
Target Group
Adults 50 and older, but others can benefit

Activity Time
30 to 55 minutes

Learner Objectives 
Participants will be able to:

•	 Understand	how	memory	works

•	 Describe	the	three	types	of	memory	and	
associated changes with age

•	 Understand	the	different	types	of	health	factors	
that	impact	memory,	which	may	be	reversible

•	 Increase	awareness/knowledge	of	specific	lifestyle	
behaviors	that	can	protect	memory

•	 Learn	practical	strategies	they	can	use	at	home	to	
improve	memory

•	 Recognize	signs	of	a	serious	memory	problem	
needing medical attention

Preparation and Supplies
Obtain	copies	of	the	handouts	for	each	participant.

•	 Participant	Activity	Sheet:	Digit	Span	Text

•	 Participant	Activity	Sheet:	Verbal	Learning	Text

•	 Evaluation

Optional activity
Refer	to	the	discussion	questions	on	PowerPoint	
slide	30	related	to	practical	memory	strategies	and	
lifestyle	behavior	changes	participants	might	make	
to	maintain	and	improve	their	memory.

Slide 1
Chances	are,	you	
have	misplaced	
your	car	keys	or	
eyeglasses	at	least	
a	few	times.	Many	
people	worry	about	
these	memory	

lapses.	They	worry	they	may	be	heading	toward	a	
serious	condition	such	as	Alzheimer’s	disease,	an	
irreversible	brain	disease.	Today	we	are	going	to	
learn	how	memory	works,	why	it	sometimes	doesn’t	
and	what	we	can	do	about	it.

Slide 2
The	human	brain	
weighs about 3 
pounds and is 
the	most	complex	
structure in the 
known	universe.

Some	days	we	feel	like	our	brain	is	functioning	at	
full	capacity	and	our	thoughts	connect	fluidly.	Other	
times,	we	feel	like	we	are	in	a	fog	and	the	words	are	
harder	to	find.	On	those	days,	we	might	feel	like	we	
are	losing	our	mental	sharpness.	

According	to	the	American	Psychological	
Association,	our	brain	reaches	its	maximum	size	
during	our	early	20s	and	then	begins	very	slowly	to	
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decline	in	volume.	Blood	flow	to	the	brain	decreases	
through	time	as	well.	The	brain	is	responsible	for	
many	important	functions,	such	as	memory,	speed,	
creativity,	attention,	focus	and	flexibility.	The	speed	
of	processing	is	defined	as	how	quickly	a	person	
can	process	information.	This	speed	of	processing	
begins	to	slow	at	the	age	of	25.	The	“generalized	
slowing	hypothesis,”	or	declines	in	speed,	is	
believed	to	be	responsible	for	declines	in	other	
cognitive	abilities,	including	memory.

Slide 3
FALSe:  
Rather,	about	85	
percent	of	adults	
age 65 and older 
do not show 
significant decline 
in	memory	and	are	

able	to	live	independently.

Normal	cognitive	aging	should	not	interfere	with	
everyday	functioning. 
 

 

Slide 4
Our	memory	is	
important	for	many	
reasons:

•	 Enables	us	to	know	who	we	are	and	what	our	
goals,	values	and	beliefs	are

•	 Allows	us	to	think	about	past	and	recent	events	in	
our	life	and	plan	for	the	future

•	 Enables	us	to	accumulate	and	use	the	vast	
collection	of	information	we	have	about	people,	
places,	things,	experiences,	expertise	and	
language

•	 Helps	us	use	skills	we	have	acquired	throughout	
a	lifetime,	such	as	riding	a	bike	or	driving	a	car,	in	
an	manner	that	doesn’t	require	much	effort

Our	actions,	decisions,	plans	and	overall	well-being	
are	dependent	on	memory.

Slide 5
True: 
Many	older	adults	
may	have	an	
increased	anxiety	
about	memory	
as	they	and	their	
loved	ones	age,	

but	they	also	have	the	feeling	that	they	have	little	
control	over	memory	ability.	

