






Memory
Our senses play an important part in memory creation, starting with a biological process known 
as encoding, which can involve all five. For example, when you first meet someone, your sense 
of sight will capture what they look like, while your ears will register the sound of their voice. Your 
sense of smell may pick up some perfume. Perhaps you shake hands, thus bringing in the sense 
of touch. Going for a coffee together could even mean that taste is involved. 

Each of these separate sensations is immediately sent to a part of your brain called the 
hippocampus, which combines them into your experience, or memory, of that particular person. 
Whether or not that experience will be moved from your short-term to your long-term memory is 
also believed to depend on the hippocampus, which processes its importance and decides if it’s 
worth remembering. Exactly how it does this is not yet understood, but its role is vital: if it did not 
discard most of our daily experiences, our memories would be too full to function.
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New research from a leading US university has 
uncovered an unconscious form of memory which 
could mean that people are capable of learning while 
they’re asleep. As researcher Vally Pugland told us: 
‘We’ve found evidence that the brain continues to 
process information without our knowing it, and this 
ability may aid our waking memory.’

 Researchers played notes, then released certain 
scents, to sleeping participants. Later, the same notes 
were played to them without the accompanying 

scents. The participants reacted by sniffing when 
they heard the notes, even though they couldn’t have 
smelt anything this time. This happened both while 
they were asleep and awake. ‘This would suggest 
that people can learn new information while they 
sleep’, said Pugland, ‘and that this can unconsciously 
affect their behaviour when they’re awake. We now 
need to investigate whether this new “sleep memory” 
could improve classroom performance.’
















