
Encoding

Material that we receive from the 
environment in the form of sounds, tastes, 
feelings, pictures, smells are changed into 

electrical impulses so they can be processed 
by the brain.

Storage

Information is “filed away” into memory to 
be used when required

Retrieval

Information stored in memory is found when 
required and retrieved into the mind

Memory
Memory processing



Atkinson and Shiffrin Multi Store Model

 Bartlett (1932) proposed the constructive approach

 He stated memory is not an accurate account

 Existing knowledge (schemas) are used to understand new information

 Memories are changed to fit in with what we already know

 We tend to see and in particular interpret and recall what we see 
according to what we expect and assume is 'normal' in a given situation

Theory of Reconstructive Memory Omissions- When we leave out something unfamiliar, 
irrelevant, or unpleasant. 

Transformations- details are changed to make them more 
familiar or rational.
Familiarisation – change unfamiliar details to align with our 
own scheme.
Rationalisation – adding details to give a reason for 
something that may not have originally fitted in with out 
schema. 

Reductionism is the belief that behaviour can be explained by 

breaking it down in to smaller, singular parts. This leads to 

behaviour being greatly simplified. Holism, however, 

emphasises the whole rather than individual components and 

states that behaviour is the result of lots of things 

interacting together. 



Peterson and Peterson (1959) Short-term Retention of Individual Verbal Items.
Aim(s)
Peterson and Peterson first aimed to see if retention of items was affected by interference during recall intervals. In the second part of their study, they investigated
whether silent or vocal rehearsal would affect recall of items. 
Procedure
Sample: 24 students from an introductory psychology course at Indiana University, USA were selected. As part of their course, the students were required to take part 
in research experiments. Each participant was given a standardised set of instructions which explained the process of the experiment. This included explaining the ‘black 
box’ in front of them and what to do at each of the light signals:

The green light meant that the trial was ready to begin.
The red light meant to stop counting and recall the trigram (three-letter consonant). Participants had two practice trials in order to ensure the instructions had been 

fully understood. At the beginning of each trial, the experimenter would spell out a trigram followed by a number from which the participant had to count backwards in 
either 3’s or 4’s, e.g. CHJ 506. In half the trials, participants counted backwards in 3’s (e.g. 506, 503, 500 and so on) and in the other half they counted backwards in 4’s 
(e.g. 312, 308, 304 and so on). Participants counted backwards in time with the ticking of a metronome. This was a task that would minimise rehearsal behaviour between 
presentation and recall. Once the red light came on, the participant had to immediately verbally recall the trigram, e.g. CHJ. The next trial would then begin 15 seconds 
later, signalled by the green light. The responses given by the participant during their 15 second interval were recorded. Each participant was tested eight times at each 
of the following six recall intervals: 3 seconds, 6 seconds, 9 seconds, 12 seconds, 15 seconds and 18 seconds.
Results(s)
Results indicated that participants took an average of 2.83 seconds to begin their recall of the trigram once their counting had stopped.
There was a significant difference between accurate recall following the first blocks (shorter interference intervals) than the last blocks (longer interference intervals). 
With a 3 second interference interval, participants could recall just over 50% of the trigrams accurately. This dropped to less than 10% from 15 seconds onwards.
Conclusion
Information decays rapidly from short-term memory, with accurate recall of the trigrams decreasing rapidly over the duration of 18 seconds, and very little accuracy 
shown in recall in 15 second and 18 second trials. Therefore, short-term memory has limited duration.
Procedure
Sample: 48 students from the same university programme. In this procedure, half of the participants were instructed to repeat the stimulus of a three-letter trigram 
aloud in time with a metronome. This group was the ‘vocal’ condition. They were then stopped by the experimenter and instructed to count backwards from a number. The 
other half of the participants were not instructed to repeat the stimulus trigram aloud, but they were given interval time before being asked to count backwards from a 
number. This group was the ‘silent’ group. Both groups were tested on various rehearsal interval periods of immediate recall, 1 second and 3 seconds. This was completed 
for three interference conditions of counting backwards for 3 seconds, 9 seconds and 18 seconds.
Results(s)
Participant recall in the ‘vocal’ group improved with repetition, with longer repetition leading to more accurate recall. Participant recall in the ‘silent’ group did not improve 
with longer repetition.
Conclusion
Only in conditions where the repetition was vocal and controlled did accuracy of recall improve.
Overall conclusion The rate of forgetting from short-term memory depends on the amount of rehearsal undertaken.
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Bartlett (1932) War of the Ghosts.
Aim(s)
To investigate whether the memory of a story is affected by previous knowledge. To find out if cultural background and unfamiliarity with a story would 
lead to distortion of memory when it was recalled. To test if memory is reconstructive and whether people store and retrieve information per 
expectations formed by cultural schemas.
Procedure
Sample: 20 British participants (7 women, 13 men). The participants were not told the aim of the study; they believed they were being tested on the 
accuracy of recall. Bartlett used repeated reproduction, which is where participants hear a story or see a drawing and are asked to reproduce it after a 
short time and then to do so again over a period of days, weeks, months or years. The story used was a Native American story called ’The War of the 
Ghosts’ which was unfamiliar to participants and contained unknown names and concepts. The story content was also unfamiliar. The story was selected 
because it would test how memory may be reconstructed based on cultural schema. Each participant read the story to themselves twice. The first 
reproduction happened 15 minutes later. There was no set interval beyond this and participants recalled the story at further intervals from 20 hours to 
almost 10 years.
Results
Bartlett found that participants changed the story as they tried to remember it. This happened in the early stages (15 minutes) and throughout the 
further reproductions. Overall, the participants preserved the order of events and main themes in the story. The reproduction of style was often 
changed, with reproduction of the story often being transformed. Seven of the 20 participants omitted the title and 10 of the participants transformed 
the title – for example, ‘War-Ghost Story’. Other transformations included changing ‘canoes’ to ‘boats’ and changing the names of the characters. Much of 
the content was rationalised by the participants, who changed material so that it was more acceptable to them (Bartlett called this ‘effort after 
meaning’), such as ‘the young man did not feel sick but nevertheless they proceeded home’.
Conclusions
Accuracy in reproduction of the story is an exception rather than a norm of memory. Style, rhythm and precise story construction is very rarely 
reproduced. After repeated reconstructions, the form of, and items within, the story become stereotyped and do not change much after this occurs. 
However, with infrequent reproduction, omission of detail, simplification and transformation continues indefinitely. There is a significant amount of 
interference with the story from reconstructing it. The details are altered to fit the participant’s own tendencies and interests.
In all recollections of the story, rationalisation reduced material to a form that was more accessible or common to the participant. This could be because 
the material was initially connected to something else in memory and treated as a representation of this. It reflected the character and individuality of 
the person recalling the story, and names, places and events were changed to fit with the social group that the participant belonged
to.
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