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WORKING MEMORY INFORMATION SHEET
What is Working Memory?

WORKING MEMORY is the ability we have to store and mentally manipulate information for short periods of time.  It is a useful measure of a child’s learning potential as it isn’t influenced by prior learning experiences or their socio-economic factors.  It tells us about a child’s ability to learn.

Characteristics of Children with Poor Working Memory

· Normal peer relationships but reserved in group activities.  This is because debate requires a memory of what has just been said together with an ability to formulate a response.

· Poor academic progress in reading and maths – particularly in relation to comprehension in reading and mental arithmetic but may lose track of a process in maths even when numbers are recorded.
· Difficulties with following instructions.

· Problems with learning activities which require storage and processing – even following sequences in PE.

· Place keeping difficulties / task abandonment.

· Often appears to be inattentive / distracted.

Support for Children with Working Memory Difficulties

· recognise the signs (as above) of problems with Working Memory.

· repeat information as required.

· make eye contact and check ‘Do you understand what you have to do?’

· break down tasks and instructions into smaller components.

· encourage the use of memory aids, including:

· Wall charts and displays

· Lists of useful spellings

· Personalised dictionaries

· Concrete aids in maths e.g. counters or blocks

· Number lines

· Multiplication grids 
· Calculators

· Step by step prompts

Further information is available at:

www.aboutworkingmemory.org   www.york.ac.uk/res/wml     http://psychology.dur.ac.uk/research/wm/index.htm
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What is working memory?

Working memory is a system for storing and processing information.  It acts as a mental workspace used in everyday activities such as reading or mental arithmetic.  The amount of information held in working memory is limited; when this is exceeded, information is forgotten.

Working memory and learning
Individual differences in the capacity of working memory place important constraints upon children’s learning.  If children are unable to meet the working memory demands of classroom tasks, working memory becomes overloaded and crucial information is lost.  Activity failures caused by this loss of information represent missed learning opportunities.  Working memory therefore imposes general constraints on learning within most curriculum areas that place demands upon processing and storing.  These include literacy, mathematics and science.  Consequently, scores on measures of working memory are strongly associated with attainment in key areas of the curriculum and provide an effective way of identifying children as risk of poor achievement.

Conclusion

Working memory is a system for processing and storing information during cognitive tasks.  It therefore imposes an important constraint on learning and attainment throughout childhood.  It is recommended that educators explore opportunities that allow children to practice working memory tasks and encourage the use of memory strategies.  It is also recommended that they consider the working memory demands of classroom activities and take steps to minimise these demands.
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