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“The 3 Box Model” of Memory Ch 8 nb  

We may be top-notch learners, but if we don't have a way to store what we've learned, what good 
is the knowledge we've gained? 

Take a few minutes to imagine what your day might be like if you could not remember anything 
you had learned. You would have to figure out how to get dressed. What clothing should you 
wear, and how do buttons and zippers work? You would need someone to teach you how to 
brush your teeth and tie your shoes. Who would you ask for help with these tasks, since you 
wouldn't recognize the faces of these people in your house? Wait . . . is this even your house? Uh 
oh, your stomach begins to rumble and you feel hungry. You'd like something to eat, but you 
don't know where the food is kept or even how to prepare it. Oh dear, this is getting confusing. 
Maybe it would be best just go back to bed. A bed. . . what is a bed? 

We have an amazing capacity for memory, but how, exactly, do we process and store 
information? Are there different kinds of memory, and if so, what characterizes the different 
types? How, exactly, do we retrieve our memories? And why do we forget? This chapter will 
explore these questions as we learn about memory. 

3 Box Model of Memory Storage 

Although people usually refer to memory as a single faculty; as in "I must be losing my 
memory" or "He has a memory like an elephant's," the term memory actually covers a complex 
collection of abilities and processes. Video or movie cameras are not accurate metaphors for 
capturing these diverse components of memory because memory retrieval is a constructive 
process and does not necessarily represent what was actually put into memory. So then what 
metaphor would be better? 

Many cognitive psychologists liken the mind to an information processor, along the lines of a 
computer, though more complex. They have constructed information-processing models of 
cognitive processes, literally borrowing computer programming terms such as input, output, 
accessing, and information retrieval. When you type something on your computer's keyboard, the 
machine encodes the information into an electronic language, stores it on a disk, and retrieves it 
when you need to use it. Similarly, in information-processing models of memory; we encode 
information (convert it to a form that the brain can process and use), store the information (retain 
it over time), and retrieve the information (recover it for use).  

Levels of Processing 

When we speak of the importance of encoding, we have to mention an older classic study by 
Craik & Tulving (1975).  These researchers believed that HOW information is encoded 
determines how well it is retained.  According the a Levels of Processing perspective, processing 
can occur along a continuum from shallow to deep. Shallow-level processing is primarily 
concerned with physical features—characteristics like the brightness or shape of an object, for 
instance. Deeper-level processing relies on characteristics related to patterns and meaning, and 
generally results in longer-lasting and easier to retrieve memories. So when you pay only a little 
attention to data entering your sensory system, shallow processing occurs, resulting in more 
transient memories. If you really contemplate incoming information and relate it to memories 
you already have, deeper processing occurs, and the new memories are more likely to persist 
(Craik & Tulving, 1975; Francis & Gutiérrez, 2012; Newell & Andrews, 2004). The more deeply 
you think about incoming information, considering its meaning or personal relevance, the greater 
success you will have learning and remembering it. 
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4 (Cowan, 2001). Everyone agrees, however, that the number of items that short-term memory 
can handle at any one time is small. 

If this is so, then how do we remember the beginning of a spoken sentence until the speaker 
reaches the end? After all, most sentences are longer than just a few words. According to most 
information-processing models of memory, we overcome this problem by grouping small bits of 
information into larger units, or chunks. The real capacity of STM, it turns out, is not a few bits 
of information but a few chunks. A chunk maybe a word, a phrase, a sentence, or even a visual 
image, and it depends on previous experience. For most Americans, the acronym FBI is one 
chunk, not three, and the date 1492 is one chunk, not four. In contrast, the number 9214 is four 
chunks and IBF is three—unless your address is 9214 or your initials are IBE. To take a visual 
example: If you are unfamiliar with football and look at a field full of players, you probably 
won't be able to remember their positions when you look away. But if you are a fan of the game, 
you may see a single chunk of information—say, a wishbone formation—and be able to retain it. 

Even chunking cannot keep short-term memory from eventually filling up. Fortunately, much of 
the information we take in during the day is needed for only a few moments. If you are 
multiplying two numbers, you need to remember them only until you have the answer. If you are 
talking to someone, you need to keep the person's words in mind only until you have understood 
them. But some incoming information is needed for longer periods and must be transferred to 
long-term memory. Items that are particularly meaningful, have an emotional impact, or relate to 
something already in long-term memory may enter long-term storage easily, with only a brief 
stay in STM. The destiny of other items depends on how soon new information displaces them in 
short-term memory. Material in short-term memory is easily displaced unless we do something 
to keep it there.  Of course, maintenance rehearsal can do just that – keep it there.  That is what 
you do when you have a phone number you want to remember while you search for something to 
write it down. 

Long Term Memory:  The Final Destination 

The third box in the three-box model of memory is long-term memory (LTM). The capacity of 
long-term memory seems to have no practical limits. If you have trouble recalling something 
from LTM, it is assumed you can’t locate it in memory, rather than it not being there. The vast 
amount of information stored there enables us to learn, get around in the environment, and build 
a sense of identity and a personal history. 

Organization in Long-term Memory.  Because long-term memory contains so much information, 
it must be organized in some way, so that we can find the particular items we're looking for. One 
way to organize words (or the concepts they represent) is by the semantic categories to which 
they belong. Chair, for example, belongs to the category furniture. In a study done many years 
ago, people had to memorize 60 words that came from four semantic categories: animals, 
vegetables, names, and professions. The words were presented in random order, but when people 
were allowed to recall the items in any order they wished, they tended to recall them in clusters 
corresponding to the four categories (Bousfield, 1953). This finding has been replicated many 
times. 
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