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PAEDIATRIC OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY 

WORKING MEMORY: 

Definition: 

Working memory is the ability we have to hold and manipulate information in the mind over short 
periods of time.  

Working memory is important because it provides a mental workspace in which we can hold information 

whilst engaged in other activities. The capacity to do this is crucial to many learning activities in the 

classroom. Children often have to hold information in their mind whilst engaged in an effortful 
activity. The information to be remembered may, for example, be the sentence that they intend to 
write while they are trying to spell the individual words. It could also be the list of instructions given 
by the teacher while carrying out individual steps in the task.  

It is suggested that because children with weak working memory often fail to meet working memory 
demands of individual learning episodes, the incremental process of acquiring skills and knowledge over 
the school years is disrupted.  

Working memory plays an important role in reading comprehension and, for younger children, in the 
development of decoding skills to create reading fluency. It is a measure of the capacity of individuals 
to hold information in mind with the purpose of completing a task and helps them to remember the 
rules within a game or task.  

Functional Implications: 

• Difficulty remembering the details of activities with more than one step. 
• Difficulty remembering place within a complicated task 
• Difficulty retelling a story using own words. 
• Incomplete recall, such as forgetting some or all of the words in a sentence, or of a sequence of 

words 
• Forgetting instructions, including remembering only the part of a sequence of instructions, or 

forgetting the content of an instruction (for example, the child correctly remembers to go to Mrs 
Cook as instructed by the teacher, but once there cannot remember the content of the message 
to be given) 

• Place-keeping errors – for example, repeating and/or skipping letters and words during sentence 
writing, missing out large chunks of a task. 

• Task abandonment – the child gives up a task completely. 

Activities to Improve Working Memory 

1. Memory Games (see Working Memory Brain Games document) 
2. Discussing past events with your child can be a good way to help them remember specific details.  

Make sure you don’t simply ask or tell your child what happened, you instead have a collaborative 
conversation that helps your child make associations. 
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3. Board and card games require working memory to apply rules, remember whose turn it is, and 

relate the number of spots on the dice to how many spaces you can move. The training is enhanced 
if your child “helps” you remember what happens next. 

4. Go shopping. Ask your preschooler to help you keep track of the next three or four things you 
have to find and have him check them off on her fingers as you find each one. You can do this at 
home with pretend shopping. 

5. Games: 
• What’s Missing? Place some small toys under a towel or a blanket. Let your child see what’s there, 

then have her cover her eyes. Remove one toy, replace the towel, let her lift it up and try to 
figure out what’s missing. Variation: Show your child the toys, put the towel over them and see 
how many she can remember. 

• I Packed My Suitcase -The players have to picture and remember an increasing list of items. One 
child starts by saying, “I packed my suitcase and in it I put a toothbrush (or anything else).” The 
next player repeats that phrase and adds another item “a toothbrush and some underpants (tee 
hee!).” Go back and forth adding more items depending on your child’s age and ability. 

• Scavenger Hunt -Give your child a short verbal list of easily found objects or toys and send him 
off to hunt for them. See how many he can keep in his head while he goes to look. Start small and 
build up. 

Strategies to Help Develop Working Memory: 

• Prompt retrieval, e.g., ask the child for details of what s/he is doing and intends to do next 
• Increase the meaningfulness and degree of familiarity of the material to be remembered 

(facilitate categorisation in storage and retrieval or previously learnt knowledge)  
• Hook information in with larger concepts or a big picture. For kids with poorer working memory 

skills, the big ideas can act as a guidepost. If they can get big ideas down, it helps them remember 
other concepts. 

• Simplifying instructions. Young children can’t hold as many words in their head at a time as we 
can, so instructions should be short, simple and direct. For example, saying “When you’ve read two 
pages, you can watch The Simpsons” is simpler and more direct than saying “If you complete your 
homework, then you can watch TV for half an hour.” 

• Repeat information as required, and encourage the child to request information as required. 
• Break down or chunk tasks and instructions into smaller components to minimise memory load. re-

structure multi-step tasks into separate independent steps, supported by memory aids if possible 
e.g., write the instructions in different coloured ink in order to create a visual cue for the child to 
keep track of their place, or give the child 3 math problems to do at once (rather than the whole 
set of 15) and give feedback on those answers before she sees more.  

• Use of external tools that act as memory aids for the child e.g., story structures, pictures 
• Adapt it. All children are different, figuring out what style of instruction best suits your child 

can help him remember. This could be giving multi-step instructions verbally, writing instructions 
so they can refer to them, or maybe making a checklist where they check off each step as they 
go. Some children need to be given one step at a time. 

• Reduce working memory loads where possible, e.g., reducing the overall amount of material to be 
stored (e.g. shortening sentences to be written or number of items to be remembered) 


