
Working Memory 
An Overview of this Executive Skill 

 
 

Description of the Skill 

Working memory can be described as the ability to hold information in one’s mind while performing 

complex tasks. It incorporates the ability to draw on past learning or experience to apply to the 

situation at hand or to project into the future. Working memory also is the ability to hold information in 

one’s mind long enough to do something with it such as remembering it, processing it, or acting on it 

(Dawson & Guare, 2018).  

 

How Difficulties with Working Memory May Manifest in Students 

 The student has difficulty following directions with more than one part.  

 The student has to frequently re-read what he or she has read to understand. 

 The student may need to write things down or else he or she will forget.  

 The student struggles to compute simple mental math (e.g., 5+4). 

 The student seems to have difficulties doing more than one task at a time (Branstetter, 2014). 

 

Strategies to Improve Working Memory 

o Encourage students to create a picture in their mind of what they’ve just read or heard.  

o Ask the student to teach you. Ask the student to explain how to do something that involves 

multiple steps. 

o Try games such a “memory” and other matching games. 

o Play simple card games like Crazy Eights, Uno, or Go Fish which requires them to remember 

what cards they have and which one’s other people have played.  

o Encourage active reading. Talk out loud and ask questions about reading materials. 

o Make the task multisensory. Write down tasks, say them out loud, or visually show them the 

task.  

o Help students make connections using mnemonics.  

o Chunk information into smaller bits and encourage the use of graphic organizers to help break 

writing assignments into smaller pieces (https://www.understood.org/articles/en/8-working-

memory-boosters)  
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Working Memory 

Information for the School Psychologist 

For Consultation and Direct Service Opportunities 

 

Working Memory Accommodations 

 Break down tasks into several discrete steps and check in before starting the 

next step. 

 Offer breaks during tasks that require sustained attention. 

 Present small chunks of new information that contain many details and allow for 

consolidation of information before presenting additional information. 

 Encourage the use of graphic organizers prior to writing tasks so that the student 

is able to think through his or her ideas out loud and in writing.  

 Allow the students to discuss his or her understanding of a new concept as this 

helps him or her to make connections. 

 Encourage the student to read out loud to maintain attention and improve 

comprehension. 

 Edit essays by reading them out loud. 

 Use dictation software programs in order to prepare essays or research projects.  

 Provide audible books or books on tape. 

 Break down multi-step assignments into smaller assignments with short-term 

deadlines (https://www.additudemag.com/how-to-help-children-with-working-

memory-deficits/)  

 

Coaching Working Memory Development  

Asking students to make a daily plan prompts them to remember all the work they have 

to do, including both daily homework and long-term assignments. The daily plan itself 

serves to jog the student’s memory to ensure all work is completed as scheduled.  

o Conduct a goal-setting session. Use this time to set a goal and identify potential 

obstacles and ways to overcome these obstacles. Be sure to write out this plan.  

o Hold daily coaching sessions. Use this time to review the previous day’s plan and 

then design the plan for the current day. You can ask the student questions such 



as, “Did you complete the tasks you said you were going to do yesterday?”, 

“Were you satisfied with the amount of time and effort you put into those tasks?”, 

“When are you going to do each of the tasks you’ve identified?”, “Are there other 

activities or responsibilities you have to work around in order to complete today’s 

plan?” 

o Incorporate weekly rewards for the student as they show progress toward the 

goal they have set.  

o Remember, children enjoy time with adults who relate to them in a natural way. 

Students look to adults who are empathetic, good listeners, and who are reliable. 

Make sure that you are modeling organization, good planning skills, and give 

them adequate time (Dawson & Guare, 2018).  

 

Suggestions to Use During Consultation with Teachers 

 Give opportunities to practice strengthening working memory by playing games 

that involve remembering steps, singing songs, or making up rhymes or 

mnemonic devices. This can be completed individually or as a classroom activity.  

 Provide students with visual prompts as well as associated hand signals in 

addition to your verbal instructions. 

 Pair your verbal lessons with visuals so that students don’t need to focus as 

much on retaining what you say.  

 Be as concise and direct as possible with instructions and directions. If you are 

giving multi-step directions, give one step at a time.  

 Teach students how to paraphrase and make brief notes for themselves or 

provide them with a visual checklist of steps to follow.  

 Provide lists of spelling words, order of mathematical operations, and general 

reminders about classroom routines. (Dawson & Guare, 2013). 
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