Myth: Traumatic Memories Are Often Repressed and Later
Recovered
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SUGGESTED LESSON PLAN
It is commonly claimed that people who experience trauma, especially childhood trauma, forget the
event as a result of what Freud called repression, but may later recall it—either spontaneously or as a
result of various forms of psychotherapy. For example, in 1989, Eileen Franklin told California police
that when she looked into her young daughter’s eyes one day, she suddenly remembered seeing her
father kill her childhood friend more than 20 years earlier. On the basis of her testimony about this
memory, her father, George Franklin, Sr., was sent to prison for murder (Loftus & Ketcham, 1994).
Evaluating this claim should provide students with an opportunity to see that, often, the results of their
inquiry may lead to conclusions that are not final, or at least not unqualified.
DAY 1
Introduce the claim during the last 10 minutes of class. Ask students for a show of hands to identify

those who believe that memories of traumatic experiences can be pushed into an unconscious portion of
the mind, but may later be recovered. You will probably find that most but not all students endorse this
claim, so you can tell them the next two class sessions will focus on answering the following questions:
1. What evidence supports the claim and how strong is that evidence?
2. Is there evidence that does not support the claim and how strong is the opposing evidence?
3. Do we need additional evidence before drawing conclusions about the claim, and if so, how
could we collect it?
4. What conclusions are most reasonable given the evidence available so far?
To prepare for the next session, students can be instructed to bring all the evidence they can find to
support the claim that it is possible to repress, and later recover, memory for traumatic events, and be
ready to discuss the strength of that evidence. (We suggest that you let the students find the evidence on
their own, but remind them to look at the references cited in each source, not just the sources
themselves. Developing the habit of following a chain of sources can help hone your students’ research
skills.) .
Suggested reading assignments (Notice that, as is the case with other units, these assignments are not
entire textbook chapters. Instead, they are chapter sections that are most likely to engage students’
interest and focus their attention on the psychological science associated with each unit’s high-interest
myth. You can of course encourage students to read beyond the assignment if they wish.): The assigned
sections ideally should cover:
1. critical thinking, hypothesis-testing, and types of research methods (usually found in the
introductory or research methods chapter).
2. the basic components of our memory systems, theories of forgetting, and eyewitness testimony
(usually found in the memory chapter).
3. levels of consciousness and mental processing outside of awareness (usually found in the
consciousness and or sensation and perception chapters).
4. compliance and persuasion (usually found in the social psychology chapter).
DAY 2
Ask the class to describe the supporting evidence they have found, along with the source. As individual
students present their evidence, ask the whole class to categorize each piece as hearsay, personal
anecdote, case study, correlational study, survey, controlled experiment, meta-analysis, etc. To help
students keep these categories in mind as discussion proceeds, give them the worksheet presented below.
It provides space for the student to describe evidence, identify its source, judge its level of quality, and
identify potential strengths and weaknesses. You might want to keep a copy of that worksheet visible on
a PowerPoint slide during this session. As the discussion of students’ presentations proceed, take the
opportunity to link it to material from the memory and social psychology reading assignment regarding
the strengths and weaknesses of various research designs, the reliability and validity of data, and the
like. Ask the students to think about which kinds of evidence are stronger than others (and why) in terms
of their vulnerability to alternative interpretations and ability to support firm conclusions.
At the end of the day’s discussion, remind the students that their assignment for next time is to find all

