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Important Things to Remember About Memory

Introduction

It is the experience we remember, not the experience we had that predicts our future 
choices, so managing memory is critical to healthy functioning and this is where things 
have gone wrong for our emotionally/behaviorally involved children. 

The classroom experience that you were part of with the student, the experience that 
your hard work, patience and planning helped to create, the experience that you think 
might lead to better results the next time, may not at all be the experience the student 
actually had, and therefore, it might not be remembered the way you need it to be for it 
to be a good learning experience.

We all believe we're providing meaningful learning experiences for students, but if we 
don't have a clear understanding of the student's memory of the actual experience, and 
we don't have a clear understanding of their prior memories and the impact of those on 
their current perception, and we're not doing anything strategic to help them make an 
accurate memory of the current experience, we're providing more of a random 
experience than a meaningful experience, and only by chance or by excessive 
repetition would the experience make a difference the next time.

For a much more thorough presentation on the role of memory in the manifestation of 
behavior, and the science behind the functioning of memory, see the following two 
articles: 

http://kevinplummerphd.com/the-relationship-between-mood-memory-perception-and-
behavior/

http://kevinplummerphd.com/the-role-of-memory-in-the-manifestation-of-behavior/

Memory Formation

We all have imperfect memories, and this is good. A perfect memory would be like 
keeping everything you ever acquired (because you might need it someday) and storing 
it in the house where you lived. You would have great difficulty finding anything that was 
important because so many unimportant things would clutter all the available space. 

Our memory will store what is relevant and meaningful, and what is irrelevant and no 
longer meaningful will be increasingly difficult to retrieve.

We want the student's memory to be built around what we consider the essential 
aspects of the experience and we want these new memories to render the old 
information obsolete. A memory is about remembering, but it is just as much about 
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strategic forgetting. We want to be able to forget what is unnecessary, no longer 
relevant. 

Because memory is imperfect, and because we want students to have productive 
learning experiences, we have an added responsibility to manage the memory of the 
experience while we're working with students.

A memory is a partial reconstruction of the actual experience, and each time you 
remember the experience you modify your memory of it, depending on your current 
mood, your current focus, a new context, and anything new you have learned. This 
modification of the memory is what you will remember the next time. 

We view things from the past differently based on new experiences and that alters the 
original memory the next time we recall it. This is how we can manage student memory. 
We can ensure that their new experiences that are successful and productive are 
remembered as such.

Recalling a memory reverts that memory, temporarily, to an insecure state, and in this 
state the memory can be added to, modified, and eroded. The memory we have is not 
of the event itself, it is of the last version of our memory of the event.

The act of recollecting strengthens certain aspects of the memory, the aspects we're 
focusing on, and creates a new alteration to the original memory. 

The original memory fades away if it is not used again, until it is difficult to recall, even 
with great effort. This is the process we want to promote with our emotionally and 
behaviorally involved children. We want to help them build new memories that keep the 
old cortical map from firing.

Negative and possibly traumatizing school memories are not erased, they fade (and 
become less easily triggered), because we are ensuring that they lose their relevance in 
school. 

When the student is successful in the situation that we're working on, we want to find a 
way to capture that success and ensure that it gets added to the memory store of the 
that situation. Memory formation for our emotionally/behaviorally involved children 
should be strategic and therapeutic, not random and haphazard, and not the result of 
misperception.

We can be strategic about helping students form new memories based on new 
experiences that are more positive and productive. As we strengthen those memories in 
the context of the school experience, students will be less susceptible to randomly 
triggered negative memories.
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Context

Implicit memory occurs when you remember something that you were not trying to 
remember, and sometimes this memory causes people to detach somewhat from what 
is really happening. 

Children with emotional and behavioral problems are often responding to implicit 
emotional memory, easily and randomly triggered throughout the school day. 

Familiar contexts activate memories associated with being in that context, memories 
that were made in that context. Some memories are context specific and just returning 
to that context creates an effortless memory association (an implicit memory). "Time for 
math" (I hate math, it's so embarrassing that I'm so dumb in math, it's so frustrating it's 
always so unbearable). In this instance, the mention of math introduces a familiar 
context and an immediate, very rich and multifaceted implicit memory is supplied to the 
student. 

Students may access the wrong memories (memories that have no useful relevance to 
what is currently going on) when put in certain situations. It's possible to create a 
different set of memories for those problematic situations (memories that motivate and 
engage, memories of success or triumph), and our behavior programming can activate 
those new memories prior to putting students into those situations. 

Mood can also be part of context. Memories made in one mood are more easily recalled 
when in that mood again. Our mood determines what we focus on and therefore what 
we later remember about the situation. 

In a bad mood, we read a look as a glare that we would read as interest if in a good 
mood. 

When we are happy we recall happy events and the opposite is true as well.

Negative mood can activate negative memories and these negative memories color 
perception about what is currently happening and affect our future memory of the event 
once the experience is over. 

Problems arise when our mood leads to the wrong set of memories (or vice versa) and 
this distorts our perception of what is really going on at the time. Our brains have 
already organized a response, activated a full repertoire of action programs, but this 
response, already in motion, might not fit the situation at all. 

