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Teaching Memory Skills to Young Children

in Home and School Environments

Since the mid-1960s a great deal of child development research and

theory has been centered on children's memory development during the pre-

school anA early school years. Most of this research suggests that year-

to-year memory improvements are not due to any physiological changes in

the memory system itself, but rather that these improvements are due to the

older child's more deliberate attempts to memorize and to his/her greater

use of mnemonic strategies to help him/her to remember (cf., Brown, 1975;

Hagen, 1975). Thus, it becomes important to know why the young child begins

to be more planful and strategic in his/her memory behavior during the age

period of four to eight years.

Several recent theorists (Brown, 1977; Cole & Scribner, 1977, 1975a,

1975b; Scribner & Cole, 1973) have attributed children's early use of

mnemonic strategies to the demands they encounter in formal schooling en-

vironments during the primary grades. For example, Brown (1977) states:

"Outside the school setting, in unschooled populations in-
cluding that of the preschool child, such activities (i.e.,
learning of study and memory skills) are rarely if ever
encountered. Deliberate remembering as an end in itself
rather than as a means to achieve a meaningful goal is
very much a school-inspired activity."

As reasonable as this position appears, very little research has dealt

directly with the influences of schooling on cognitive strategy development,

and there is no available research to indicate the types of memory exper-

iences children encounter in home environments before entering school.

An alternative position is that children's mnemonic strategy behavior

evolves as a gradual developmental process which begins well before the
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child enters school. Here it can be argued that, although the preschool

child may not be required to learn strategies for remembering as ends in

themselves, or to execute them at their own direction, he/she is likely to

become familiar with certain mnemonic strategies and the facilitative ef-

fects they have for recall, through the normal course of learning exper-

iences with parents.

It was with this alternative position in mind that the following re-

search project was conducted. Specifically, we wanted to assess how de-

manding are parents on the retention proficiency of their young children,

the types of strategies parents use to teach their children to memorize

information, and the types of information parents feel should be left up

to the school, rather than the home, to teach their children to memorize.

We have approached these issues from two research directions. First,

we have used a controlled observation procedure to examine th:.. likelihood

that parents familiarize their young children with mnemonic study strate-

gies in the home environment. The procedure required mothers and fathers

of three- and four-year-old preschoolers to help their children study pic-

tured objects for an ensuing free-recall task administered by the investi-

gator. It was assumed that if parents do expose their children to mnemonic

study strategies in the home, direct teaching should reflect these tendencies.

This would argue that we analyze more closely the strategy references that

parents make in informal learning situations in the home. A second objec-

tive was to determine which of the study strategies used by parents to help

their children to learn are most beneficial for the young child at the

time of recall.

To examine these issues, 32 parent couples and their children (one
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child per couple) participated in the study. Both the three-year-old and

four-year-old samples .ere composed of 16 children. Teachers described the

families as being representative of middle- and upper-middle income and

occupational levels. Scores on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Teet showed

the children to be a brighter than average group, with a mean verbal ZQ

scare of 120.

Teaching sessions were conducted in a large testing roam, adjacent to

an observation booth. Each parent was instructed to help his/her child to

memorize a 20 it set of pictures of familiar objets so that when the

investigator administered the free-recall task, the child would remember

as many of the names of the objects as possible. When the parent felt the

child was ready for the recall task, he/she signaled the investigator, who

was seated in the observation booth and who then administered the free-recall

task. Teaching sessions were tape recorded and later transcribed. The

average session lasted eight minutes per dyad, although the length of indi-

vidual sessions was highly variable.

In order to perform quantitative analysis, the verbal communications

of each parent were first converted to message units, which are single

meaningful statements or questions (Hess & Shipman, 1965; Davis & Lange,

1973). A preliminary survey of protocols indicated that the majority of

the parents' communications centered on four strategies: a simple Gaming

strategy in which the parent named item or asked the child to do so; an

::.em elaboration strategy in which parents described unseen properties or

locations associated with the objects or encouraged their children to do so

through questions (e.g., "Where have you seen a fence like this around our

house?" or "This is like the coat that Daddy wears"): a story elaboration
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strategy in which items were mentioned and discussed in a story context; and

a grouping strategy in which parents assigned items to pnonemic, perceptual,

or semantic groupings, or asked the children to establish these groupings

(e.g., "Find the outdoor things and put them together on the table; now find

the things that have sharp points"). Before going on, I should say that

there is a good deal of evidence to suggest that the elaborative and group-

ing strategies are more effective for all age groups of verbal children

than simple naming.

The first table (Table 1) shows that the relative frequency of refer-

ence to the four study strategies was very similar and highly consistent

for both mothers and fathers. Although nearly 70 percent of all parent mes-

sages could be classified as strategy-related, the only strategy frequently

used by both mothers and fathers was that of simple naming. Fathers used

significantly more of this naming strategy than did mothers in their commu-

nicaticns,and this finding accounts for the fact that fathers also communi-

cated more strategy-relat-ed messages. For the strategy references which

did fall in the elaborative any grouping categories, nearly 80 percent

appealed to the child's pre-acquired and sometimes personal knowledge of

the objects, rather than to knowledge of a more universal or generic nature.

