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If information can last indefinitely in LTM, why does so much of it seem unavail-
able even a week later? There are several familiar examples: “knowing” you know the 
answer to an exam question but being unable to quite remember it and meeting some-
one on the street who is extremely familiar but you don’t know from where. What has 
happened to your memory in these instances? Has it been erased somehow?

Forgetting or even “misremembering” is a topic that dates back to the early days of 
experimental psychology. Hermann Ebbinghaus, a Prussian psychologist, pioneered 
the empirical study of memory under controlled conditions (Hoffman, Bamberg,
Bringmann, & Klein, 1987). His master work (Ebbinghaus, 1885/1913) reported on 
19 of his studies using himself as a participant.

Ebbinghaus created stimuli he thought were carefully controlled and free from any 
contamination from prior learning; he called them nonsense syllables (such as rur, hal, 
and beis). He carefully and precisely presented, at a controlled rate, hundreds of lists of 
these syllables to a single and dedicated participant: himself. Day after day, Ebbinghaus 
memorized, tested himself, recorded the results, and prepared new stimuli. Altogether, 
he spent about 830 hours memorizing 85,000 syllables in 6,600 lists (Hoffman  
et al., 1987). The primary questions he asked had to do with the number of repetitions 
needed for perfect recall, the nature of forgetting, the effects of fatigue on learning, 
and the effects of widely spaced versus closely spaced practice.

One of Ebbinghaus’s many findings is presented 
in Figure 6.1. Depicting a “forgetting curve,”
the graph plots the amount of time it took him 
to relearn a list of nonsense syllables after ini-
tial learning followed by a retention interval of 
varying amounts of time (the retention interval 
is plotted on the x-axis). Ebbinghaus assumed 
that the more forgetting, the more effort it 
would take to relearn a list; conversely, the 
less forgetting, the less effort to relearn. The 
curve suggests that forgetting is not a simple 
linear function of time. Instead, forgetting is 
rapid at first and then levels off. Notice how 
well this laboratory finding anticipates the real-
world memory studies of Bahrick (1983, 1984) 
reported earlier.

 that interference, not decay, accounts for 
t be retrieved 

successfully from LTM is there but “buried” or in some other way unavailable. (You 
may want to review Chapter 5 for a discussion of decay versus interference accounts 
of forgetting.)

Much of the literature on interference has used a task called paired associates learning. 
Participants hear lists of pairs of words such as flag–spoon and drawer–switch. After one 
or more presentations of a list, the experimenter then presents participants with the 
first word in each pair—for example, flag—and participants are asked to recall the 
word originally paired with it such as spoon.

Researchers have used this task to study interference in two ways (see Table 6.1). The 
first is through proactive interference (PI). This term refers to the fact that previous 
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 Figure 6.1: Ebbinghaus’s 
(1885/1913) forgetting curve.


