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2STRATEGIES TO REMEMBER

Our “memory banks” hold records of our past, including our  
experiences and what we have learned about people, places, events 

and facts. These types of memories, which can be recalled by conscious 
thought and can be described in words, are called declarative, or explicit, 

memories. Declarative memories, such 
as, “Yesterday, I ate an apple” or “Nine 
times eight equals 72” can be called up 
and stated, or “declared.” Declarative 
memories are processed and stored in 
pathways in the cerebral cortex. 

Not all of our memories can be 
expressed by language. Some memo-
ries, such as remembering how to ride 
a bicycle or play a musical instrument, 
involve skills that are acquired and 
recalled without conscious thought. 
These types of memories, which 
involve how to do things, are known 

as procedural memories. Procedural memories are processed and stored sep-
arately from declarative memories in the brain. Activity 3, “Practice Makes 
Memories,” highlights procedural memories. 

There are many ways to improve performance in certain kinds of  
declarative memory tasks. Known as mnemonics, these strategies make it 
easier to remember names, dates or lists. A few mnemonic techniques  
are listed below. 
 • Rhythm and rhyme form the basis of many simple memory boosters. 

For example, a tricky grammatical rule is easy to remember when stat-
ed as: “I before E except after C.”

 • Acronyms and phrases provide hints that help us remember long 
strings of names or lists. The acronym, “ROY G. BIV,” helps students 
remember the colors of the spectrum (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, 
indigo and violet). The first letters of the words in the phrase, “My Very 
Energetic Mother Just Served Us Nuts,” makes it easier to remember 
the names and order of the planets in our solar system (Mercury, Venus, 
Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune). 

 • Mental images can be useful for recalling names and lists. To remem-
ber the name of someone you have just met, construct a mental image 
that links the person’s appearance to his or her name. For example, 
picturing Mrs. Green in a green dress may make it easier to remember 
her name. 

Unit 
Links

DANGER AT ROCKY 
RIVER 
Story, Chapters 3-4 
Science box, p. 7 

EXPLORATIONS
Cover activity, “Matter of Fact!” 
p. 2, “Memory Power” p. 5

OVERVIEW
Students will compare different  
strategies for memorizing information 
such as names, dates and lists. 

CONCEPTS
● Memories of what we have learned 

about people, events and facts are 
called declarative memories. 

● These memories are processed and 
stored in the cerebrum. 

SCIENCE & MATH SKILLS
Observing, comparing, computing, 
summarizing and graphing

TIME
Preparation: 15 minutes
Class: 45 minutes to conduct  
experiment; 45 minutes for calcula-
tions and graphing; 45 minutes for 
follow-up graphing activity

MATERIALS
Teacher
● 6 sheets of paper towels or napkins 

to cover items on trays or plates
● 6 small trays or plates 
● Small objects, such as buttons, 

toys, pencils, etc., to create trays 
for student groups (see “Suggested 
Objects,” sidebar, p. 6)

Per Student Group
● Covered tray or plate containing 

10 items (for younger students), or 
more items (for older students) 

Per Student
● Pencil
● Sheet of white paper
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 • Grouping unrelated items into categories or lists helps break strings 
of information into bits that are easier to remember. Now famous 
psychology experiments on memory suggest we can only remember 
about 7–9 items at a time. Phone numbers are easier to recall as one 
three-digit and one four-digit number than as one series of seven  
numbers. Items are even easier to remember when organized into 
meaningful groups. 

SETUP
This activity is best conducted with the students in groups of four,  
followed by a class discussion of observations and results. If time is limited, 
assign a different memory strategy to each group instead of having all of 
the groups complete each of the trials. 

Place 10 or more small objects on a tray or plate for each group of  
students. Each tray should have a different assortment of items. Hide the 
contents of the trays by covering them with napkins or paper towels.

PROCEDURE
Trial 1: No Memory Aid
1.  Distribute a covered tray or plate to each group. Each student should 

have a pencil and a sheet of paper. Explain to the students that they 
will be learning something new and creating memories. 

2.  Have a student in each group uncover the tray. Instruct students to 
study the trays individually for five minutes, without talking or  
touching the objects. After five minutes, have the students cover the 
trays. Immediately ask if they think they have created a memory of the 
items on their trays. Have each student list as many of the objects as  
he or she can remember. 

  Note. You may find that more or less time is appropriate for your 
students. However, the time allowed for each trial should be the same. 

3.  Have each student count items that he or she remembered. Have 
younger students add their values and record the total number of items 
remembered by the members of the group. Older students should 
compute the average number of items remembered in their group and/
or class. 

Trial 2: Grouping
1.  Rotate the trays around the classroom, so that each group has a  

different set of objects to observe. This time, ask the members of each 
group, working together, to sort their objects in any way that is mean-
ingful to them and might help them to remember the objects. Give 
them five minutes to complete the task. 