A mood can activate a memory and a memory can trigger a mood and both could have 
little to do with the current situation. Nevertheless, both can turn a benign event into a 
triggering event. If we focus on managing behavior, yet we ignore the impact of memory 
and mood, we will be perpetually working on the wrong thing.
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If we can't be active in ensuring that students create the right memories, we have little 
hope of altering self-destructive behavior patterns. 

Misperception and False Memory

Misperceiving an event based on a mood or a memory bias can create a false memory. 

Maybe a student has a history of getting into trouble for failing to complete work on time. 
Perhaps this student can remember many times when other teachers have been mad/
disappointed with him, and his parents have yelled at him about it when he got home. 

In current time, with a new teacher, he once again fails to finish his work on time. His 
brain gets him ready for the disappointment and the anger and the yelling. The teacher 
makes a comment to the entire class, urging them to complete their work on time. She 
uses a loud voice (but not an angry voice) so that everyone can hear the message. 

The student later tells his friend that the teacher singled him out, looked right at him and 
yelled at him for not completing his work, and this is the memory of the event that he will 
retain, even though it never happened.

If you expect an experience, a similar event may cause you to think you had the 
experience you were expecting. 

We should be aware of and monitor our own moods and consider how our mood is 
being conveyed subconsciously in the classroom. Our moods will be read 
subconsciously by the child's brain and that could activate related memories leading to 
a negative mood shift.

Many of our emotionally/behaviorally troubled students operate from a full set of false 
memories similar to the student mentioned earlier who believed the teacher yelled at 
him about his incomplete work. 

Our interventions must do more to address false memory, and the way to do that is to 
focus more on creating and strengthening new competing memories.

Memory Storage and Consolidation

Long-term memories are not stored in a fixed area of the brain. Storage is the result of 
dynamic activity throughout the brain (visual, language, olfactory, emotional, auditory, 
motor, etc.). 

Memories are stored in fragments throughout the brain in a "brain-wide web." Each 
element of a memory (sight, sound, feeling, language, etc.) is encoded in the same part 
of the brain that originally created the fragment. When memories are retrieved, they are 
retrieved in pieces from those different areas in the brain. This is why you might be able 
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to recall what a person looks like and how you feel about that person, but be unable to 
recall that person's name. 

Partial encoding (caused by momentary distraction) makes it more difficult to retrieve 
the memory and easier for it to fade. The more connections you create in the moment, 
the more mindful you are of the experience, the more thorough the encoding, the easier 
it will be to retrieve the information when you need it and the longer it will take to forget 
it. 

We can help students form more accessible memories by pointing out what we see, 
what we hear and helping them identify how they feel about it. "Right now, I see you so 
focused on your work and I'm looking at your math paper and I see that it's nearly 
finished. You must feel so proud of yourself to be one of the hardest working students in 
this class right now."

Attention is the gateway to memory. Memory improves when you are present, focused 
and organized. 

To improve your memory, you have to resist having your attention fragmented. Attention 
opens the gate to memory and distraction or shifting attention closes it. If working 
memory is impaired (due to distraction), long term memory will not receive the new 
information to store. This is how you are able to read an entire page of text and fail to 
remember a single thing about what you just read.

During sleep, unstable memories are reconfigured into more permanent ones for long-
term storage, and experiences of the day are reactivated and consolidated and 
combined with other memories. 

Other Examples of Memory Intervention in the Classroom

Staying in the Present

Sometimes students are detached from the present and preoccupied with emotional 
memory and emotion driven responding, and we want to disengage a student from this. 

We do this (disengage from the subconscious, emotional memory) by causing the 
student to more fully engage the prefrontal cortex, the very front part of the brain, to 
process what is happening in real time. 

Sometimes this is accomplished with a simple/rote thinking or observing task (find the 
red object in the room that I am now thinking about). We also use brain breaks (see 
kevinplummerphd.com for several articles on restorative breaks, including the brain 
break) to give students a concrete way to focus their attention on what is right in front of 
them in real time (while letting emotional reactions and emotional memories fade).
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Sometimes a greater focus on the present is accomplished with a detailed description of 
what is happening. The more you can describe the details of the situation the more you 
are engaging the prefrontal cortex of the brain and the better chance you have of 
avoiding the wrong memory associations and coloring current perception with the wrong 
memories. For more on this see Perception Management (http://kevinplummerphd.com/
perception-management-to-promote-better-decision-making/).

Classes that emphasize routine are better suited to maintaining a focus on the present. 
Routines have their own language, their own repetitive way of progressing, their unique 
set of expectations; they have clear roles and boundaries, and provide predictable 
sequences and order. Well-used routines, then, supply students with clear and 
consistent memories and a multitude of markers along the way to remind them of where 
they are, what they are doing, what is expected, and what will happen next. 

We should use the visual depiction of these routines to help students slow down, focus, 
inhibit irrelevant thoughts, and get back to what they know and recognize. 