Some	of	the	most	common	concerns	among	older	
adults are:

•	 Forgetting	names	of	people	and	locations	of	
objects

•	 Losing	the	thread	of	a	conversation

•	 Forgetting	what	one	was	about	to	do

•	 Forgetting	if	a	task	was	completed 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Slide 6
•	 50	percent	of	people	over	age	50	have	some	

degree	of	forgetfulness.

•	 100	percent	of	people	over	age	65	have	
forgetfulness.

In	most	cases,	this	forgetfulness	is	no	cause	for	
alarm	unless	it	begins	to	hamper	daily	activities.	

“To	get	a	better	understanding	about	memory,	we	
need	to	see	how	memory	works.”
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Slide 7
The	overall	
process	of	memory	
has three main 
steps:

•	 encoding	–	how	one	acquires	a	memory

•	 Storage –	how	one	stores	a	memory

•	 retrieving	–	how	one	finds	the	memory	when	it	is	
needed

No	evidence	is	available	for	age	differences	in	
how	information	is	organized	in	storage,	so	most	
research	has	focused	on	encoding	and	retrieval	as	
sources	of	age	differences.

Slide 8
Our	mind	works	a	
lot	like	a	computer.	
Your brain puts 
information	it	
judges to be 
important into 
“files”	that	get	

stored	in	the	“hard	drive.”	When	you	remember	
something,	you	pull	up	a	file.	Memory	doesn’t	
always	work	perfectly,	though.	As	people	get	older,	
retrieving	those	files	takes	longer.	Some	adults	joke	
about	having	a	“senior	moment.”

Slide 9
All memories 
start	as	sensory	
stimuli, such as 
hearing a bird 
chirping or seeing 
your	neighbor	

walking	his	dog.		Sensory	memory	is	brief	and	is	
where	incoming	information	is	first	registered.		It	
does	not	appear	to	have	limits	that	other	processes	
do	when	attentional	focus	is	applied.		However,	
unless	we	pay	attention	to	sensory	information,	the	
representation	will	be	quickly	lost	and	never	stored	
long	term.

Likewise,	short-term	memory	will	be	encoded	in	
long-term	memory	only	if	one	is	motivated	and	
interested	in	remembering.		Otherwise	it	will	be	
forgotten	quickly.		So,	attention	is	important	for	
processing	both	sensory	memory	and	short-term	
memory	in	order	for	them	to	be	moved	into	long-
term	storage.		

For	older	adults,	age	changes	occur	in	attention	that	
can	impact	memory.		Compared	with	young	adults,	
older adults are less able to tune out distractions 
and	multitask.

Slide 10
This	diagram	
indicates the three 
types	of	memory:	
Sensory	memory,	
short-term	and	
working	memory,	

and	long-term	memory

When	information	in	short-term	memory	is	
manipulated	in	some	way,	for	example,	to	make	an	
association	with	information	in	long-term	storage,	
this	type	of	memory	is	referred	to	as	working	
memory.	Another	way	to	think	about	working	
memory	is	that	it’s	holding	information	in	the	mind	
and	simultaneously	using	that	information,	like	a	
mental	scratchpad.	Example	from	previous	slide:	
remembering a phone number long enough to write 
it	down.

We	are	going	to	take	a	closer	look	at	short-term	
memory	with	this	next	activity.
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Slide 11
Short-term 
Memory Activity: 
Digit	Span	Test	
(refer to the 
Facilitator Guide 
and Participant 
Activity Sheet)

•	 To	give	the	digit	span	test	as	a	group	activity,	read	
to	the	participants	the	strings	of	numbers	below	
and	tell	them	to	write	down	as	many	numbers	as	
they	can	remember	immediately	after	hearing	
each	string.	

•	 Pause	after	each	string	so	participants	can	write	
down	whatever	digits	they	remember.

