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Activity 4.1
Constructive Memory/Schemas:  
The Rumor Chain

Developed by 
Douglas A. Bernstein and Sandra S. Goss 
University of Illinois

Concept
This demonstration uses a childhood game, the rumor chain, to illustrate 
the constructive nature of memory. The demonstration can be presented 
before or after discussing constructive memory because the power of the 
phenomenon is great, even when students are sensitized to it.

The rumor chain game provides a simple, enjoyable, and dramatic  
illustration that the encoding and retrieval of information in long-term 
memory can be distorted by prior knowledge, especially by our schemas 
about the world. These schemas include gender-role expectations and 
other prejudices.

Materials
You will need a story that is short enough to allow retelling several times 
in class, but detailed enough that students are unlikely to remember all 
aspects of it. A sample is included in the following section.

Instructions
Send three to five students out of the classroom (and out of earshot). 
Now read aloud a paragraph-length story to a student whose task is to 
repeat the story as completely as possible to one of the students who is 
brought back into the classroom. The newcomer’s task is to repeat the 
story to the next student who is readmitted and so on until the last student 
who hears the story repeats it to the class. Each rendition of the story 
should be loud enough so that everyone in the class can hear.

Be sure to give instructions to the class to not laugh when errors are 
made because this may cause the storyteller to notice and attempt to 
correct mistakes. To facilitate discussion, instruct the class to take notes 
as each student tells the story, thus tracking the errors made.
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Here is a sample story that works well for us:

A TWA Boeing 747 had just taken off from Miami Internation-
al Airport for Los Angeles when a passenger near the rear of 
the aircraft announced that the plane was being taken over by 
the People’s Revolutionary Army for the Liberation of the Op-
pressed. The hijacker held a .357 magnum to the head of Jack 
Swanson, a flight attendant, and forced him to open the cockpit 
door. There, the hijacker confronted the pilot, Jane Randall, and 
ordered her to change course for Cuba. The pilot radioed the 
Miami air traffic control center to report the situation but then 
suddenly hurled the microphone at the hijacker. The hijacker 
fell backward through the open cockpit door and onto the floor, 
where angry passengers took over from there. The plane landed 
in Miami a few minutes later, and the hijacker was arrested.

Discussion
The errors made in each successive telling of the story are usually quite 
predictable and follow some basic principles of constructive memory.

First, the story gets progressively shorter as some details, such as the 
name of the revolutionary group and sometimes the flight’s origin and 
destination are left out. This is referred to as leveling.

Second, some details—perhaps the caliber of the gun, or especially 
for women students, the gender of the pilot—are often retained; this is 
referred to as sharpening. Because individuals retain different details, this 
leads to a discussion of the schemas already in long-term memory that 
help us retain information in a meaningful fashion and how these sche-
mas differ for different people based on personal experience. 

Third, because many elements of the story are encoded semantical-
ly (i.e., as the meaning or gist of the story rather than as exact words), 
they are likely to be altered in line with each teller’s schemas. For ex-
ample, because for many students, even today, pilots are men and flight 
attendants are women, Jane Randall may end up as the flight attendant 
and Jack Swanson may become the pilot. Further, the hijacker is almost 
always referred to as a man, often as an Arab, even though no gender or 
ethnic information is in the story. You can relate this phenomenon to false 
assumptions made about the identity of those who blew up the federal 
building in Oklahoma City in 1995. “The open cockpit door” may evoke an 
image of an outside door, such that the hijacker is described as falling out 
of the plane. Finally, the schema of “angry passengers” may cause ex-
pansion of the story to include their beating, or even killing, the hijacker.

From a TOPSS unit lesson plan on Memory, published by the American Psychological Association in 2013.    
This activity is intended for TOPSS members for use in their classes. Any further use requires additional APA permission. 



47A Five-Day Unit Lesson Plan for High School Psychology TeachersBACK TO  CONTENTS

By asking the class to describe how the story changed with the re-
telling, you should be able to illustrate a number of the principles listed 
here. You can then go on to discuss the role of schemas and constructive 
memory in other phenomena, such as racial prejudice and errors in eye-
witness testimony.

Writing Component
Two different writing assignments can follow this demonstration. For the 
first one, have students write a paper in the form of a letter to a friend or 
family member describing how memory works. The letter should address 
the common view of memory as a sort of video recorder, why that view is 
incorrect, and the importance of constructive memory. Shared examples 
of constructive memory between the student and the recipient of the letter 
could be supplied to illustrate constructive memory. For example, siblings 
often have different memories of the same incident in their childhoods.

Another assignment would be to have students write a paper in the 
form of a newspaper column on the role of memory in eyewitness testi-
mony or repressed-memory cases. The paper should incorporate the ru-
mor chain demonstration in a discussion of the issues surrounding these 
controversial topics. Remind students that their audience would be edu-
cated, but not necessarily knowledgeable about psychological principles.

Alternative Demonstration
As Smith (2013) portrays, a simple classroom experiment can also show 
the inaccuracy of eyewitnesses:

Even when a multitude of people witness the exact same in-
cident, the details they recall will vary vastly. In an experiment 
done repeatedly in college classrooms, the inaccuracy of eye-
witnesses is revealed. Professors for decades have staged a 
robbery, an assault, or a simple delivery of an item by a delivery 
company, which takes place during class. The students do not 
know what is happening until after the experiment concludes. 
Everyone is asked to write down what he or she witnessed for 
the campus police. In a classroom of hundreds, no one writes 
the exact same description. (http://suite101.com/a/reliabili-
ty-of-eyewitness-testimony-a400121)

Likewise, you may want to invite an unknown adult to walk into the 
classroom, make a random comment out loud, take something, say 
something about “where is your teacher?” and leave.* When you reenter, 
ask your students without talking to write down everything they can re-

* �Please be sure the act does not alarm students and fits with school policy.
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member about the perpetrator, as a crime has occurred with something 
stolen from the classroom. First, students can work as individuals, then in 
groups. Have the groups report their findings. You will find huge errors in 
judgment, and the groups are more accurate than individuals, but some-
times a strong person can sway the class or a group with the strength of 
his or her conviction. 
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