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

GRADE 5 MEMORY SHORT-TERM SPAN WORKING MEMORY

THE STRATEGY  ·  CHUNKING

Nobody remembers nine separate digits. They remember three groups of three. Break the list into chunks of two or
three, say each chunk as if it were one word, and the list shrinks to something your memory can actually hold. Use
it on phone numbers, locker codes, spelling lists and the steps of a maths method.

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 6 means a six-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

4 5 7 9 2 1 3 4 9

5 7 8 4 7 1 7 9 7 9 4

6 6 3 7 9 1 6 7 6 7 9 6 2

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

8 3 6 5 7 5 8 2 7 6 9 3 7 2 8 6 5

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

3 8 5 6 4 8 7

4 4 6 7 1 5 4 8 4

5 2 6 7 4 1 3 6 7 5 7

6 4 9 4 3 5 9 7 1 3 6 1 4

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

3
ATTEMPT 1 trellis  ·  thunder  ·  anvil

ATTEMPT 2 emerald  ·  antler  ·  lagoon

4
ATTEMPT 1 crevice  ·  vineyard  ·  burrow  ·  iceberg

ATTEMPT 2 cobweb  ·  barnacle  ·  pylon  ·  saffron

5
ATTEMPT 1 compass  ·  yoghurt  ·  rafter  ·  quiver  ·  granite

ATTEMPT 2 parsley  ·  lagoon  ·  glacier  ·  cobweb  ·  falcon

6
ATTEMPT 1 emerald  ·  cobweb  ·  rafter  ·  lantern  ·  marsh  ·  pendant

ATTEMPT 2 cinnamon  ·  satchel  ·  gauntlet  ·  driftwood  ·  cavern  ·  compass

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 My project partner forgot the glue at home.

2 Tomas forgot his lines twice but finished the play without stopping again.

3 The coach told the team that practice would continue even if the pitch stayed muddy.

4
After weeks of practice, the choir performed in the town square and raised enough

money to repair the hall roof.

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

8

7

6

5

4

3

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 chunking would help: a phone number, a maths method, a spelling list, a set of
instructions.

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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