Activating Schema & Checking Student Background Knowledge: Same of Different?

Schema has to do with preparing Ss to learn new concept or vocabulary, so it is very different than checking Ss prior knowledge. “This learning theory views organized knowledge as an elaborate network of abstract mental structures which represent a person’s understanding of the world. People use schemata to organize current knowledge and provide a framework for future understanding.” (Wikipedia) 
The updated version of this theory uses the computer metaphor of cognition, in this metaphor the brain operates much like a computer with folders and files. The brain organizes information (files) into folders (schemata). Schema activation, therefore, has to do with preparing the Ss to put the information they are going to learn in that lesson into the correct folders. Based on this metaphor of cognition two processes operate in schema theory and those processes are assimilation and accommodation. Assimilation is easier than accommodation. 

Let's say you are teaching a L2 Kindergarten class and the topic of the class is fruit. You might begin the class by showing them a fruit basket and lots of individual fruit. You check to see if the Ss know the vocabulary in the TL, but all you are hearing from the Ss are 포도, 배, 사과, etc... Since the vocabulary is concrete and since the Ss have the complete schema in their first language, the process of learning this new vocabulary is assimilation. Ss are matching the new words to the schema they already possess. They will put fruit in their 과일 folder, they will put and all the rest of the English words will be stuck in the 과일 folder as well. This is at least true for Ss with coordinate bilingualism. Studies have shown that Ss with compound bilingualism may actually have two separate but connected schema systems. 

Some concepts/vocabulary schema cannot be activated because the Ss do not possess that schema system. When that happens, the process of accommodation is needed. Accommodation is harder than assimilation because the Ss have to update their directory so that it includes a new folder. Accommodation is hard because Ss can’t just stick the new information into an existing folder.  Although we cannot activate schema for the present perfect in Korean learners, because the Korean language doesn’t have that tense, we do attempt to have them open up their past tense folder by showing them pictures of past experiences. Although the present perfect lesson is an accommodation lesson, I get them ready to think about their past by activating their past tense schema. In the lesson Ss will be asked to construct their new folder when they make a distinction between simple past and present perfect in the lesson. Thus preparing them to think about past events will help Ss accommodate the new information by allowing them to construct schemata for the present perfect tense.

