
Memory through Organization 



War of the ghosts 
One night two young men from Egulac went down to the river to hunt seals and while they were there it 

 became foggy and calm. Then they heard war-cries, and they thought: "Maybe this is a war-party". They 

 escaped to the shore, and hid behind a log. Now canoes came up, and they heard the noise of paddles, and 

 saw one canoe coming up to them. There were five men in the canoe, and they said:  
"What do you think? We wish to take you along. We are going up the river to make war on the people."  
One of the young men said,"I have no arrows."  
"Arrows are in the canoe," they said.  
I will not go along. I might be killed. My relatives do not know where I have gone. But you," he said, 

turning to the other, "may go with them."  
So one of the young men went, but the other returned home.  
And the warriors went on up the river to a town on the other side of Kalama. The people came down to 

the water and they began to fight, and many were killed. But presently the young man heard one of the 

 warriors say, "Quick, let us go home: that Indian has been hit." Now he thought: "Oh, they are ghosts.“ 
He did not feel sick, but they said he had been shot.  
So the canoes went back to Egulac and the young man went ashore to his house and made a fire. And he  

told everybody and said: "Behold I accompanied the ghosts, and we went to fight. Many of our fellows  

were killed, and many of those who attacked us were killed. They said I was hit, and I did not feel sick."  
He told it all, and then he became quiet. When the sun rose he fell down. Something black came out of his  

mouth. His face became contorted. The people jumped up and cried.  
He was dead.  

 



 Turn to your partner 

 Retell the story to your partner 

 Have them retell it to you 

 What changed from the original?  How? 

 



Bartlett (1932) 
 Participants heard an unfamiliar North American 

folk tale 

 Afterwards, they were asked to retell the story 
many times 

 The recalled story was distorted in a number of 
ways; specifically alterations and omissions, 
changes in length and words 

 The retelling of the story was influenced by the 
participants’ personal cultural background 



What is a schema? 
 Organized mental 

representation of 
infoabout the world, 
events or people, 
stored in long term 
memory 

 Does not have a 
physical existence (but 
may be related to the 
organization of 
neurons in the brain) 

 
 
 



What is schema theory? 
 The term schema was first 

used by Jean Piaget in 1926. 

 

 Explains how people 
develop ideas from simple 
ideas into complex ones  

 

 Schemas are formed and 
revised by relating 
experiences to each other 

 



The construction of schemas according to 
Jean Piaget 
 We try to understand a new or different object or 

concept by using one of our pre-existing schemas 

 

 During assimilation, we try to fit new objects into 
existing schemas (a type of recognition, it provides 
us with comfort and security) 

 

 During accommodation, we change our schemas to 
fit the characteristics of a new object (learning) 



Schema Activity 1 
 

1. A child sees a chihuahua for the first time and 
incorporates it into his schema of a dog. Is this an 
example of assimilation or accommodation? 

 
1. A child calls a cat a dog because it has four legs but 

is corrected, and develops a new category of animal. 
Is this an example of assimilation or 
accommodation? 
 



Characteristics of schema 
 Consists of concepts that 

are related to each other 
 
 Encodes general 

knowledge that can be 
applied to many different 
situations 

 
 Can be hierarchical, i.e. 

consist of sub-
schemata/different levels 

 
 Is unprincipled, i.e. can be 

organized in infinite ways 
 
 

 



Hierarchical Schema 



Thematic Schema 
 

Going skiing 

Go to mountains Put on down 
jacket 

Buy lift ticket 
Ski down slope 

Drink hot 
chocolate 



Schema Activity 2 
1. Create a mind map about a concept of your own 

choice. Organize it thematically around one 
theme. Then create a hierarchical mind map, 
going from the general topic to the specific. 
Which of the mind maps do you prefer? 

2. Procedure schemas are schemas for certain skills 
or events. Create a schema for events that 
happen when you are visiting a restaurant, using 
either hierarchy or thematic structure. 



What do schemas do? 
 They guide our 

behaviour 
 
 They predict likely 

happenings 
 
 They help us to make 

sense of current 
experiences 

 
 They help us to adapt to 

changing environments 
 
 
 



What do schemas do? 
 They allow us to form 

expectations about 
situations, the world and 
people 

 
 They simplify reality 
 
 They organise our 

knowledge and assist 
recall 



Schema Activity 3 
 A schema about a certain group of people is called 

stereotype. What is your stereotype of a farang? 



Rate the comprehensibility of this passage (1-7) 
 

The procedure is actually quite simple. First you arrange items into different  

groups.  Of course one pile might be sufficient depending on how much  

there is to do. If you have to go somewhere else due to lack of facilities, that  

is the next step; otherwise, you are pretty well set. It is important not to  

overdo things. That is, it is better to do few things at once than too many. In  

the short run this may not seem important but complications can easily  

arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. At first the whole procedure will  

seem complicated. Soon, however it will become just another facet of life. It 

is difficult tot foresee any end to the necessity for this task in the immediate 

future, but then, one never can tell. After the procedure is completed one 

arranges the materials into different groups again. The n they can be put into 

their appropriate places. Eventually they will be used once more and the whole  

cycle will then have to be repeated. However, that is part of life. 



 
Rate the comprehensibility of this passage (1-7) 

 
 
 

Washing Clothes 
The procedure is actually quite simple. First you arrange items into different  
groups.  Of course one pile might be sufficient depending on how much  
there is to do. If you have to go somewhere else due to lack of facilities, that  
is the next step; otherwise, you are pretty well set. It is important not to  
overdo things. That is, it is better to do few things at once than too many. In  
the short run this may not seem important but complications can easily  
arise. A mistake can be expensive as well. At first the whole procedure will  
seem complicated. Soon, however it will become just another facet of life. It 
is difficult tot foresee any end to the necessity for this task in the immediate 
future, but then, one never can tell. After the procedure is completed one 
arranges the materials into different groups again. The n they can be put into 
their appropriate places. Eventually they will be used once more and the whole  
cycle will then have to be repeated. However, that is part of life. 



Bransford & Johnson (1972) 
 Participants presented with the “washing clothes” 

passage without a title rated it as less comprehensible 
than participants that were presented with the title 





Write down as many items as you can remember from 
the previous picture. 
 



What did you remember? 



Brewer & Treyens (1981) 
 Individual participants were asked to wait in an 

office. After 35 seconds, participants were taken to 

another room where they were asked to recall 
everything in the room in which they had been 
waiting.  

 People showed a strong tendency to recall objects 
consistent with a typical “office schema”. 

 Few people remembered items inconsistent with a 
typical “office schema” 



Final Application 
 What is an example of you using schema in your life? 

 How might this be helpful for studying? 


