
192 Unit 3: Learning Theories

MEMORY

➌	 Describe the function, capacity, and duration for three types of memory.

Encoding, Storage, and Retrieval
Memory is referred to as both a structure and a process. When we think about storing a memory for 
later retrieval, we tend to be thinking about memory as a storage space or structure. Yet when we think 
about the best ways to try to remember something for later, we are referring to memory as a process. 
Three important aspects of memory are encoding, storage, and retrieval. Encoding is the process by 
which information or stimuli enter our memory. Attention, as described earlier, is important to the 
process of encoding information. We cannot encode information we were not paying attention to. 
However, some information may be attended to and remembered unintentionally. For example, you 
probably remember what you had for breakfast yesterday morning because you were paying atten-
tion, but you didn’t necessary intentionally try to encode that information. Retrieval is the process by 
which information is obtained from memory. Many times we intentionally try to remember some 
information, for example, when asked a question such as “When is your birthday?” Other times, we 
retrieve information unintentionally, such as when a song sparks a memory from a special event.

For encoded information to be retrieved later, the memory needs to be stored. Storage is the 
process in which information is held or kept between encoding and retrieval. We use the term 
“process” to define storage, but most of us also think about storage of memories as a structure 
or place we keep memories. It is important to know that memories are not kept in specific brain 
regions. Rather, multiple brain areas are needed to retrieve one memory. The efficiency of these 
three memory processes is based in part on our use of prior knowledge. For example, learning 
about the government in Canada, a parliamentary democracy, would be easier if students already 
understand the British parliament and more difficult if they are familiar only with a government  
that does not have a parliament. In other words, we better encode information that we can relate 
to prior knowledge. We also tend to store similar information together to make the retrieval pro-
cess easier. Later we discuss specific ways to improve these memory processes. But now we turn 
our attention to Atkinson and Shiffrin’s (1968) modal model of memory. This model, as depicted 
in Figure 10.2, describes how encoding, storage, and retrieval processes work with the three types 
of memory—sensory memory, working (short-term) memory, and long-term memory.
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FIGURE 10.2      Atkinson and Shiffrin’s (1968) Modal Model of Memory.
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Source: Atkinson, R. C., & Shiffrin, R. M. (1968). Human memory: A proposed system and its control processes. 
In K. W. Spence & J. T. Spence (Eds.), The psychology of learning and motivation: Advances in research and 
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