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Span Ladder
How much can you hold in your head at once?

GRADE 13 MEMORY SHORT-TERM SPAN WORKING MEMORY

THE STRATEGY  ·  WORK FROM THE END

Backwards recall requires simultaneous storage and manipulation, the defining feature of working memory as
opposed to simple short-term storage. A visuospatial strategy — picturing the sequence written out and scanning it
in reverse — usually outperforms an auditory one, because the auditory loop runs in one direction only.

How to use this sheet

1 Work with a parent or teacher. One person reads, one person answers. The reader keeps this sheet; the student
does not look at it.

2 Read at one item per second. Steady, flat voice. No grouping, no pauses — the chunking is the student's job, not the
reader's.

3 Two attempts at every rung. Pass a rung by getting either attempt completely correct, in order. Then climb to the next.

4 Stop after two failed rungs in a row. That rung is today's ceiling. Write it on the ladder at the back and stop there.

What is on each page

Page 2 Digit span — forwards and backwards

Page 3 Word span and sentence span

Page 4 The ladder, your personal best, and two questions to talk about

Print once, slip into a plastic sleeve and write on it with a dry-erase marker — this sheet is
built to be repeated every few weeks, not used once.
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Digit span
Read aloud  ·  one digit per second

Part 1 — Digit span
Reader's page. The student has two attempts at every rung — tick the rung if either attempt is repeated perfectly, in the
right order.

!
The rung number is how many digits are in the row.

Rung 8 means an eight-digit row. Climbing one rung means holding one more digit.

1a — Forwards

Read the row aloud. The student repeats it in the same order.

RUNG ATTEMPT 1 ATTEMPT 2 PASS

6 4 3 7 4 1 3 6 3 2 8 4 7

7 8 4 5 2 5 3 2 6 8 5 2 5 6 8

8 2 9 6 1 4 3 8 5 1 9 6 3 7 9 4 1

9 5 1 9 5 2 1 9 4 1 5 4 2 6 4 9 2 9 1

10 3 2 4 5 3 2 4 7 4 9 2 9 5 3 1 7 9 7 9 1

11 4 2 4 5 4 9 3 5 8 2 9 7 2 4 3 7 1 7 2 9 7 1

1b — Backwards

Same rules, but the student repeats the digits in reverse order. Backwards is the harder, more useful test — it is working memory
rather than simple storage, so expect it to sit two rungs lower.

RUNG ATTEMPT 1 ATTEMPT 2 PASS

5 5 7 9 4 3 6 8 7 3 9

6 2 8 6 7 4 1 1 4 3 7 8 2

7 3 1 7 4 2 8 3 9 8 9 4 3 8 3

8 2 5 6 1 9 5 8 7 8 5 4 2 6 2 9 3

9 6 9 3 5 8 2 4 9 7 1 4 7 6 7 1 9 5 8

HIGHEST RUNG PASSED TODAY

Forwards: Backwards: Date:
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Word & sentence span
Read aloud  ·  one word per second

Part 2 — Word span
Words are harder than digits: there are far more of them to choose from. The strategy changes too — link the words into a
quick mental picture or a silly sentence rather than chunking them. The rung number is how many words are in the list.

2a — Words in order

Each rung gives two different lists. Read Attempt 1; if the student does not repeat it perfectly, read Attempt 2. Either one correct
passes the rung. Order counts.

RUNG WORD LISTS PASS

4
ATTEMPT 1 axiom  ·  nexus  ·  kleptocracy  ·  morphology

ATTEMPT 2 depreciation  ·  strata  ·  normalisation  ·  quiescence

5
ATTEMPT 1 caveat  ·  corpus  ·  jurisprudence  ·  functionalism  ·  bifurcation

ATTEMPT 2 depreciation  ·  dogma  ·  metastasis  ·  quiescence  ·  ontology

6
ATTEMPT 1 dogma  ·  verisimilitude  ·  ubiquity  ·  biodiversity  ·  functionalism  ·  granularity

ATTEMPT 2 caveat  ·  proxy  ·  juxtaposition  ·  cadre  ·  refraction  ·  allostasis

7
ATTEMPT 1 lemma  ·  corpus  ·  juxtaposition  ·  tribunal  ·  entropy  ·  normalisation  ·  gerrymander

ATTEMPT 2 isomorphism  ·  phenomenology  ·  ontology  ·  corroboration  ·  depreciation  ·  rubric  ·  nexus

Part 3 — Sentence span
Read each sentence once at normal speaking speed. The student repeats it word for word. One attempt per rung here, and
the rung number is the step in difficulty, not a word count. This is the closest rung to real classroom listening — instructions,
dictation and note-taking all sit here.

RUNG SENTENCE PASS

1 Translation inevitably loses the ambiguity on which the original poem depends.

2
His later essays retract several positions he had defended vigorously throughout the

preceding twenty years.

3
When the two datasets were finally harmonised, the discrepancy that had occupied the

field for a decade proved to be an artefact of inconsistent units.

4

The paper's central claim is defensible, but the confidence with which it is stated is not:

the authors describe as established a relationship their own data support under only

one of three models.

HIGHEST RUNG PASSED TODAY

Words: Sentences: Date:
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The ladder
Student's page  ·  keep and reuse

Your ladder
Colour in the rung you reached today, in a different colour each time you do this sheet. Come back in three weeks — the
point is the climb, not the number.

ATTEMPT 1 ATTEMPT 2 ATTEMPT 3 ATTEMPT 4RUNG

11

10

9

8

7

6

5

PERSONAL BEST

Rung on

Where this shows up

Where did you feel your memory run out — was it holding the items, or saying them back?

Name one thing this week where you have to hold something and change it at the same time: mental arithmetic,
directions in reverse, editing a sentence as you read it.

A span score is a snapshot of one skill on one day. It is not an assessment, a diagnosis or a
measure of how clever anyone is. If you are worried about memory or attention, speak to a professional.
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