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memory is different and changes based on the context, but some attributes of 

memory are agreed on as nearly universal:

• We start forgetting something as soon as we learn it.

• The slope of forgetting is the most intense in the first 24 hours after 

we’ve learned something (Beck, 2018).

• Most people remember only a single digit percentage of what they 

learned a week earlier; within a month it is not uncommon to 

remember no specifics at all (Campus Wellness, n.d.).

The Forgetting Curve explains why the details of that book you devoured at the 

beach last summer have vanished from your memory and why entire classes 

seem to suffer from mass amnesia after a break.

At the same time, it worth noting that our memory and the memories of our stu-

dents at times work exceptionally well. While that book from over the summer 

is gone, you may still remember dozens of quotes verbatim from The Outsiders 

a decade or more after teaching it. And while our students may have forgotten 

what we told them a couple days ago, some of those same students may remem-

ber the hundreds of molecules, formulas, and reactions needed to do well on 

their upcoming AP Chemistry test.

FIGURE 3.1 • The Ebbinghaus Forgetting Curve
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