"Let's check our math routine. Look right up here at our schedule. This is what we're 
doing right now. Remember, our routine is, first we work on the problems on our own, 
then we do them on the board and go over questions."

This type of language, made possible by following predictable routines, keeps students 
in the present, enables the brain to reliably start up the right response programs, helps 
students focus on the problems. The language of routine helps the students realize 
where they are and what is happening and it serves to bring students back when 
misperceptions have them operating out of the wrong memories.

Mood Management

Mood influences perception, recruits mood-congruent memories and impacts the 
development of new memories. The management of memory becomes easier if we can 
successfully manage mood.

We can shift students into more positive moods by asking them to identify something 
they have to look forward to (immediately or later), and we set up their task schedule so 
they can see this activity coming up. 

We can shift student mood by talking with them about what they like, what they do well, 
and what interests them. These small side conversations can reset mood by activating 
and embellishing positive memories. 

Sometimes we shift mood and prime for positive memories by actively remembering 
with students something positive about the last time they did the activity that they are 
about to do. The teacher supplies this memory ("I still remember the last time we 
worked on fractions. You had one of the most creative ways of solving the problems. Do 
you remember what that was? In my mind I can still see you. . .").
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 Mood can also be shifted, before moving on to a difficult task, with specific mood 
restorative breaks (see the articles on restorative breaks). 

We have had some success priming positive moods by having young students select 
and view pictures of cute animals, or funny events, or cute animals engaged in funny 
events. This is effective when done repeatedly at different transition points throughout 
the day.

We also achieve this effect when we have students view photos or videos of kindness 
and compassion and true happiness. This utilizes the mirror neuron network and 
stimulates a small dose of the same feeling in the student. The details of this 
intervention are beyond the scope of this article, but it is necessary for me to make it 
clear that this intervention involves much more than simply showing children pictures.

Resetting mood is also important because people who practice positive moods 
eventually become more resilient. The more frequently you induce a particular state, 
such as calm, hope, optimism, the greater the chance that this state will become a trait 
(a default setting). The more often you activate the same neural tract the easier it is to 
activate it again.

There are many effective ways to restore mood (see the article on Mood Management).
If there is no mood adjustment plan in place (and available whenever needed to the 
student or class in a routine way) you are will be at an extreme disadvantage in your 
ability to work effectively with emotionally/behaviorally involved students. 

Without a good restorative breaks program students are more vulnerable to their 
emotional memory and emotional responding. 

Personal Narrative

We also manage memory by creating portfolios and a photographic record of student 
success, positive experiences, and accomplishments, along with moments of joy, warm 
moments, relationship building moments, and moments of pride or happiness. With this 
technique, we are increasing student focus on what we would like them to remember 
about an experience and about themselves, and this is the implicit emotional memory 
we want to trigger the next time the student is in the same situation. 

Carefully constructed slide shows with scripted narrative statements can alter negative 
memories of similar situations from the past. The new experience, documented in the 
slide show will show a more positive outcome, and reviewing it will generate more 
positive emotion, and this will help students learn to think differently about a situation 
and learn to see themselves differently. 
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When we revisit certain stored information, it impedes our ability to recall material very 
similar to it. The goal is to create a positive slide show, along with other visual evidence, 
that can compete with the old, more negative memory. 

With repeated exposure, we can establish memories of specific situations that can 
make it difficult to recall negative past experiences of similar situations. 

A student who has negative emotional memories associated with reading, for example, 
can create competing memories that eventually make it difficult to recall some of the 
past negative experiences. 

Telling stories can create memories, stories that strategically focus on what we would 
like the student to remember or take away from the event. Students are constantly 
writing the stories of their lives and often they are distorted by emotional memory, 
misperceptions in the moment, and false conclusions taken away from the event. We 
have the capacity to influence memory and to help the student write a better story. This 
doesn't involve making up a story, telling a story that never happened. It involves 
directing students' focus to something they may have overlooked or misperceived or not 
considered meaningful.

Eventually, as their memories enable them to see things differently and approach things 
differently, their behavior can create new memories that match the stories they have 
been told. 

When students are engaged in true acts of giving and helping, and they focus their 
attention on the value of their contributions and the gratitude of the recipient, they create 
a powerful mix of positive neurochemistry (dopamine, serotonin, oxytocin and 
vasopressin) that helps them quiet the limbic system, and they become more mindful of 
their present situation. With this elevated mood, students perceive things more 
favorably, trigger fewer negative emotional memories and store new memories that are 
more positive. 

We should create abundant opportunity for community service, and we should create 
student narratives about it. Acts of kindness and generosity should be clearly noted, 
focused on. Teachers and children should share anecdotes, tell stories, write and draw 
about the times they've helped another. We can highlight this theme in literature and 
watch movies or video that portray giving and helping people who need it. 

Children should be recognized for their genuine acts of kindness and these instances 
should be put into slide shows that can loop continuously during breaks and leisure 
time. Photo records of community service should go into portfolios; recognition can be 
posted on the walls of the classroom.

There is so much we can easily learn about the memories that drive student behavior 
and there is so much more we can do to manage those memories, create better 
memories, and use memory therapeutically.