1-7-3

5-8-2-6

7-2-8-9-3	

4-1-7-9-3-8-6

5-8-1-9-2-6-4-7	

2-7-5-8-6-2-5-8-4

5-8-2-4-7-9-1-3-2-2

9-9-1-5-8-4-1-3-5-7-9-2

Slide 12
After	completing	
the last string, 
display	the	
numbers	and	have	
participants	check	
their	answers.	Find	
out	how	many	of	

them	remembered	all	the	digits	in	strings	7	and	8;	
not	very	many	should	have	done	so.	This	is	because	
7,	and	especially	8,	exceed	the	capacity	of	short-
term	memory.	See	the	next	slide	for	short-term	
memory	capacity. 
 

 
 

Slide 13 
 

 
 
Slide 14

 
 
Slide 15
So	far,	we	have	
discussed the 
first	two	types	of	
memory:	sensory,	
and	short-term	
and	working	
memory,	and	now	

we	are	going	to	look	at	long-term	memory.

Slide 16
Long-term	memory	
stores	information	
from	minutes	to	
a	lifetime.	The	
brain has a huge 
capacity	to	store	

long-term	memory,	and	forgetting	is	gradual. 
 

 

Slide 17

 
 
Slide 18
Procedural 
memory	is	a	lot	
like	getting	into	
a	routine;	we	
do	things	from	
memory,	but	we	do	

not	have	to	think	about	them.
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Slide 19
Ask	the	
participants 
to	identify	
the	following	
statements as 
procedural or 
declarative:

•	 Knowing	how	to	play	the	piano	–	Procedural

•	 Knowing	who	the	president	is	–	declarative

•	 Knowing	how	to	drive	a	car	–	Procedural

•	 Remembering	what	you	did	last	night	–	
declarative

Slide 20
Research	
suggests that 
with age, older 
adults	don’t	lose	
information	from	
long-term	memory,	
but	instead,	they	

are	less	able	to	retrieve	it	if	not	given	sufficient	
retrieval	support.	They	have	more	difficulty	getting	
information	out	of	long-term	memory. 

Slide 21
Refer to Facilitator 
Guide and 
Participant Activity 
Sheet for Verbal 
Learning

episodic recall Activity: Part A

First,	I’m	going	to	read	a	list	of	15	words	to	you.	
Then,	right	after	I	read	the	list	of	words,	write	down	
as	many	of	the	words	as	you	can	remember,	in	
any	order.	Write	them	down	on	the	activity	sheet.	
Now,	here	is	the	list.	(Read, pausing for one second 
between each word.)

Fun, chair, bell, coffee, teacher, dog, moon, 
flower, cat, farmer, school, turkey, corn, house, 
lake.

Now	take	a	minute	and	write	down	as	many	words	
as	you	can	remember. 

Slide 22
Refer to the 
Facilitator Guide 
and Participant 
Activity Sheet on 
Verbal Learning

episodic recognition Activity: Part B

Now	I’d	like	you	to	do	something	else.	I’m	going	to	
show	you	some	words.	Look	at	the	words	I	show	
you,	and	when	you	see	one	that	was	on	the	list	I	
read,	write	it	down.	

 turkey cloud coffee

	 desk	 gun	 teacher

 dog cat farmer

 moon house church

 student boat pencil

 school	 lamb	 vomit

	 towel	 stove	 lake

 
 
 
 
 
Slide 23

1.		What	type	of	memory	retrieval	did	Part	A	of	
the	Verbal	Learning	Test	involve	–	recall	or	
recognition? recall

2.		What	type	of	memory	retrieval	did	Part	B	of	
the	Verbal	Learning	Test	involve	–	recall	or	
recognition? recognition

3.		Which	was	more	difficult,	Part	A	or	Part	B?	 
Part A, why?	Recall	requires	retrieving	memories	
with	no	hints.	Examples:	essay	questions,	What	
did	you	have	for	breakfast?	What	are	the	names	
of	the	Seven	Dwarfs?	The	second	part	of	the	
activity	was	a	recognition	activity.	Examples	
include	choosing	from	a	list	of	options,	such	as	
multiple-choice	questions.	Recognition	activities	
are	easier	for	most	older	adults.
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Research	suggests	that	with	age,	older	adults	
don’t	lose	information	from	long-term	memory,	but	
instead,	they	are	less	able	to	retrieve	it	if	not	given	
sufficient	retrieval	support.	They	have	more	difficulty	
getting	information	out	of	long-term	memory.	This	
causes	forgetfulness,	such	as	problems	finding	the	
right	name	or	word,	or	having	the	information	at	the	
tip	of	the	tongue.