the evidence they can that contradicts the unit’s claim, and to be prepared to discuss the strength of that
evidence in scientific terms.
DAY 3
As individual students present their contradictory evidence, ask the whole class again to categorize each
piece of it as hearsay, personal anecdote, case study, correlational study, survey, controlled experiment,
meta-analysis, etc., to determine its level of quality, and identify potential strengths and weaknesses. As
the discussion of students’ presentations proceed, take the opportunity to link it to material from the
reading assignments by introducing material such as:
1. Unconscious mental processing. A lot of mental activity occurs outside of awareness
(Kihlstrom, 1999), and research on implicit memory shows that our behavior can be influenced
by information of which we are not aware (Betch et al., 2003; Kouider & Dupoux, 2005).
2. Suppression. Research on motivated forgetting suggests that people may sometimes suppress
information willfully, so that it is no longer accessible on a later memory test (Bailey &
Chapman, 2012). Suppressing emotional reactions to events can interfere with memories of those
events (Richards & Gross, 2000). And in general people appear more likely to forget unpleasant
rather than pleasant events ( Lynn et al., 2014).
3. Retrieval cues. Retrieval cues can help people recall memories that had previously been
inaccessible to conscious awareness (Andrews et al., 2000).
4. Accuracy of early memories. Memories of childhood events are no more accurate overall when
people are adults than when they were still children (Brainerd, 2013). Recall of past events is
affected by what happened at the time, what we knew beforehand, and everything we have
experienced since. False memories, including distortions of actual events and the recall of events
that didn’t actually happen, can be just as vivid as real, accurate memories, and people can be
just as confident about them (Brainerd & Reyna, 2005; Loftus, 2004; Roediger & McDermott,
2000). Other research shows that some people have begun to avoid a certain food after
researchers implanted in them a false memory of having been ill after eating that food as a child
(Bernstein & Loftus, 2009).
5. Impact of social influence on memory. Books and Internet sites about repressed memory
suggest that anyone who experiences guilt, depression, or other psychological problems is
harboring repressed memories of abuse. This idea has been reinforced by therapists who use
guided imagination, hypnosis, and other methods to “help” clients recover repressed memories
(McHugh, 2009). These therapists may influence clients to develop false memories (Mazzoni &
Loftus, 1996).
6. Persistence of traumatic memories. Though some people apparently forget intense emotional
experiences, most people’s memories of them are long lasting (Alexander et al., 2005; Henckens
et al., 2009). In fact, many people who live through traumatic experiences are unable to forget
them.
7. Mechanisms of repression. Cognitive psychologists have so far not found reliable evidence for
a mechanism that represses traumatic memories (Bulevich et al., 2006; Patihis et al., 2013).
8. Evidence is not unequivocal. The recovery of traumatic memories is at least possible but the
implantation of false memories is also possible. So it is not easy to decide whether any particular
case is an instance of recovered memory or false memory, especially when there is no objective
corroborating evidence to guide the decision. People’s responses to claims of recovered memory

may be determined by the relative weight that they assign to reports of personal experiences
versus evidence from controlled experiments. The ease with which false memories can be created
suggests that we should be cautious before accepting unverified memories of traumatic events,
but we should not automatically reject the claims of people who appear to have recovered
memories (Geraerts et al., 2007; McNally & Geraerts, 2009).
A good way to end the day’s discussion is by asking the students to decide, by a show of hands, clicker
responses, or other means, what they think is the best conclusion to draw about the unit’s claim, and
why. Remember to point out — especially if widespread disagreement among the students remains — that
in some cases final conclusions must await further data.
If you feel that the class discussions did not sufficiently convey content about scientific research
methods and/or the results of research in psychological science that are related to the unit’s claim, you
may want to present a 15-20 minute capstone lecture/discussion once the students have completed their
final deliberations and drawn their conclusions about the unit topic.
HIGHLIGHT SCIENTIFIC THINKING PROCESSES.
You can point out that the questions about the unit topic that the class addressed comprise part of a more
general outline or plan for critical thinking, such as this:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What am I being asked to believe or accept?
What evidence is available to support the assertion?
Are there alternative ways of interpreting that evidence?
What additional evidence would help to evaluate those alternatives?
What conclusions are most reasonable given the evidence available so far?

You can point out, too, that a critical thinking plan like this can be valuable when addressing almost any
assertion or claim, whether it comes from a journal article, a textbook, a newspaper or Internet source, a
political speech, an advertisement, or even a professor.
HIGHLIGHT SOME RESEARCH IN PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE THAT IS RELATED TO
THE UNIT TOPIC.
See suggested research listed above for Day 3.
III. GIVE THE NEXT UNIT’S READING AND RESEARCH ASSIGNMENTS.
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