2. Strategies to Remember 
Memory and Learning Teacher’s Guide

Suggested Objects
●
 Aluminum foil, 1-in. sq. 

●
 Aluminum wire, 1-in. piece

●
 Brass screw

●
 Button, metal

●
 Button, plastic

●
 Coin, metal

●
 Coin, plastic

●
 Cork, large

●
 Cotton ball

●
 Cotton cloth, 1-in. sq. 

●
 Crayon

●
 Cylinder, acrylic, 1 x 1-in. 

●
 Fake fur material, 1-in. sq. 

●
 Golf tee

●
 Marble

●
 Octagon “jewel”

●
 Piece of gravel

●
 Ping-pong ball

●
 Rubber band, #16

●
 Sandpaper, coarse, 1 sq. in. 

●
 Sandpaper, fine, 1 sq. in. 

●
 Sponge, square

●
 Steel ball

●
 Steel nut, 7/16-in. 

●
 String, 3-in. piece

●
 Styrofoam ball

●
 Wax paper, 1-in. sq. 

●
 White chalk

●
 Wire nail

●
 Wood cube bead

●
 Yarn, 3-in. piece
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2.  Have students cover the trays and, again, ask them to list as many 
items as they can remember on their sheets of paper. Ask, Were you 
able to remember fewer or more items this time than when you simply 
observed the objects on the tray? Have the groups tabulate their results  
as before. 

Trial 3: Using a Word or Phrase
1.  Rotate the trays around the classroom one more time. Tell the groups 

to construct an acronym or a funny sentence based on the first letters 
of each of the objects. Students may touch or arrange objects as they 
work together. Allow the groups five minutes to work. Then tell them 
to cover the trays and list the objects on their sheets of paper. Ask, 
Were you able to remember fewer or more items than you were during the 
last trial? How useful was the word or phrase in helping you to remember 
the objects on the tray? 

2.  Have the groups tabulate their results and record group and/or class 
averages or totals. Let the groups share their acronyms and phrases with 
the rest of the class. 

Tabulating Results
1.  Have the groups make final tabulations of their results and compute 

group and/or class averages or totals. Older students should compare 
the results of the three trials as a bar graph. 

Are Memories 
Accurate?
Have you ever disagreed with a friend 
about your recollections of a past 
event or statement? We often think of 
our memories as being infallible, like 
video recordings. But in reality, our 
declarative memories are constructed 
from pieces of what we saw, heard, 
felt and experienced at the time. 
Once they are stored, memories  
can be altered by attitudes, wishful 
thinking and even suggestions by  
others. Therefore, later recall of 
memories is not an exact copy of the 
stored information. Instead, the brain 
uses stored clues about a past event to 
reconstruct it again in the present. 
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Forgetting
Were it not for forgetting, our brains 
would be cluttered with too much 
useless information. Forgetting is the 
process by which stored information is 
lost over time. Amnesia is an inability 
to create new memories or an  
inability to recall old ones. 
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2.  Ask students, Which method was most effective in helping you to  
remember the objects? Did some of you find one strategy to be more  
effective than the other? What does this tell us about ways in which we 
learn and remember? Which method might help you remember the items 
for the longest period of time? Are there any real-life applications of these 
memory tools?

3.  Explain to students that they have been using one kind of memory—
the memory of “what” (objects, facts, people and events). This kind of 
memory is handled by the cerebral cortex in the brain. Ask students to 
name other examples of their “what,” or declarative, memories (people 
they know, places they have been, etc.).  

4.  Many games and puzzles rely on information stored as declarative 
memory. Challenge your students to create their own “Brain-nastics” 
games. OR Have them think of other games they play at home or at 
school that use information from their memories of “who, what, where 
and when.”

Follow-up
1.  After a few days, ask the students to record the items they remember 

from the three different trays. Have students calculate totals per group, 
or averages, and graph as before. 

2.  Students should discuss the later graphs and compare them with  
the first graphs. Ask students, Are there differences? Why might there 
be differences? Can any conclusions be drawn regarding different memory 
techniques?

BRAIN JOGGING
Here are more ideas for you and your students to explore. 
• Our experiences are not always recorded accurately in declarative  

memory. Our memories of events can be influenced by emotions and by 
things that happen later. Can you think of times when your memory of 
an event or object was not accurate or did not agree with someone else’s?

• Remind students about something that happened recently in your  
classroom. Let everyone in the class write down a description of that 
event, including as many details as possible. Do all of the descriptions 
agree? What do you think might have caused differences among the 
descriptions? 

Gray Matter
The outermost layers of the cerebrum, 
known as the cerebral cortex,  
contain the cell bodies of neurons 
important for thinking, planning, mem-
ory, movement and the senses. Tissue 
in the nervous system that contains 
many cell bodies often is called gray 
matter. Gray matter also is found in 
the central portion of the spinal cord, 
as well as other areas of the brain. 
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