Bartlett, proposer of the schema theory, believed understanding takes place in the context of prior experiences and when keying into relevant information in memory.  “When…schemas are activated in a learning situation they determine how previously-existing knowledge can be modified by new information” (Driscoll, Craig, Gholson, Ventura, Hu, & Graesser, 2003).  Without this background knowledge, readers will struggle with the text.  The schema theory is vital, therefore, to developing young readers.

When studying the schema theory, one must remember there are two types of prior knowledge, the knowledge of the topic and the knowledge of the structure of the text.  Students come to the classroom with a variety of experiences.  Using their knowledge of life experiences, a teacher can help them better understand the text in which they are reading.  If this background knowledge is not activated and students are faced with unfamiliar topics, “some students may overcompensate for absent schemata by reading in a slow, text-bound manner; other students may overcompensate by wild guessing” (Stott, 2001).  In order to avoid this, the teacher must use her skills to ensure the students’ prior knowledge has been activated before jumping into the text.

There are many strategies for helping students activate their prior knowledge.  In her guide on prereading strategies, Porter (n.d.) lists a few of these strategies:  brainstorming, class discussions, semantic mapping, prequestions, visual aids, and advance organizers.  Using a variety of strategies will help maintain some sense of expectation in your students as well as ensure every student is being targeted in their own unique learning style.

Some would argue the schema theory is not, in its entirety, an effective mode of instruction.  “Schema theory assumes that knowledge in memory is abstract and amodal, existing in a state that has no objective reality, and is associated with no sensory modality” (Krasny, Sadoski, & Paivio, 2005).  In this case, experiences from our five senses must be involved in the learning process.  Adding sensory to teaching styles will, in theory, produce a more meaningful form of instruction.

In conclusion, the schema theory is a very effective form of reading instruction.  Incorporating prior experiences, or background knowledge, into a student’s learning will help him more fully understand and comprehend the text in which they are reading.  Providing opportunities before, during, and after reading will help activate this prior knowledge and allow the student a more successful reading experience.  In addition, integrating sensory learning experiences into the instruction will further help create a more meaningful learning experience for the student.
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