
Adapting the K-W-L Reading 
BY CHRISTIE SWEENEY Strategy to Foster Experiential 

Learning for Pre-service Teachers 

he KW ALA (pronounced "koala") method of instruction emerged from the K-W-L model, a literacy
based strategy to help students improve their understanding of expository material (Ogle, 1986). 
The K-W-L instructional model is used to guide readers through the process of active learning by 
eliciting prior knowledge, asking questions, and encouraging self-to-text connections (Fritz, 2002). 
Depending on how the learning environment is structured, students may move through this method 
individually, in small groups, or as a whole class. This strategy serves to set a purpose for reading, 
help students monitor and assess their comprehension of text, and provide an opportunity for students 
to expand ideas beyond the text (Conner, 2006). As students move through the K-W-L process, they 
become better readers of expository text, or, more precisely, they become more literate (knowledge
able) about expository text. 

K-W-L literacy instruction guides students and/or groups of students through a three-step pro
cess. Table 1 illustrates the three-column (graphic organizer) chart used to record information 
during K-W-L instruction. In the first step, students access their prior knowledge by answering 
the question, what do I already know? Asking students to think about everything they already 
know about the text or topic to be studied activates their previous learning and promotes con
nections to personal experience. Next, students are asked to consider what they want to know 
or learn about the text or topic. This sets the purpose for participating and engaging in the topic 
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(Oregon Technology in Education Council [OTEC], 2006). 
Finally, students engage in activities (e.g., reading, discus
sion, research) to learn about their topic while focusing their 
attention on the key ideas they want to know. As they peruse 
material, students record what they learn in the final column 
of the K-W-L chart (Conner, 2006). 

Like the K-W-L strategy, the KW ALA 
method of instruction is a literacy-based 
strategy that guides students and/or 
groups of students through a step-by-step 
process. The KWALA model serves to 
expand on the K-W-L strategy and is 
not limited in application to reading 
instruction. It might be implemented as a 
learning tool for reading, an approach to 
solve problems, an instructional teach
ing device, or an action-planning tem
plate. Table 2 illustrates the five-column 
(graphic organizer) chart used to record 

Whereas K-W-L is focused specifically on improving literacy in 
expository reading, the KWALA model broadens the concept of 
literacy to incorporate higher-order thinking skills, such as problem 
solving, reasoning, and reflection (OTEC, 2006). This model is 
an especially effective teaching and learning tool for pre-service 
teachers because it engages students in preparation for learning 

content and models an effective teach
ing strategy. In essence, the students 
are learning through experience to 
teach through experience. The follow
ing example illustrates implementation 
of the KW ALA process with pre-service 
students enrolled in a middle school 
methods class, Methods, Curriculum 
& Philosophy ofTeaching in the Middle 
School. 

The first night of class, five large 
sheets of poster paper are hung on 
the classroom wall. They are labeled 

Asking students to think about everything they already know 
about the text or topic to be studied activates their previous learning 

and promotes connections to personal experience. 

information during the KW ALA process. Depending on how the 
learning environment is structured, students may move through 
this process individually, in small groups, or as a whole class. Like 
the K-W-L strategy, the KWALA process begins with brainstorm
ing. In this step, students consider everything they already know 
about a specific topic. They record this information and then 
consider what they want to know about the topic. These activities 
activate prior knowledge, promote personal connections, and set 
a purpose for learning. 

The K-W-L and KW ALA strategies diverge on step three: action. 
This step requires metacognition. First, the students must think 
about learning. What do they (really) want to know, and how can 
they learn it as quickly as possible? What actions would be most/ 
least productive? How should they prioritize their actions? At this 
point, students create a list of possible action items. Then they 
decide which actions they will take and write a statement of intent 
{action plan) to accomplish their learning goal. Finally, they get 
busy learning. In time, students record their learning on the "L'' 
chart. The final, and perhaps most important, step in the KWALA 
process gives relevance to their learning. After summarizing what 
they have learned, students explain how they will apply it. 

40 TllE\E'>' H\\IP~llIREJOLH'IALOFEDLCATIO\ 

K, W, A, L, and A (extra large Post-it® notes work well). After 
introductory activities, students participate in a think/pair/share 
(Fogarty & Pete, 2007) activity. First, they are asked to think 
about and list at least five things they know about adolescents, 
curriculum, and/or teaching in a middle school. Next, they turn 
to a neighbor and pair up to discuss their lists. Finally, the entire 
class shares their responses in a whole-group discussion. During 
the discussion, I record what we already know about adolescents, 
curriculum, and/or teaching in a middle school on the Know 
poster {accessing prior knowledge). 

After reviewing what is recorded on the first poster, I ask students 
to consider what they would like to learn about adolescents, 
curriculum, and/or teaching in a middle school. Once again 
they think, pair up, and share at least five things they would 
like to learn. This time when we move to the task of whole
class sharing and recording information on the W poster, I ask 
a student volunteer to be the recorder. As we share what we 
want to learn about adolescents, curriculum, and/or teaching 
in a middle school, the recorder fills in the Want poster. Data 
recorded on this poster will actually determine our learning 
goals for the semester. 



The final KW ALA activity of the evening focuses on learning. The 
process oflearning requires action; in order to learn, we have to 

do something. For our last think/pair/share activity, I ask students 
to think about how they learn (what they do to understand and 
gain knowledge in order to pass their classes). Then I ask them 
to list at least five actions they have personally taken to learn. 