Slide 24
So,	this	is	what	
we	have	learned	
so	far	about	
memory:	Speed	
of	processing	
slows as we get 
older.	Recalling	

memories	takes	longer	for	older	adults,	but	only	
a	slight	age	difference	occurs	in	recognition.	
Compared	with	young	adults,	older	people	are	less	
able	to	tune	out	distractions	and	multitask.	

Slide 25
True: 
Anyone,	
regardless	of	
age,	can	have	
problems with 
memory.	Many	
psychological	

and	physical	factors,	even	minor	illnesses	such	as	
colds	and	the	flu,	affect	the	memory	process.	Some	
examples	include:

•	 Negative	stereotype	–	when	older	adults	expect	
their	memory	to	fail,	it	is	more	likely	to	happen

•	 Chronic	diseases	or	physical	illnesses,	such	as	
infections,	hypertension,	diabetes,	heart	disease,	
thyroid	conditions,	metabolism	abnormalities,	
strokes,	anemia,	pain	and	Parkinson’s	disease,	
can	cause	or	make	memory	problems	worse

•	 Medications	–	possible	side	effects	are	
disorientation	and	confusion	

•	 Stress	and	anxiety	

•	 Vision	or	hearing	impairment

•	 Loss	and	grief	–	these	powerful	feelings	can	
prevent	the	mind	from	taking	on	any	more	
messages

•	 Even	relatively	mild	depression	can	impact	
memory	–	People	with	depressive	illness	are	
70	percent	more	likely	to	experience	memory	
problems

•	 Malnutrition	

•	 Sleep	problems

•	 Lack	of	exercise

Some	kinds	of	cognitive	impairment	due	to	these	
types	of	health	factors	are	reversible	with	proper	
medical	care.

 
Slide 26
We	have	a	number	
of	things	we	can	
do to protect our 
memory.	They	
include:

•	 Getting	an	adequate	amount	of	sleep	each	night.	
The	recommended	amount	of	sleep	is	seven	to	
eight	hours	per	night.

•	 Eating	nutritious	foods:

-	Eat	a	well-balanced	diet	with	a	good	supply	of	
fruits	and	vegetables,	which	provide	vitamins	and	
minerals	that	are	critical	for	brain	health.

-	Eat	fish	high	in	omega-3	fatty	acids,	such	as	
salmon	and	trout,	several	times	per	week,	or	take	
a	daily	supplement	for	omega-3	fatty	acids.

•	 Getting	adequate	exercise	and	activity	in	our	
daily	lives	(Example	–	30	minutes	of	brisk	walking	
every	day).	More	evidence	indicates	that	exercise	
as	well	as	general	physical	fitness	can	improve	
cognitive	(including	memory)	and	brain	function	
across	the	lifespan.	

•	 Not	smoking

•	 Managing	use	of	alcohol	–	Alcohol	can	slow	
the	thinking	process,	and	abusing	alcohol	can	
damage	the	brain.

•	 Engaging	in	mental	stimulation	-	Support	is	
growing	for	a	positive	relation	between	increasing	
amounts	of	mental	activity	and	higher	levels	of	
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cognitive	functioning	in	middle	and	late	adulthood.	
It	is	referred	to	as	the	“use	it	or	lose	it”	hypothesis.	
Several	studies	are	in	progress	on	the	benefits	of	
cognitive	training	programs,	such	as	Luminosity,	
so	current	evidence	is	limited	on	the	long-lasting	
effects	of	the	training.	

•	 Staying	socially	connected	–	Participate	in	social	
activities,	community	organizations	or	special-
interest	clubs.	Isolation	can	impact	memory	
negatively.	Social	interaction	can	enhance	
memory.	Dancing	is	an	example	of	an	activity	that	
has	social,	physical	and	mental	components.

