
Dear reader
Thank you for buying this book, and more 
importantly, thank you for reading it. I hope that, 
in some small way, it will influence how you see, 
understand and carry out your work.

I’m deeply passionate about helping teachers 
improve, and am eager for Memorable Teaching to 
be a useful contribution to the profession.

If you have suggestions for how this book can be 
improved, be it a challenge to my arguments or an 
apostrophe gone awry, please do get in touch. I’d 
genuinely love to hear from you.

Peps

pepsmccrea@gmail.com
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Why memory?

“Without an understanding of human cognitive 
architecture, instruction is blind.”

Sweller

Memory underpins learning. Why then, as a 
profession of learning enablers, it is something we 
spend so little time talking about1?

Part of the reason is memory’s historically bad 
reputation in education circles. For many years it 
has been associated with out-of-favor practices like 
rote learning and drill & kill2, and framed as the enemy 
of rich and humane learning.

As a result, we have neglected to build a robust 
understanding and common language around 
memory, leaving us with an impoverished view of 
its capacity, and a naive appreciation of the role it 
plays in our classrooms.
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6   Memorable Teaching

For a profession so entangled with learning, this is a 
bizarre situation. However, it is beginning to change.

The rise of memory science

Over the last decade or so we’ve seen an increasing 
amount of memory literature published in accessible 
forms3.

This, combined with the efforts of the ‘evidence-
informed’ movement4, has created a situation where 
many of the ideas presented within this body of 
work are increasingly finding their way into schools 
and classrooms around the UK and beyond.

Some of the ideas being explored are obvious. 
Others are deeply counter-intuitive. All have the 
potential to shine a light on our practice and nudge 
us to reflect on the reasons we teach like we do.
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Why memory?   7

We stand to gain a great deal from these insights. 
Some of them are arguably the lowest hanging fruits 
of our current educational era. However, although 
their promise is encouraging, their form may not yet 
be sufficient.

The complexity of our craft demands coherent 
frameworks, organized around the decisions of our 
everyday practice5. Frameworks that make sense to 
teachers of all experience levels, and can be applied 
flexibly to meet the needs of a diverse range of 
contexts.

In short, we need scalable models for practice6. 
Which is exactly what Memorable Teaching has 
been written to do.

Why memorable teaching?

This book is the result of the lessons I’ve learned as 
a teacher educator, by helping hundreds of teachers 
to understand their practice and raise their game.
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8   Memorable Teaching

It is an attempt to stitch together the best available 
evidence around memory and learning into a 
coherent set of actionable principles that we can 
leverage to improve both our understanding of and 
impact in the classroom.

It is not a book about rote memorization or 
mnemonic tricks, or about turning you and your 
students into lifeless automatons.

It is about building deep, powerful and lasting 
understanding, by making your students more 
confident and independent, by making you more 
informed and effective.

Moving forward

As with most books, the more you put in the more 
you will get out. This book is a case in the extreme. 
Without action you will experience little change.
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Why memory?   9

To help with this I’ve tried to keep my writing 
concise, and resisted including too many examples. 
Where examples are included, they tend to sit within 
a math(s) teaching context (my specialist subject).

I recognize that it would be better to have examples 
that are relevant to a greater range of contexts, but 
I have yet to find a way to do this with concision.

I have also signposted opportunities for further 
readings at relevant points so you can dig deeper 
into the areas that capture your interest.

The main chapters of this book are organized 
around 9 principles of Memorable Teaching. To ensure 
these land with maximum impact, we first need to 
establish some fundamental assumptions around 
memory: its main components and how they 
interact.

And so that’s where we’re headed next. Strap in, it’s 
time for a rough and ready tour of the architecture 
of memory.
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10   Memorable Teaching

Notes & further reading

1. For more, see Visible Learning and the Science 
of How We Learn by Hattie (p.162)

2. Joe Kirby argues that drill can thrill  
https://goo.gl/9Ch9uW 

3. Why Don’t Students Like School? by 
Willingham, Visible Learning and the Science 
of How We Learn by Hattie & Yates, Make 
It Stick by Brown et al., What Every Teacher 
Needs to Know about Psychology by Didau 
& Rose, The Science of Learning by Deans 
for Impact, and The Learning Scientists blog 
are all stunning examples of accessible 
and rigorous writing around the science of 
learning and memory

4. If you get the opportunity, find your way to 
a ResearchEd.org.uk conference

5. For more, see Building a Common Core for 
Learning to Teach by Ball & Forzani

6. As Coe cogently argues in the foreword of 
What Every Teacher Needs to Know About 
Psychology by Didau & Rose
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Memory architecture   11

Memory architecture

“If we don’t understand something, we can’t control it. 
If we don’t control it, we can’t improve it.”

Harrington

From an educational perspective, the most useful 
way to think about memory is as a system of two 
interacting components1: Long-Term Memory (LTM) 
and Working Memory (WM).

