Supporting Memory in Secondary School
Most psychologists believe that a student’s memory capacity is innate but there is some agreement about improving what you do have.  A practical approach would be to say ‘let’s not worry about why it’s not working – let’s focus on what works’.  Generally speaking it is a good idea to keep strategies simple because a complex one takes up too much capacity in a student’s working memory.  Working memory is the name given to when we have to remember information and do something with it at the same time. A second principle is that improvement in other areas in a student (e.g. reading speed or spelling) can free up working memory capacity.  Working memory is really important during the initial stages of learning something but then it becomes less important as routines or facts become embedded in a student’s long term memory.  To achieve this, in the classroom, teachers need to place minimal demands on a student’s memory.  However, there are some routines and strategies that ought to be considered:

· Make revision as active as possible and avoid anything too passive.
· Teach one memory strategy at a time and model it first.
· Encourage students to be flexible in selecting different memory strategies for different tasks.
· Inform the student about the purpose of each strategy, including when and why to use it.  Model all the steps and provide opportunities for practice.
· Try to generalise the use of a strategy outside the session: where would you use this in the classroom/what subjects does this work with?

It is worth noting that all of us over estimate how good our memory is and this is called the ‘fluency illusion’.  This is the name given to the feeling that we ‘think’ we can remember something.  The only way we really know, is when we are asked to retrieve information out of our long term memories and, in the context of education, get it down on paper in response to a question.  Being over confident is common but once we are aware of this, we can start to be more specific about how we test ourselves.

Specific memory strategies:

Learning by rote – places minimal demands on a student and is only for the short term but is useful in a few cases

Relational strategies – making information meaningful and relating it to what they already knows.  This works well for students who can remember information as though it is a ‘story’ they have heard

Rehearsal strategies – rehearsing information frequently and in small chunks so the memory is not overwhelmed.  A good video to watch on this would be ‘Spaced Practice’ which can be found here: https://www.learningscientists.org/videos.

Chunking – relating, pairing or grouping information together.  Making an active decision about how many items to learn in a revision session.

Dual encoding – this is where the student uses multiple routes to retrieve the information.  For example a student might verbally rehearse something and use visual imagery to help prompt them as they speak.  Or might it might include making a set of written notes on a topic and then including pictures/images to prompt their memory.  Details of this can be found here: https://www.learningscientists.org/videos.  An example of dual encoding is Cornell note taking.  This involves both writing key points and then adding in either key words or key images as a ‘hook’ to improve retention.  A video explaining this can be found here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtW9IyE04OQ.  

Books worth reading:
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