
 

 
 

 

 

Trauma and Memory 

 

 Memory is a core process central to learning.  The faculty by which the mind 

stores and remembers information. Housed by the hippocampus, memory performs 

many roles and comes in the forms of both long-term and short-term, and each of these 

types has separate processing functions.  

The hippocampus, responsible for memory and learning, is associated with 

short-term memory, verbal memory, dissociative disorders, and context-dependent 

memory (Creeden, 2009). Persistent stress can cause atrophy in the hippocampus. To 

understand the effects of maltreatment on learning and memory, imagine the student 

is being chased and can’t stop to engage.  Who says hippos can't run fast? 

 

 

 

 

Impairments to memory from childhood trauma include: 

• Difficulties with memory and recall, 

• Declarative Memory (Facts, lists etc.), 

• Fragmentation of long-term memory (Especially autobiographical and 

trauma related), 

• Dissociative amnesia (Gaps/black-outs), and 

• Motor memories (activities learned at time of trauma). 
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Who Said Hippos Can’t Run Fast? 
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Emotional memory arouses emotions through familiar stimuli and summons 

both explicit and implicit memory. In the short-term memory, referred to as working 

memory, the brain filters, processes, and determines the necessity of information for 

future use. Memory storage and retrieval plays a huge role in learning and academic 

performance.  Another display of trauma’s interplay in action is the emotional triggers 

to certain memories that in turn cause inattentiveness.  

 

 
Trauma and Memory Helps 
 

As a central player in learning, you should check in and rehearse often to build 

memory.  For a student of trauma, your ability to process in working memory the 

instruction being delivered and move into long term memory for later retrieval, can be 
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impeded by internal interruptions. Also, always stay mindful of the interplay between 

the different processes and functions.  

 
Memory 
 

• Expect to present novel material many times. Look for different ways to present. 

This can require a mind shift from becoming frustrated over the need to repeat 

to viewing as an opportunity to practice SAFETM, 

• Allocate extra time for task completion, 

• Repeat important information just past the middle of class and at the end 

(Remember, REPETITION was one of the essential functions in Dr. Perry’s 

research on early brain development.), 

• Allow for “consolidation time” of new concepts (Teaching several concepts at 

once disrupts consolidation.), 

• Teach similar concepts separately, break apart before putting together, 

• When adding a new skill, teach differences before similarities, 

• Present information in a structured and predictable format, 

• Use multi-sensory techniques that build upon each other, 

• Use what they like, to help them learn.  You may recall, if you saw the piece on 

personal agency, children need instruction provided to them in a context they 

can relate.  Mnemonics is one fun way to do this.  For example, BEYONCE (maybe 

not what you want to pick, but it makes the point) – Building Efficacy Yields 

Outcomes, Nurtures Confidence, End of story.    