Together, these components are responsible for 
pretty much all of the intended learning that 
happens in our classrooms. As such, it’s worth 
taking some time to understand how they operate.

Our long term memory is our mental model of the 
world. It’s a bit like a map. A map we construct 
ourselves, and use to help us make sense of and 
navigate our environment2.
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12   Memorable Teaching

It represents what we know and who we are, and 
informs how we act.

Our LTM is composed of beliefs, understandings, 
mindsets, skills, dispositions, and facts. Although 
these things may feel quite different, for the 
purposes of this book we’re going to think of them 
simply as different flavors of knowledge.

This knowledge is not static. It is constantly 
evolving and decaying as a result of our thinking 
and interaction with the environment. Our LTM is 
more like a forest than a library.

Powerful LTM

Life is an ongoing effort to upgrade our models of 
the world in an effort to make them more powerful. 
More powerful models mean more successful 
action. More successful action leads to better 
chances in life. This is what learning is and why 
schools exist.
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Memory architecture   13

Our job as teachers is to increase the life chances 
of our students by helping them develop more 
powerful LTM.

The power of our LTM is a function of two factors: 

1. Depth How well structured our knowledge 
is. The more comprehensive and organized 
our LTM is, the better it performs for us in 
our lives. When it comes to structure we 
should strive for depth.

2. Durability How long these structures 
remain available to us. The more accessible 
our LTM is, the more useful it is3. When it 
comes to structure we also want durability.

Our job as teachers is to help our students build deep 
and durable LTM, to build enduring understanding 
(see Fig. 1).

But how exactly do we achieve this? To answer 
that, we need to turn to the other component of 
our architecture: Working Memory (WM).
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14   Memorable Teaching

Fig. 1     The dimensions of LTM
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Memory architecture   15

Authoring memory

If LTM is our map of the world, then WM is our 
pencil.

It is the instrument with which we author our mental 
model of reality, the process by which we construct 
our LTM. It is an instrument that facilitates three 
interacting processes4:

1. Attention We select what to focus on for 
further thinking.

2. Short term memory We temporarily hold 
these foci in our mind.

3. Elaboration We attempt to make sense of 
these objects of focus, drawing on our LTM, 
and modifying that LTM as a result.

The ways in which our WM executes these 
processes, within the context of our LTM, determines 
what we learn. Sometimes this learning is powerful, 
sometimes not. The more we understand about 
how this process works, the better we can leverage 
it in our teaching.
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16   Memorable Teaching

The Matthew Effect

If LTM is equivalent to knowledge, then WM is 
equivalent to thinking. The better we think, the 
more we can know. And the more we know, the 
better we can think.

This extraordinary relationship between WM and 
LTM is the reaction engine of education5. It is called 
the Matthew Effect and it’s our job as teachers to 
catalyze it6.

The goal of this book is to help you become a potent 
catalyst. And the tools we’re going to use to help us 
get there are a set of memory-oriented teaching 
principles. It’s time to unpack this toolbox and see 
what’s inside.
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Memory architecture   17

Notes & further reading

1. Memory architecture is much more 
complex than this, but for the purposes of 
improving teaching, this model is sufficient

2. LTM appears to be a much more active 
component than the ‘map metaphor’ 
suggests

3. See Bjork’s New theory of disuse for 
an overview of the role of access in 
remembering

4. WM is more likely to be a sub-process 
of LTM than a separate component 
itself. See Cowan’s Embedded-processes 
model of working memory for more

5. WM capacity is highly correlated with 
academic ability http://goo.gl/RU0YIx

6. For more, see The Matthew Effect by 
Rigney
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The 9 principles   19

The 9 principles
“Memory is the residue of thought.”

Willingham

Our goal in teaching is to build powerful LTM. The 
most direct way we can work towards this goal is 
by leveraging WM.

Great teachers don’t just manage what students 
do in the classroom, they manage what they think. 
Because what students think about is ultimately 
what they learn.

The following chapters outline a set of actionable 
principles we can use to help manage student 
thinking. These are the 9 principles of Memorable 
Teaching (see Fig. 2).

Each principle builds on the model of memory 
established so far, and offers further insights and 
implications for our practice:
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20   Memorable Teaching

· Principles 1-4 lay out a set of strategies 
for harnessing WM.

· Principles 5-7 explore how we can 
direct WM in ways that build powerful 
LTM.

· Principles 8-9 outline approaches 
amplifying the impact of the previous 
principles.

It is important to recognize that the 9 principles are 
organized around a simplified model of memory and 
learning. The reality of our classrooms is vastly more 
complex and blurry. However, we need to start 
somewhere.

The 9 principles provide a framework for thinking 
differently and more deeply about your practice. 
They are not a blueprint to be followed, but a 
starting point for experimentation in context.
 
