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Using K-W-L 

In this example, a grade 5 teacher piques the curiosity of his students by showing them a 
documentary video of the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami. 

There is a buzz in the classroom as he writes ‘Tsunamis’ on the board. Underneath the 
title, he draws three columns and writes ‘What We Know’ in the first column. He explains 
to the students that they are going to be using a K-W-L chart to help them with a reading 
about tsunamis that will follow. 

He explains that it is important to first find out what they think they know about 
tsunamis. 

“This might help us think of ways that the author organizes the information. Another 
thing that we will do is to generate some questions about what you would like to know 
about tsunamis. Then, during our reading, we are going to make notes to see if we are 
able to answer our questions, and we might be able to jot down other new important 
information as well. We will probably still have some unanswered questions, but we can 
address these later.” 

Then he asks his students to share some of the facts that they know about tsunamis. As 
they brainstorm information, the teacher writes their ideas on the board. 

K – What We Know   

• large tidal wave 
• kills thousands of people 
• caused by storms 
• occurs in the Indian Ocean 
• unpredictable 
• destructive 
• not all are the same 

  

The teacher recognizes that not all of his students’ ideas are correct. However, he includes their 
answers on the chart. In order for them to think critically about their responses he asks questions 
about where and how they learned their information. When the students have completed their 
reading, he will clear up any misconceptions that the students have not self-corrected. 

After the teacher records his students’ responses, he holds up a copy of an article. He says to his 
students, “The title of this article is Tsunami Awareness. What kinds of information do you think 
the author might have included in this article?” He writes a new heading under the ‘What We Know’ 
column, and records their ideas. 
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K – What We Know   

• large tidal wave 
• kills thousands of people 
• caused by storms 
• occurs in the Indian Ocean 
• unpredictable 
• destructive 
• not all are the same 

  

Categories of Information We Expect to Use: 

• definition of tsunami 
• why they happen 
• when they happen 
• where they happen 
• size 
• damage they create 
• what we can do to prevent them 
• descriptions of some of the worst tsunamis 

The teacher reminds his students that articles such as the one he is holding about tsunamis are 
written to provide information that they might need or want. He asks them to think about what 
they would like to know about tsunamis. “What are some things that you don’t already know or 
aren’t quite sure of?” He labels the middle column ‘What We Want to Know’ and records their 
questions. 

K – What We Know  W – What We Want to Know  

• large tidal wave 
• kills thousands of people 
• caused by storms 
• occurs in the Indian Ocean 
• unpredictable 
• destructive 
• not all are the same 

• What causes tsunamis? 
• Where does the word 

tsunami come from and 
what does it mean? 

• Where do tsunamis occur? 
• What is the worst tsunami 

ever recorded? 
• What are some things we 

could do if we were 
involved in a tsunami? 

 

Categories of Information We Expect to Use: 

• definition of tsunami 
• why they happen 
• when they happen 
• where they happen 
• size 
• damage they create 
• what we can do to prevent them 
• descriptions of some of the worst tsunamis 
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Before distributing the Tsunami Awareness article to the students, the teacher writes ‘What We 
Learned and Still Need to Learn’ in the third column of the chart. 

K – What We Know  W – What We Want to Know L- What We Learned and Still 
Need to Learn 

• large tidal wave 
• kills thousands of people 
• caused by storms 
• occurs in the Indian Ocean 
• unpredictable 
• destructive 
• not all are the same 

• What causes tsunamis? 
• Where does the word 

tsunami come from and 
what does it mean? 

• Where do tsunamis occur? 
• What is the worst tsunami 

ever recorded? 
• What are some things we 

could do if we were 
involved in a tsunami? 

 

Categories of Information We Expect to Use: 

• definition of tsunami 
• why they happen 
• when they happen 
• where they happen 
• size 
• damage they create 
• what we can do to prevent them 
• descriptions of some of the worst tsunamis 

The teacher says, “Now that you have thought about what you know and what you would like to 
know, we are going to see how many questions we can answer and what other important 
information about tsunamis there are in the article. I’m sure we will learn all kinds of interesting 
facts.” 

The teacher gives students copies of the article, and their own K-W-L chart to complete. When they 
have completed their reading, he returns to the chart on the board. He says. “How many of the 
questions were you able to answer? Was some of our information inaccurate?” 

The teacher writes down the information the students have learned and corrects any 
misinformation. For example, one student raises her hand and states, “A tsunami is not a tidal 
wave.” 

“Good work, I guess we need to erase that from our chart. Is there anything else?” he asks. “Yes”, 
another student responds, “they aren’t caused by storms, and they occur in every ocean.” “Good 
information! You are fantastic investigators.” 

Assignment: 
Use the template provided on the next page to create your own K-W-L strategy to improve reading 
comprehension. Choose any grade level you prefer.  

Create a document in MS Word format (.doc or .docx) containing your own K-W-L chart and 
describe how you will introduce the K-W-L process to students and involve them in its use (e.g., 
assign a note taker, have each student fill out their own chart, etc.).  

 



Differentiated Instruction 

Elementary Strategies I 

 

https://educatorsuccess.com              page 4 

 

 

Select a reading appropriate to the grade level you have chosen and create a K-W-L chart to use 
with it. Itemize a few things from the reading you expect students will already know, and what you 
expect they will want to know. Explain how you would modify this strategy for students working 
below grade level in the classroom (e.g., break chapters into subsections), while maintaining the 
same learning objectives for all students. 

K – What We Know  W – What We Want to Know L- What We Learned and Still 
Need to Learn 

   

Categories of Information We Expect to Use: 
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