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How Do You Know 
What Students Know?



Presentation Goals
• Define meaningful learning and explain basics of Ausubel’s Assimilation Learning theory. 

• Explain the importance of students’ prior knowledge. 

• Describe how prior knowledge helps or hinders learning. 

• Explain why Librarian expertise can be a potential hinderance. 

• List strategies Librarians can use to assess students’ prior knowledge. 



Learning Activity

Website Map

*Activity attributed to Ray Pun

5 Minutes



Learning Activity
Website Map

What did you find interesting about this activity?

What did you discover?

How might this be a helpful activity for students?



Meaningful Learning

Relating information to what 

you already know. 

Ausubel’s Assimilation Learning Theory 



Ausubel’s
Learning 

Theory

Key ideas in Ausubel’s assimilation theory integrated with key ideas from epistemology. 

Novak, Joseph D. (2010-05-26). Learning, Creating, and Using Knowledge: Concept Maps 

as Facilitative Tools in Schools and Corporations (p. 58). Taylor and Francis. Kindle Edition



3 Requirements for Meaningful Learning



Ausubel’s Learning Theory

Knowledge represents an integrated system
• People naturally make associations based on patterns they experience in the 

world (Ambrose et al., 2010, p.46). 

• Organized cognitive structures- retain information more effectively.

Subsumption/Assimilation- central idea of theory

Students’ current knowledge is the most important factor 



Knowledge Organization



Knowledge Organization
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Prior 
Knowledge
Influences how students 
interpret new information. 

“Knowledge can be 
organized in ways that either 
do or do not facilitate 
learning, performance and 
retention” 

(Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 44)



Source: Dog Lovers Digest

http://www.dogloversdigest.com/2011/11/why-does-my-dog-misbehave/




When Prior Knowledge 
Hinders

Inactive Prior knowledge is there but not activated.

Insufficient Lacks prior knowledge to support new learning.

Inappropriate/
Inaccurate

Distorts new learning- basis for misconceptions.



When Prior Knowledge 
Helps

Activated There is sufficient prior knowledge that students are 
drawing from to make connections. 

Sufficient Adequate prior knowledge to support new learning. 

Appropriate/
Accurate

Relates to new learning. 



“Inaccurate prior knowledge can 

distort new knowledge by predisposing 

students to ignore, discount or resist 

evidence that conflicts with that they 

believe to be true” (Ambrose et al., 2010, p. 24)



Misconceptions

• Inaccurate knowledge

• Difficult to change

• Refutation does not always help

• What are some common 
misconceptions about libraries?

Photo credit, Matthew Roth



Novice vs Experts



Expert



Novice



Expert Blind Spot
When expert instructors are blind to the 
learning needs of novice students

Experts tend to
• overestimate students’ prior knowledge

• underestimate time needed to complete 
a task

Chunking knowledge

Unconscious competence



Developing 
Mastery

Image Source

https://ukcpd.net/collegemembers/conscious-competence-ladder-developing-new-skills/


Role of Instructor
Reflect on own level of knowledge

self-assess, draw a concept map

Assess students’ prior knowledge

Guide students to activate relevant knowledge 
ask relevant questions, what do you already know 
about this topic?

Fill in gaps of knowledge to support new learning
provide organizational structure for students to 
follow, associations

Identify misconceptions; efforts to correct them 

Image Source

https://loft.io/guide/learning/prior-knowledge/


Assessing Prior Knowledge 
Strategies

Draw a Map Activity
• Website, Library space, research process, concept, etc.

Think, Pair, Share
• Pose a question, time to reflect individually, in pairs, and then in the larger group.

Trivia game/Scavenger Hunt
• What are some facts you want students to know? 
• Provide a structure and ask student to fill in the missing information. 



Assessing Prior Knowledge 
Strategies

Pre-Assessment
• Provide a short assessment to gauge students knowledge prior to session. Can be given 

on Blackboard, through a survey (Qualtrics, Google Forms).

Demonstrate
• Ask students to guide you through a research strategy, how to book a study room, etc. 

Judgement of Learning
• Ask a series of questions. Have students evaluate their confidence in their prior 

knowledge on a rating scale. Compare to correct answer



Use & Adapt Activity

• Get into groups of 3-5

• Discuss the prior knowledge assessment strategies

• Brainstorm how you can use or adapt these strategies

• What other strategies can you come up with?

• Share!



Recommended Reading
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Thank You!

Contact Info: Kristin Hall

Kristin.hall@stonybrook.edu

@kristinlearn27
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