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Basic Memory Skills: What is Missing?  
 
 

Overview 
 

Teaches: 

The basic ability to observe a series of images and retain this 
information mentally when those images are removed. 
Helps a child develop the skill of retaining information to 
relay at a later time. 

Before beginning: 

Object Labeling Skills should be mastered prior to this 
lesson. 
 
Expressive language, through vocal verbal skills, or the use 
of sign language, writing, or PECS should be significantly 
developed prior to this lesson. 

Why it’s important: 

Developing basic memory skills assist a child in all areas of 
learning, both academically and socially. It also assists a 
child in developing the ability to relay experiences or 
incidents, giving the child the ability to tell a parent or 
guardian if something unsavory occurred, and eventually to 
answer simple questions such as “How was school today?” 

Materials needed: 

Initially, a variety of cards with simple images on them, such 
as common shapes, household objects, toys, animals, etc. 
 
Later, generalization can include items used commonly in 
the home, toys, clothing items, etc. 

Generalization 
activities: 

Materials can be generalized by using a larger variety of 
images, but later can be generalized throughout the home, 
moving a common object from a room, or taking a common 
object (hat, shoe, coat, glasses, etc.) from a person and then 
asking the child “What is missing?” 
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Steps 
 
Prepare 
1. Sit facing the child, in a quiet place free of distractions. 
2. Ensure that a reinforcer assessment has been recently completed, and 

that identified highly preferred items and activities are ready and available. 
3. Have data collection ready, either via tablet or pen/paper. 
4. Have lesson materials prepared and available.   
5. Make sure the child is ready to attend, ideally looking at teacher and not 

engaging in any other activities. 
 

 
Teach 
1. Present a picture or series of pictures. 
2. Allow child to observe the image(s). 
3. Once child has observed the image(s), remove one image. 
4. Ask the child “what is missing?” 
5. Allow the child 3-5 seconds to answer. 
6. Provide feedback on how the child responded: 

• Correct response: enthusiastic praise and/or give the child his 
chosen reward 

• Incorrect or No response: corrective feedback, model or prompt of 
correct response 

7. Record data. 
8. Begin again at step 1. 
  
 

EXAMPLES 
 

Correct response Incorrect response No response 
Teacher: (presents pictures, 
allows child to observe, then 
removes one picture) “What is 
missing?” 
Child: “The soccer ball” 
Teacher: “Great job!” 
(and delivers reinforcer) 

Teacher: (presents pictures, 
allows child to observe, then 
removes one picture) “What is 
missing?” 
Child: (places card with a 
different, non-matching letter) 
Teacher: “Oops! No, the 
soccer ball was missing.” 
(replaces the image that had 
been removed) 
(Teacher does not deliver 
reinforce at this time; rather, 
re-starts teaching cycle) 

Teacher: (presents pictures, 
allows child to observe, then 
removes one picture) “What is 
missing?” 
Child: (no response) 
Teacher: “Uh-oh. You need to 
tell me which card is missing. 
See? The soccer ball was 
missing.” 
(Teacher does not deliver 
reinforce at this time; rather, 
re-starts teaching cycle) 
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TYPICAL ORDER OF LEARNING TARGETS: 
 
The order of target introduction in this lesson is only relevant in regard to the 
number of images presented at any time.  Fewer images should be mastered 
before larger series of images are introduced.  
 

1. One image shown and then removed 
2. 2 images presented, one removed 
3. 3 images presented, one removed 
4. 4-5 images presented, one removed 
5. 4-5 images presented, two removed 
6. Generalization across real life situations, (e.g., remove a pair of glasses 

someone normally wears, a shoe, a coat, etc., move a common object 
out of a room, etc. before asking “What is missing?”) 

 
 