In fact, only two percent o2 total messages encouraged groupings on the

basis of adult-like taxonomic criteria, such as "these are tools."

Children achieved similar levels of recall with both mothers and

fathers serving as teachers, as can be seen in Table 2. Recall scores did

increase with chronological age, and the number of items recalled by cur

samples at both age levels were substantially higher than those reported

previously by Meyers and Permutter (in press) for same-age children under
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self-study instructions.

Our attempts to find relationships between the relative frequencies of

parents' reliance on the four strategies ar.d the children's recall scores

were generally unsuccessful. In other words, there was no apparent connection

between any of the teaching strategies parents used and the children's

ability to remember the picture np-mes.

One possible explanation for this is that parents failed to get the

children to actually use these strategies during the study session. To

examine this possibility, all strategy-related message units were recoded

on the basis of whether they actually encouraged or required the child to

operate on tne its (i.e., to name, elaborate, or group) himself/herself

and as to whether the parents' attempts at encouraging him/her to use these

strategies were actually successful. As it turned out, less than 25 percent

of all strategy-related communications actually encouraged the child to

operate upon the items himself/herself, and there was no significant dif-

ference in the mean proportion of operative statements used by mothers and

fathers. Of those statements which did encourage or require active study

on the part of the child, only 19 percent were actually successful in getting

the child to at upon the items by grouping, elaborating, or naming them.

These findings, at least for our sample, suggest that the young child

is likely to acquire little experience with effective adult-like study and

memory strategies when interact:.ag th parents, even in situations which

involve direct teaching. Moreover, when parents do refer to elaborative and

grouping strategies as a means to help their children to remember, they make

few attempts to have the children actually use the strategies in the w-- of

self-study.
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As a second means to explore the young child's memory experiences at

home, we have recently begun an interview study of parents of four- and five-

year-old children from rural and urban areas in Indiana. It is our hope to

learn how concerned parents are about their children's retention profi_iency

and how demanding parents are that their children retain various types of

knowledge or information in the home environment. The interview instrument

consists of both fixed-alternative and open-ended questions and has been

designed to obtain information in the following areas:

1. The types of information parents encourage or demand their

children to retain in the home environment from day to day.

2. The types of information which parents feel should be re-

quired for memorization in the schools, but not in the home.

3. The manner in which parents put their memory expectations

into practice (e.g., by formal or informal testing).

4. The methods by which parents attempt to teach their child-

ren memory skills, either directly or indirectly, through

games or other types of exercises.

If Brown's (1977) earlier mentioned statement is correct (i.e., that

the learning of study and memor7 skills in the home is rarely if ever en-

countered), we expect to find little evidence that parents actually demand

or require their children to memorize factual information on a day-to-day

basis in the home. We would also exec:: to find little evidence that the

majority of parents devote much time to improving or teaching memory skills

to their children, using such methods as "memory games" or repetition of

the to-be-remembered material.

Of particular importan:e in this study are the differences that may
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result among parents having higher or lower aspirations for the children's

future educational achievements. Pending the likelihood that our parents

will exhibit different academic aspirations for their children's future,

these parents may also vary in the rigor with which they emphasize academic

tr4ning in the home environment. Thus, it is possible that parents who

have higher academic aspirations for their children will place greater

demands on their children's memory for factual information in the home.

We would also expect these parents to place greater emphasis on methods to

help their children improve their memory skills.

The next step which needs to be taken is to examine carefully the

methods by which the schools promote end demand memorization of factual

information on a day-to-day basis so as to compare home ;._ad school environ-

ments with regard to their contributions tc ',ildren's memory strategy

development. It is also of interest to determine if any change occurs in

the child's home experiences with memorization as a result of the child's

memorization experiences in the school. These issues will be taken up

seriously by our group beginning this summer.

At this stage, our research in this area is primarily descriptive in

nature and is not suited for much in the way of concrete implications. Our

purpose is to begin to understand the memorization experiences young child-

ren are likely to have at home and at school, and in the process, to better

understand the course of children's memory development itself.
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Table 1

Mean Percentages of Parents' Message Units in Each Strategy Category

Stragegies

Child With Mother Child With Father

3-yr-olds 4-yr-olds Total 3 -Sr -olds 4-yr-olds Total

Naming 43 36 30 52 46 49

Item Elaboration 16 12 14 12 13 12

Story Elaboration 02 04 03 01 04 02

Grouping 03 12 08 07 08 07

Total Strategy
Usage 64 64 64 72 71 70

Table 2

Age Differences in Children's Recall With Mothers and Fathers

Recall

Child With Mother Child With Father

3-yr-olds 4-yr-olds Total 3-yr-olds 4-yr-olds Total

Number of Pictures

Recalled

S Standard Deviation

5.00 7.31

3.27 3.93

6.16 4.81 7.50

2.37 2.76

6.16
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