	Learning Table 6 – Explanations for Forgetting: Retrieval Failure

	AO1 (Knowledge and Understanding)

	The reason people may forget information is because of insufficient cues.  When information is initially placed in memory, associated cues are stored at the same time.  If these cues are not available at the time of recall, it may make it appear as if you have forgotten the information, but in fact this is dues too retrieval failure – not being able to access memories that are there (i.e. available).

	Encoding specificity principle (ESP)
Tulving (1983) summarised a pattern he found as the encoding specificity principle (ESP).  This states that if a cue is to help us recall info, it has to be present when we encode (learn) the material and when we retrieve (recall) it.  If cues available at encoding and retrieval are different, or entirely, there will be some forgetting.

Some cues are linked to the material-to-be-remembered in a meaningful e.g. ‘STM’ may prompt you to recall lots of info about the short-term memory.  These cues are used in mnemonic techniques.

Other cues are also encoded at the time of learning but not in a meaningful way.  There are two examples of this: context-dependent forgetting (external cues) and state-dependent forgetting (internal cues). 

	Context-dependent forgetting
Godden and Baddeley (1975) carried out a study of deep-sea divers working underwater.  In this situation it is crucial for divers to remember instructions given before diving about their work underwater.

Procedure

The divers learned a list of words either underwater or on land and then were asked to recall the words either underwater or on land.  This therefore created four conditions:

· Learn on land – recall on land

· Learn on land – recall underwater

· Learn underwater – recall underwater

· Learn underwater – recall on land

Findings

Accurate recall was 40% lower in the non-matching-environmental-context conditions (e.g. learn underwater – recall on land).  The external cues available at learning were different from the ones at recall and this led to retrieval failure.

This research shows us that having the same external cues at encoding and retrieval is important in remembering, and if they are different it can lead to forgetting.

	State-dependent forgetting
Carter and Cassaday (1998)

Procedure

Gave anti-histamine drugs to PPs.  They had a mild sedative effect making the PPs slightly drowsy.  This creates an internal physiological state different from the ‘normal’ state of being awake and alert.  The PPs had to learn lists of words and passages of prose and then recall the info, again creating four conditions:
· Learn on drug- recall when on it

· Learn on drug –recall when not on it

· Learn not on drug – recall when not on it

· Learn not on drug – recall when on it

Findings

In the conditions where there was a mismatch between internal state at learning and recall, performance on the memory test was significantly worse.  So when the cues are absent (e.g. drowsy when recalling info, but had been alert learning it) then there is more forgetting.

	AO3 (Evaluation)

	Supportive Evidence
P: One strength of retrieval failure as an explanation for forgetting is that there is supportive evidence.

E: For example, as well as the research by Godden and Baddeley (1975) and Carter and Cassaday (1998), Eysenck (2010) also argues that retrieval failure may be the main reason for forgetting from LTM. Studies have shown that retrieval failure occurs in both real-life situations as well as highly controlled conditions of the lab.

E: This is a strength because with the majority of research being supportive whether it be field or lab research, it can be determined that the validity of the explanation is increased because the research has consistently measured the effects of retrieval failure.

L: As a result the credibility of the theory of retrieval failure is increased overall.
	Contradictory Evidence

P: However, one weakness of retrieval failure as an explanation for forgetting is that there is contradictory evidence.
E: For example, Baddeley (1997) argues that context affects are actually not very strong, especially in real-life.  Different contexts have to be very different before an effect is seen e.g. land vs underwater is very extreme.  Learning something in one room then recalling it another is unlikely to result in much forgetting because these environments are not different enough.
E: This is a weakness because it means that the real-life applications of retrieval failure due to contextual cues don’t actually explain all instances of forgetting.

L: As a result, the overall credibility of the theory of retrieval failure as an explanation for forgetting is reduced.
	Recall vs Recognition

P: One weakness of retrieval failure as an explanation for forgetting is that it may be limited in its explanation. 
E: For example, Godden and Baddeley (1980) suggested that the context effect may be related to the kind of memory being tested.  They replicated their underwater experiment, but used a recognition test instead of recall (i.e. PPs had to say if they recognised a word from the list rather than actually retrieving it).  They did this with no context-dependent effect (i.e. no manipulation of the place they recall) and found performance was the same in all four conditions.

E:  This is a weakness because it means that the presence or absence of cues only affects memory when you test it in a certain way.

L:  As a result of these findings, the credibility of retrieval failure as an explanation for forgetting is reduced.


