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 O
n a daily basis, people  
perform countless tasks 
without thinking about 
the act of doing them. 
Those behaviors—

such as walking, driving, eating, and 
typing—become so habitual that we 
don’t have to think about how to do 
them. They are in our long-term mem-
ory and give us the ability to do things 
without consciously thinking and re-
membering. As a result, our brains then 
have more space to focus on things that 
are new and less familiar. 

By understanding the mechanisms of memory—including 
how information is stored in long-term memory, the role of  
forgetting in learning, and how to apply memory and metacog-
nitive strategies—you as a talent development professional can 
create optimal and effective learning experiences. 
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You are tasked with the heavy responsibility of creat-
ing learning and training experiences that stick. While 
you may be exposed to evidence-based methods and 
learning science principles, unless you have explicitly 
learned the science of how people learn, it can be dif-
ficult to translate and combine those practices into the 
nuts and bolts that make up training design, delivery 
methods, and facilitation activities. 

In this issue of TD at Work, we will:
• Explain why memory is such an integral part 

of learning.
• Detail how humans encode, store, and 

retrieve memories.
• Unpack how forgetting supports people’s 

learning abilities.
• Describe ways to layer memory strategies into 

your learning design and delivery.
• Offer tools for learners to help them learn.

Memory’s Key Role

Memory shares a symbiotic relationship with learning—
that is that our ability to learn new information relies on 
building upon the existing knowledge we already have. 

Learning new information is like constructing a 
tower out of wooden blocks. You stack new blocks on 
the foundation to build it taller. Memory is far more 
complicated than a linear tower, of course—it acts more 
like an associated network of connections. More con-
nections, or wood blocks, may enable you to build a 

castle versus a single tower. Learning is cumulative, and 
our ability to learn new information relies on our abil-
ity to connect it to what we already know. Wood towers 
are resilient, just like our brains. Similarly, we can stack 
and connect new blocks when there are gaps just as we 
can learn new information even when we have knowl-
edge gaps. However, the less stable the foundation, the 
more challenging it is to learn, remember, and continue 
amassing new heights or knowledge. 

You may be familiar with the argument that the solu-
tion to more effective training initiatives is to focus solely 
on performance and behaviors and to deprioritize knowl-
edge. Some people even suggest that building knowledge 
is nice to have but not a priority. In a world where tech-
nology is at our fingertips and we have quick access to 
information, one could argue that there’s no longer a need 
to memorize information. When a stakeholder makes that 
argument, it’s an opportunity for you to reveal how knowl-
edge building and performance are connected and can’t 
be decoupled. 

Thinking back to the wood tower, knowledge blocks 
create the foundation for performance blocks to reach 
new heights. New memories build on prior knowledge, 
and particularly when new information is connected to 
concepts we already know, we more easily and quickly 
learn that new information. Amassing a bigger and more 
complex structure or network of knowledge enables us to 
apply other desirable skills in workplace settings, such as 
creativity, problem solving, and critical thinking. Let’s take 
a look at how we get there.  
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Figure 1. Three Stages of Memory

Source: Adapted from “Human Cognitive and Motor Abilities in the Aging Workforce: An Information-Based Model,” Applied Sciences, August 2020.
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How Memory Works

How do we create memories? Why do we remember 
some things and not others? And how can you support 
workplace learning through the design and delivery of 
your learning solutions? First, let’s unpack how memories 
are formed. 

Processes and Stages 
There are three basic processes for making a memory: 
• Encoding—how we first take in information
• Storing—maintaining that information
• Retrieval—the ability to access and recall the 

desired information 
There are also three main stages of memory: sensory, 

working, and long term.
During the encoding phase, the first requirement 

to remembering something is paying attention to the 
stimulus, event, or task that is happening. Attention is 
our mind’s filter and is essential in the initial processing 
of new information. Attention works alongside our sen-
sory register, which makes sense of the input it’s receiv-
ing and assesses whether that is a sound, image, taste, or 
something else. In this first stage, the brain deems most 
information irrelevant and discards, filters out, or simply 
forgets it. Note that memories don’t exist in a vacuum—
other cognitive skills and factors are involved in learning 
success (see the Memory Influences sidebar).

The new information we encounter quickly passes 
from the sensory register to our working memory—think 
of that as a juggling gatekeeper. It’s the cognitive process 
that holds and manipulates information and affects our 
ability to encode and store information successfully. For 
example, your manager requests that you add a task to 
your day’s work. Your working memory holds onto that as 
a new item. Working memory has a limited capacity, so 
it’s constantly re-evaluating and juggling what informa-
tion to keep, toss, or save for the moment. 

Working memory’s ability to hold onto new infor-
mation is also temporary, and that limited duration is 
often—incorrectly—referred to as short-term memory. 
While the two are related, working memory is short-
term memory that helps us execute something. Short-
term memory stores information for a limited time. With 

limited space and time, our working memory will either 
save the request or drop it. Keeping it in working memory 
requires our attention and takes up space that we may 
need for other things. 

Long-term memory, however, has unlimited capac-
ity. It can hold information for extended periods of time, 
whether for years or an entire lifetime. The process of 
moving new information from working memory to long-
term memory is complicated. Our brains don’t always 
successfully encode all desired information. And some-
times, even though they do, we still have difficulty access-
ing or retrieving it. 

In the scenario where your manager gives you a new 
task, you remember that either because your brain held it 
in your working memory or because you wrote it on your 
to-do list. You are then able to complete the assignment 
by retrieving prior knowledge stored in your long-term 
memory related to the task. Once you have finished it, 
your brain no longer needs to hold onto the task. If, how-
ever, in completing the task, you discover something new 
and important that you want to remember for next time, 
you need to activate your prior knowledge and make a 
connection with that new learned information. 

Emotion, Cognition, Behavior
Learning is a complex process, and our cognition shares 
an interconnected relationship with emotion and behav-
ior. The amygdala is often referred to as the brain’s emo-
tional center, and it plays a role in the process of forming 
and consolidating new memories. Emotion can either 
enhance or impair long-term memory retention. 

Judy Willis, neurologist and classroom teacher, 
explains that “when the amygdala is in a state of stress-
induced over-activation, new sensory information cannot 
pass through it to access the memory and association 
circuits.” Imagine a learner had an intense argument with 
a friend moments before starting a new software train-
ing session that you’re facilitating. His mind may be else-
where, replaying the conversation or thinking about the 
next opportunity to talk with his friend. His motivation to 
be in the training course is now low, which may nega-
tively affect his ability to focus and consequently his abil-
ity to effectively take in the training instructions of how 
to use this new tool. Behaviorally, he may keep asking you 




