Introduction

In one of the most widely cited studies of memory, researchers had women read The Cat in the Hat out loud when they were seven months pregnant. After the babies were born, they preferred  the story they heard prenatally, even though newborns who hadn’t heard been read to did not (DeCasper & Spence, 1986). In other words, the human memory system is in place even before we are born. The picture that emerges from 40-plus years of developmental memory research is one of truly impressive competence in very young children and, at the same time, dramatic memory failures. Enough failures that we see consistent improvement with age. Memory is not a unitary entity. Instead, it is best thought of as a collection of different structural and functional subsystems that depend on external factors such as attention, knowledge, aptitude, and strategies for optimal functioning. This is especially true for children because all of these interacting domains are developing simultaneously. As we chart the development of memory, four recurrent themes or trends will become evident. First, processing changes that co-occur with age lead to improvements in children’s memory. Many people intuitively view memory as a recording of external reality, independent of the observer. Research has shown that this view of how memory works is incorrect. Rather, memory is fundamentally an act of construction. As our capacity for thinking improves, memory increases follow. Second, as knowledge increases, memory systems are able to function more effectively. All other things being equal, those who know more can generally remember more. Third, neurobiological changes, those that result from either maturation or injury are related to improvements or decrements in different memory systems. And fourth, that much of memory involves non-conscious processes. Because we are privy to some of the activity that goes on in our minds, we have a tendency to believe that we have significant insight into our mental processes. This is a false impression that we get because we are, by definition, never conscious of how much we are missing. We provide many examples that the developing memory system is far from perfect - even there is tremendous developmental progress, adults continue to show significant gaps and biases. Furthermore, while “developmental” changes such as knowledge increases are generally correlated with age, they act both within and across different age ranges. 
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