
WORKING 
MEMORY 



What is 
working 
memory ? 

Working memory refers to the ability to 
hold information in short-term memory 
while simultaneously processing it. We 
use working memory to meaningfully 
participate in everyday activities such 
as conversations, to decode unknown 
words when reading, and to do 
mental arithmetic. 

Along with reading, other classroom 
activities that involve working memory 
include the following of multiple-step 
instructions, copying sentences from 
the board, spelling, maths and 
participation in discussions and 
debates. 



Children with working memory 

difficulties have a reduced capacity to 

temporarily store and process 

information in this short-term ‘mental 

workspace’ 



Working 
memory 
issues are 
associated 
with :  
 

poor phonological 
awareness 

learning disorders and 
learning difficulties 

attentional issues 

anxiety, worry and 
trauma. 
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How do children with Working memory issues 
appear in the classroom ?  

• Appear inattentive or not to be listening 

• daydream 

• forget what they have been taught (because it wasn’t actually learned) 

• lack confidence in themselves as learners 

• have difficulty solving problems 

• can’t fully remember what they are supposed to be doing 

• have low academic achievement in numeracy and literacy 

• have difficulty following instructions with two or more parts 

• have difficulty copying sentences from the board 

• do not contribute to class discussions or volunteer to answer questions 

• feel highly frustrated, which may lead to acting-out behaviours 

• demonstrate erratic performance—appearing to remember some things one day, but 

not the next 

• do not start or complete their work or homework independently. 

◦ Children with working memory difficulties often feel frustration and anxiety around their 

academic performance. This may arise as a result of forgetting what to do next or 

forgetting parts of a question, story or instruction. 

◦ They are often very poor at organizing their bags , they forget things and lose things like 

PE kit 

 



◦ An example of a working memory issue  

◦ Consider this scenario.  

◦ A boy in Year 5 is asked to mentally solve the following question, 
presented verbally. 

 

 ‘Fred picked 10 apples from his dad’s apple tree. He gave three apples 
to Van and four apples to Pete. How many apples did Fred have left after 
he ate one?’  

 

The boy either asks for the question to be repeated, or he answers 
incorrectly.  

The same boy is then given a similar question, but this time the problem is 
written. He answers it correctly the first time. 

 

 

◦ This occurs because a child with working memory difficulties is likely to 
answer incorrectly or not at all to a spoken question with no visual or 
written supports, as they do not have the memory capacity to 
mentally hold all of the information about the apples while 
simultaneously solving the problem.  

◦ When the question is written, the boy may answer it correctly because 
he did not need to remember the number of apples each person had.  

◦ Being able to re-read the information relieves the burden on working 
memory, allowing the child to work out the answer without needing to 
store the relevant information in their memory. 

 



1)Be clear and concise when giving instructions. Make sure you have the child’s full attention when giving instructions. Remove distractions, get down to 

their level, and look them in the eye when speaking. Remember to keep instructions short , and to break them down into manageable tasks that won’t cause 

feelings of overwhelm.  

 

2) Ask the child to repeat directions back to you. After providing instructions, ask the child to repeat what you’ve said back to you to ensure they heard you 

correctly. This extra step is a great way to improve retention, and allows you to fill in any gaps if the child forgot one or more of the things you said. 

 

3) Teach visualization. Teaching the child to create a mental picture of the things you ask him or her to do is a great way to improve working memory. You 

may need to take it a step further at first and have the child draw his or her mental picture for you, but the more you practice, the better able the child will be at 

visualizing the things asked of him or her. 

 

4) Break tasks down. Take the time to write out what needs to be done (and when) so the child can visually see what’s expected of him or her, and then work 

together to ensure each step is completed along the way. This will require more upfront help on your part, but the child will eventually learn how to break large 

tasks and assignments into bite-sized pieces that are less overwhelming. 

5) Encourage note taking and highlighting of key words. Teaching the child to write down homework assignments, create ‘to do’ lists, and take notes while 

working on school assignments can have a huge impact on improving his or her working memory.  

 

6) Use praise. Children who struggle to focus and pay attention often receive a lot of negative feedback throughout the day.  

 

7) Use graphic organizers to help the child plan and visually see their work in progress. 

 

8) Use memory aids like wall charts, posters, key words, number lines, memory cards, visual diagrams 

 

9) Don’t put too much information on a power point eg lots of maths sums  or they will struggle to work out where they are up to. Give students a print out of 

the power point and highlight what they need to do.  

 

10) Alternate the use of colours when writing on a board so it is easier to distinguish between each line. 

 

11) Use now , then and next sheets or lists where they can tick what they have done. 

 

12) Use lots of repetition ! 

Strategies to support students  



Bell tasks and plenaries 



Graphic organisers.  
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/ 
 
These will help students to plan what they have to do and see how they are 
progressing . When they return to the work it is easy to see all the 
components . 

https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/
https://creately.com/blog/diagrams/types-of-graphic-organizers/














Memory activities 

◦ These can be used to support the child to improve their working memory in class and at home . 



Creating mental images by highlighting key points. Students could 
also draw the image. 



Annotating paragraphs 

Give each 

paragraph a 

title , or one 

key word that 

describes the 

overall 
content 

Write a small 

summary of 

each 
paragraph  

When the teacher gives a task 
based on the above 
paragraph, the child can  
quickly see: key words in the 
right hand side , highlighted 
words in the paragraph and 

the small summary on the left. 
This means the child does not 
have to hold lots of 
information in their memory 



Use recipes to 

show the stages 

and steps . That 
are required . 

 

Students can tick 

off what they 

have done at 
each stage. 



Memory games – recognising patterns, start 
simple  
 
Look at the pattern below: 



Which pattern did you see? 



Memorize this pattern 



Which pattern did you see? 



Recall 
information 

◦ Give students a sheet 
with  number of 
pictures ( these can be 
related to a topic )  

◦ Spend time looking at 
the picture, cover it 
over and look again . 

◦ Cover the picture  and 
ask questions to check 
their recall. ( can be 
done in pairs) 

◦ Students may be given 
a life line to look at the 
picture 



Mnemonics 



Memory Words 

  

Say the following to students: 

“I am going to tell you a list of items that I want you to remember.  I will then 

ask you about them later” 

  

Tell student the list of items 

  

Ask the student the questions listed with the items. 

  

After student has answered the questions ask them to tell you the items you 

told them to remember. Students are having to recall from their memory after 

answering questions. 



Group 1: 

 
Word list 

Blanc 

Vert 

Noir 

Rose 

Bleu 

Rouge 

Orange 

jaune 

 

Questions 
What is your favorite color? 

Why do you like that color? 

 

Group 2: 

 
Word list 

Lundi 
Mardi 

Mercredi 

jeudi 

Vendredi 
Samedi 

Dimanche 

 

Questions 
What day were you born ? 

What do you like to do on a 
Saturday? 

 