After dialoguing with their partners, responses are shared in a 
whole-class discussion and recorded on the Action poster. This 
information will serve as our group action plan for learning. In 

addition, each student will be asked to choose five actions he/she 
will take to learn about adolescents, curriculum, and/or teaching 
in a middle school this semester. When the K, W, and A post
ers are complete, we read them aloud and review what we have 

recorded. Table 3 provides an example of the poster information 
recorded in one of my middle school methods courses. This data 
becomes a class resource for the rest of the semester. 

Before the session ends, I take time to describe the remaining 
KWALA categories (learn and apply) and inform the students 

that we will focus on those two categories later in the semester. 
I also provide students with a handout that explains the entire 

KWALA process_(see Figure 1). 

At the end of the semester, usually the second-to-last night of 
class, we revisit the K, W, and A posters. First, we review and 
discuss them as a whole class. Then students are assigned to a 

small cooperative learning group (no more than four students each) 
to complete a learn and apply activity. Each cooperative group is 
given the assignment to create a learn and apply poster to present 
to their classmates the last night of class. Specific requirements of 

this assignment are the L poster information must connect to ideas 
recorded on our W poster and include at least 10 specific teaching 
strategies or concepts learned; the A poster must explain how to 

apply those 10 teaching strategies or concepts to adolescents, cur
riculum, and/or teaching in a middle school; group presentations 
must actively engage the class; and each group must develop and 
disseminate a one-page summary handout. 

Students learn more when they are involved in their education 
and have opportunities to think about and apply what they are 
learning in different settings (Kuh, 2008). Cooperative group 
presentations serve as a powerful review of the course work 

covered during the semester. For example, one group wrote 
and performed a song that described the three developmental 
stages of adolescents and then taught the song to their class
mates. Another group role-played behaviors of adolescents to 
illustrate appropriate and inappropriate teacher responses. As 

each scenario was performed and group members demonstrated 
potential cause-and-effect outcomes related to teacher behaviors, 
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the audience was instructed to record each behavior and the 
resulting student response. The first "teacher" responded to an 
acting-out "student" by yelling at and threatening the student; this 

caused the "student" to persist in making poor behavior choices: 
she yelled, swore, and threatened the teacher right back. When 
the "teacher" addressed the acting-out student individually, 

either asking her to step into the hallway to discuss what was 
bothering her or explaining in a quiet, respectful manner how 
her behavior was disrupting the entire classroom, she naturally 
de-escalated and the acting-out behavior stopped. This was an 

excellent example of a student-generated activity that reinforced 
the cause-and-effect relationship between teacher response and 
disruptive middle school students. In addition, the requirement 

to record teacher behaviors and the resulting student responses 
made listeners accountable for their learning. 

To become literate is to become educated. Participation in the 
KWALA process allows pre-service teachers to learn through an 
experience of modeled instruction. Students are given an opportunity 

to demonstrate their literacy in an engaging, energetic, and interesting 
way. Most important, because critical thinking, communication, and 
collaborative skills (Chen, 2010) are essential for future success, 
the process enables learners to learn how to learn. 

Christie Sweeney is co-coordinator of the Educatwnal Leadership 
program at Plymouth State University in Plymouth, New 
Hampshire. 
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Tiie KWALA Concept 

Know: (What do I/we know about the subject/situation/problem/issue ... ?) 

Want: (What do I/we want to learn about the subject/situation/problem/issue ... ?) 

Action: (What action(s) will I/we take to learn/understand what I/we want to know ... ?) 

Learn: (What did I/we learn/understand about the subject/situation/problem/issue ... ?) 

Apply: (How will I/we apply what I/we have learned ... ?) 

Figure I. The KWALA Concept 

K·W·L Chart 
K w L 

Know Want Learn 
(What do I/we already know?) (What do I/we want to learn?) (What did I/we learn?) 

Table I. K-W-L Chart 

KWALA Chart 

K w A L A 
Know Want Action Learn Apply 

(What do I/we know (What do I/we want (What action(s) will (What did I/we learn (How will I/we 
about the topic?) to learn about I/we take to learn what about the topic?) apply what I/we 

the topic?) I/we want to know?) • learned?) 

Table 2. KWL Chart 
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KWALA Chart: Methods of Middle School Class Sample 

Know Want Action Learn Apply 

• Adolescents are • How do you teach them • Attend class each week. 
difficult kids. so that they will listen • Participate in class 

• Curriculum at middle and learn? discussions. 
school or in junior high is • What do you do when • Read the textbook. 
divided into many differ- kids act out? What's the • Read related articles. 
ent subjects. difference between a • Complete assignments. 

• Adolescents are hard to junior high and a middle • Listen and ask question. 
control (discipline). They school? • Write lesson plans. 
don't listen to adults or • How can I teach children • Visit a middle school, 
teachers. this age if they won 'V take notes, and write and 

• Middle school is like don't listen to me? observation paper. 
junior high. • How do you control • Talk to middle school. 

• Adolescents are smart (manage) the classroom? teachers and classmates 
alecks. • What about gangs, drugs, who are currently 

• It's a difficult time in a violence, and other social teaching. 
child's life. problems (adolescents 

• Being in junior high is have to deal with)? 
lonely. • If kids are gang bangers 

• Girls and boys are or they swear, what do 
growing in physical ways you do? 
(puberty). • I'm scared of these kids; 

what if I end up teaching 
at a middle school? 

• How do I stay their 
teacher and not their -
"friend"? 

• Can we get parents to 
help? 

Table 3. KWALA Chart: Methods of Middle School Class Sample 
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