Pull on your lab coat and let’s dig in. 
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Manage information   23

1
Manage information

“There’s too much information in the universe. We can 
only afford to keep the bits that are most

likely to prove useful in the future.”
Buster1

Schools are information rich environments. Our 
classrooms are overflowing with data.

This information exists in multiple forms. On 
surfaces covered with text and images. In people’s 
words and behavior. In the routines and culture of 
our classroom. And all of it competes for our attention.
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24   Memorable Teaching

It takes both expertise and energy to filter through 
this information, to identify what to focus our 
thinking on next2. We are constantly striving to 
make sense of our environment, so we can gauge 
where best to invest our attention.

Eliminating distractions

From an educational perspective, any information 
that our students can use to think closer to the 
learning intention is a desirable. Everything else is a 
distraction.

It’s our job to manage desirables and minimize 
distractions. Teaching is a zero-sum game. If it’s not 
adding to the learning, it’s subtracting from it.

The next time you find yourself in a classroom, ask 
yourself: What information is available here? Which 
aspects are desirable? Which aspects are distractions?
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Manage information   25

Of course, we can’t get rid of all superfluous 
information, nor would we want to. But we can 
eliminate a lot. Here are some examples of areas 
we might want to consider in a cull.

Physical environment
• Displays Unless they are being used 

regularly or in the moment, info-posters 
or student work on classroom walls can 
be a distraction3. Cover them up, or 
only bring them out when needed.

• Clocks Having a clock in plain view 
can easily trigger tangential trains of 
thought. If you are going to have one, 
(as with display) position it at the back 
of the room.

• Music The only time music helps us 
think better is when it offsets the 
impact of other, greater distractions4. 
For example, listening to ambient music 
using noise cancelling headphones can 
help people focus in an otherwise noisy 
environment.
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26   Memorable Teaching

These distractions exist because they offer value 
in certain contexts. However, we must take care 
not to justify their place in our classrooms based 
only on what they add. We must also consider what 
they subtract when evaluating the overall value for 
learning of any information.

Social environment

Social information is particularly tricky to regulate, 
because it is also the medium through which much 
learning happens in schools. Nevertheless, small 
tweaks to classroom routines can add up to big 
gains in desirable thinking:

• Interruptions Crucial explanations 
and discussions can easily get derailed 
by a pupil or teacher at the door. 
Interruptions slow learning and increase 
mistakes5. Build a culture of respect for 
learning by encouraging visitors to wait 
for an opportune moment, or to enter 
only on your signal.
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• Notifications Smartphone alerts 
are attention super magnets. Keep 
them out of sight and mandate that 
tones and vibrations are disabled. 
Use dedicated calculators rather than 
phones where possible.

• Teachers Even with the best of 
intentions, many educators are prone 
to adversely interfering with student 
thinking. Minimize classroom narration 
and other distracting behavior when 
your students are on task. 

Learning tasks and activities

Superfluous information doesn’t just exist in the 
peripheral environment. Learning experiences 
themselves can be equally distracting.

• Redundant information It can be 
tempting to include superfluous 
text or images on activity slides and 
worksheets, or unnecessary words in 
our explanations. Purge the clipart, 
keep talk trim. 
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28   Memorable Teaching

• Real life contexts Situating questions 
in real-life contexts levies an additional 
burden on mental processing. Use this 
only if it helps students make better 
sense of the material, or is part of the 
outcome.

• Unnecessary complexity Embedding 
learning in a game or poster may seem 
like an attractive option, but students 
can end up thinking about game 
mechanics or pen color at least as much 
as the topic. Keep it simple. Choose the 
shortest path6.

The increasing prevalence of digitally connected 
tools in our classrooms makes information 
management more challenging than ever.

Giving students access to the internet while on 
task is akin to putting 20 televisions on the ceiling 
and asking them not to look. Just knowing they are 
there is distraction enough.

Technology can offer great benefits, but the 
drawbacks are not always obvious. Extra caution is 
needed when evaluating the costs and benefits of 
connected tools in the classroom.
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Eliminating distractions is a liberating practice. It 
frees up more time to spend on desirable thinking. 
Our challenge then becomes: how do we make the 
most of the time and information we are left with? To 
answer that, we must turn our attention towards 
streamlining communication.

Notes & further reading

1. From Buster’s Cognitive Bias Cheat Sheet 
https://goo.gl/m8hOue

2. Without expertise, we are unable 
to distinguish between relevant and 
irrelevant information https://goo.gl/
jfM9Ws

3. For more on attention and visual 
distraction, see https://goo.gl/d9xedB

4. The ‘Mozart Effect’ is a myth https://
goo.gl/SbwRkb

5. Interruptions carry costs both in lag 
times and error rates https://goo.gl/
eBPE5C

6. From Teach Like a Champion 2.0 by 
Lemov
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