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Chapter 2 | Why, Who, and What We Assess 

Memory Systems

How best to classify forms of memory is a source of continual debate, espe-
cially as the increase in brain research studies offer up new findings and 
insights. Case studies of people experiencing memory loss, experiments 
designed to test memory, and analysis of brain scans all suggest that memo-
ries exist in different forms. The problem is getting neuroscientists to agree 
on a fixed taxonomy that defines the stages and types of human memory. 

FIGURE 2.4 The diagram is a representation of how memory systems are related .
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S T A G E S

Stages of Memory

It is important to keep in mind that memory is a very complex phenome-
non involving many different areas of the brain at various levels of processing. 
We look first at stages of memory, which are conveniently defined based on 
the amount of time that information is processed. The three stages of memory 
are the following: sensory/immediate, working, and long-term. 

Sensory Memory

Sensory and immediate memory share many common characteristics and 
are often treated as one entity. However, there are some slight differences in 
how they respond to external stimuli. Sensory memory monitors the nature and 
strength of incoming sensory impulses for survival content. In just millisec-
onds (one one-thousandth of a second), it uses the individual’s past
experiences to determine the degree of threat or importance. Most of the 
sensory signals are unimportant, so they are dropped out of the memory sys-
tem. For example, have you ever noticed how you can be studying in a room 
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