
Week 5- Cognitive Psychology 2  

LO1: Define what memory is and its importance 

What is memory?  

 A set of systems for storing and retrieving information acquired via our senses 

(sensation) 

Models of memory are often described in terms of: 

 The storage duration of different memory systems ranges from fractions of a 

second to a lifetime  

 The capacity of different memory systems ranges from a few items to more 

than the largest available computer 

What is memory so important?  

 Without memory the world would be incredibly unstable and unpredictable 

 We are who we are because of all the experiences we have throughout our 

lives that have shaped us - for better or for worse 

Learning vs. Memory 

 Learning is changes in our physiology/psychology as a result of experiences 

 Memory is the mental capacity to store and later recall or recognise events 

that were previously experienced. How these changes are maintained over 

time and how they are expressed. 

Are they different? 

 Yes, but they are interconnected  

 Learning is the process of acquiring new information, while memory refers to 

the persistence of learning in a state that can be revealed at a later time 

Why is memory so important? 

 We are who we are because of all the experiences we have throughout our 

lives that have shaped us - for better or for worse 

Mental Representations 

 In order to represent information in our minds we must literally be able to re-

present it in the absence of the original stimulus 

 Representations vary in their associated neuropsychological processing 

 Each modality (e.g. visual) is represented by a code that must be processed 

in a way that our mind can understand it 



o The mind is capable of processing various sensory information (visual, 

olfactory, motoric, etc.) in sensory representations 

o Humans have also acquired the capacity for language and are capable 

of verbal representations 

What are the 3 processes in memory? 

1. Encoding is the processing of incoming information to be stored 

 Includes acquisition and consolidation  

 Acquisition registers inputs in temporary sensory storage  

 Consolidation creates a stronger representation over time 

2. Storage is the result of acquisition and consolidation is storage 

 The maintenance of a permanent record to be used at a later time 

3. Retrieval is the utilisation of stored information to create a conscious 

representation, or to execute a learned behaviour (e.g., a motor act) 

 The process of recovering information stored in memory so that we are 

consciously aware of it  

 Although, there are examples of retrieval or access to memories that 

are not accompanied by conscious awareness 

 

LO2: Describe early research on memory and the limitations of the standard (serial 

processing) model 

A standard model of memory  

 Ebbinghaus (1850-1909) 

o Years (decades) of self-experiment with Nonsense syllables  

o First experiments on remembering and forgetting 

 James (1890) defined 2 types of memory, primary (STM?) and secondary 

(LTM?)  

 Interest waned under behaviourism  

 Resurgence in 60s in the cognitive revolution! 

 In 1968 Atkinson and Shiffrin proposed a system of memory 

o Critical summary work in cognitive psychology  

o Memory consists of three “stores”  

o The stores are based on how long the memory is retained and their 

capacity… 

 

Duration of memory stores  

1. The Sensory registers hold information on a stimulus for just a second 

or so after the stimulus has been withdrawn  

2. Interesting information is passed on to short term memory which holds 

it for 20-30 seconds  



3. Very interesting information is passed on to long-term memory that 

holds everything we think, feel, know, expect and can do 

Standard memory model (Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sensory memory is a sensory-based temporary representation of input through 

sensory channels 

 Iconic (visual) and Echoic (auditory)  

 Decays quickly measured in milliseconds  

 Large capacity (relative to STM) 

Sensory memory: Iconic store 

 Sperling (1960) conducted (brilliant) experiments that determined the 

capacity and duration of the iconic store with a series of ingenious 

experiments 

 3 rows of numbers of letter  

 Full versus partial report method…. 

o Letters or number for a fraction of a section  

o Milliseconds  

o I will show you 12 letters and when the screen goes blank write all 12 

down  

o Let’s start with the full report… 

 Conclusion: the duration of the iconic sensory memory store is incredibly 

brief – milliseconds. 

Conclusions about sensory memory store 

 Sensory memory exists! But it is very brief 

 By varying the onset of the cue (tone), Sperling also determined the duration 

of iconic memory 

 The advantage from cueing gradually declined and disappeared after 0.5s 

 