•	 Keep	a	healthy	heart	–	Remember:	“What	is	good	
for	my	heart	is	also	good	for	my	brain.”	Get	regular	
checkups	and	maintain	healthy	blood	pressure,	
weight	and	cholesterol	levels.

Smoking and heart pictures: Google Images

Slide 27
Pay attention: 
Simply	being	
aware	of	what	
is happening 
increases and 
exercises	your	
memory;	avoid	

distractions	because	interruptions	cause	us	to	forget	
what	we	were	doing.

Get organized: One	way	is	by	taking	notes;	short-
term	memory	can	hold	only	seven	items	at	one	
time.	Choose	your	seven	and	jot	down	notes	on	the	
others.

use association, such as name-face association; 
for	new	information,	ask	yourself	how	the	
information	relates	to	ideas	with	which	you	are	
familiar.	Try	familiar	stimuli,	such	as	repeating	or	
grouping	like	ideas.	Example:	Remember	the	name	
of	your	new	neighbor,	Kathy,	with	the	name	of	your	
cousin,	Kathy.

remember through teaching: Explain	your	new	
memory/idea	to	others	in	your	own	words.	This	is	a	
great	tool	for	increasing	memory.

Slide 28
Say it out loud: 
Repeat	aloud	
what	you	want	
to	remember;	
recite	what	you	
are	reading;	
paraphrase;	review	

notes	out	loud.	Repetition	is	an	effective	way	to	
improve	memory.

use calendars, day planners, journals, diaries 
and “to-do” lists: They	help	you	remember	
important	dates,	appointments	and	times.	Keep	
them	in	a	place	where	you	are	likely	to	notice	them,	
such	as	by	the	phone	or	on	the	fridge.

electronic reminders such	as	medication	systems	
that	buzz,	or	labeling/color	coding	boxes	and	
drawers,	are	helpful	memory	aids.

Time of day: Consider	the	optimal	time	of	day	for	
performing	mental	tasks.	Morning	is	best	for	older	
adults.

Slide 29
Many	older	
adults	experience	
modest changes 
in	memory;	
however,	a	sudden	
loss	of	memory	
or significant 

confusion	should	be	signs	to	seek	medical	help	
right	away.	Sometimes,	people	are	reluctant	to	get	
their	concerns	checked	out	because	they	fear	it	
might	be	Alzheimer’s	disease,	but	what	is	important	
to	remember	is	that	memory	problems	can	be	
related	to	many	other	factors	and	are	reversible	with	
the	proper	medical	care.	In	addition,	getting	early	
intervention	is	critical	if	Alzheimer’s	disease	or	other	
dementias	are	involved. 
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Slide 30
If time allows, 
engage the 
participants in 
these questions. 
 
 
 

Slide 31

The	NDSU	Extension	Service	does	not	endorse	commercial	products	or	companies	even	though	reference	may	be	made	to	
tradenames,	trademarks	or	service	names.	

NDSU	encourages	you	to	use	and	share	this	content,	but	please	do	so	under	the	conditions	of	our	Creative	Commons	license.	
You	may	copy,	distribute,	transmit	and	adapt	this	work	as	long	as	you	give	full	attribution,	don’t	use	the	work	for	commercial	pur-
poses	and	share	your	resulting	work	similarly.	For	more	information,	visit	www.ag.ndsu.edu/agcomm/creative-commons.

For more information on this and other topics, see www.ag.ndsu.edu
County	commissions,	North	Dakota	State	University	and	U.S.	Department	of	Agriculture	cooperating.	North	Dakota	State	University	does	not	discriminate	on	the	basis	
of	age,	color,	disability,	gender	expression/identity,	genetic	information,	marital	status,	national	origin,	public	assistance	status,	race,	religion,	sex,	sexual	orientation,	or	
status	as	a	U.S.	veteran.	Direct	inquiries	to	the	Vice	President	for	Equity,	Diversity	and	Global	Outreach,	205	Old	Main,	(701)	231-7708.	This	publication	will	be	made	
available	in	alternative	formats	for	people	with	disabilities	upon	request,	(701)	231-7881.
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