Clinical Implications
Sleep
Reliability
The overall picture produced by research of the last 30 years is humbling. The human memory system is not nearly as perfect as our phenomenological experience leads us to believe.

The reliability of children’s memory is determined by how frequently they make two different errors – errors of omission, or forgetting, and errors of commission, or substitutions and so-called “false” memories. Although an error in any step of the memory process (from attention to LTM) will lead to a memory failure, it is important to remember, that most memory failures in both children and adults are encoding errors. It seems obvious, but information that never becomes part of LTM can never be retrieved. Furthermore, attempts using extraordinary measures (e.g., hypnosis or guided imagery) to facilitate retrieval provide the conditions most likely to elicit vivid and compelling false memories.

Forgetting
Current developmental studies of forgetting demonstrate that, not only do young children forget more than older children and adults, but they forget more quickly as well (see Schneider, 2002 for a review). One criticism of early studies on forgetting concerned the failure to take prior learning into account. Because older children and adults generally learned a greater proportion of items at study, their superior retention could be attributed to initial differences rather than forgetting per se. However, studies by Brainerd and his colleagues (e.g., Brainerd & Reyna, 1995), had participants learn to criterion, and thus all started at the same level. Even then, younger children are not as capable at retaining information. Further, this design probably over-estimates the reliability of younger children’s memory because children, especially preschoolers, rarely encode as much information as older children and adults in the real world. 

“False” Memories

So-called “false” memories are also of grave concern, especially in young children. There is still some disagreement about whether false memories are the result of substitutions or alterations to memory traces during storage (Howe, 1991, Loftus) or a result of source misattribution (Johnson). The picture that emerges from research on children’s susceptibility to suggestions shows that preschoolers are at particular risk of failing to separate information from an event from information suggested to them. That false memories exist and are exceptionally easy to produce, however, is not debated. 

The heuristic used to decide on the source of a particular memory is fundamentally dependent on both cognition and metacognition. If children do not understand to-be-remembered information, then they these deficits will cause more source errors (Reeder & Turner, 2008).

Bigler and Liben (1993) note, schema inconsistent information is less likely to be remembered. However, when it is remembered, it suffers from a much higher rate of distortion.

However, it is difficult to specify a priori whether a script-incongruent event will be more or less likely to be accurately remembered. Minor script violations are ignored or distorted, while major violations are stored and accessible for long periods of time. Whether an action or event is considered major or minor depends upon the distinctiveness or salience of the violation, whether an inference about the goal is required, whether it affects the causal sequence or goal, and how much knowledge the child has (Hudson et al., 1992).

