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Favorite Movie

• Your Favorite...

• Your Favorite Children’s...

• Your Children’s Favorite...

Favorite Book

“We understand our 
mental processes 
much better today 
than we did 20 years 
ago. Unfortunately 
education hasn’t 
caught up.”

-Wired

love, lust, & betrayal

psychological 
transformation

with violence, death,
 heroes and villains

deep meditation on how to be a better person



Wildly Popular Things
Tap into the Purpose 
of Memory & Learning

(Nairne’s “Nature’s Criterion”)

Socializing Stories of 
Self-Actualization

What is learning ?for = SurvivalLearning
Expert Ultimate

= Language

Language and 
Expert Learning 
are two sides of 
the same coin.

Developmental 
Learning Theory

Novice Expert

Experts are
Nuanced Semanticists

Novices are
Simplifying Survivalists



Concrete

Abstract

Survival

Knowledge

Simple

Nuanced

Picture books

Book books, no more pictures Experts socialize us
into their fields

Science, Technology & Math

Music

Psychology

Proper Behavior

Symbolic
Hierarchy

Highlighting
Subtle Patterns

Sensory-Based

What is Language for?



VehiclesAnimals

PeopleTools

Superordinate-Level 
Categories

Vehicles

Motorcycles

Trucks

Planes

Boats

Cars Trains

Basic-level Categories Cars



What do we 
remember?

DLT Provides a framework:

DLT Provides a framework:

What will we learn?
Based on How 

Language is Learned

Immersion

Relevance

Invariance 
Detection Theme & Variation

Survival

Sensory-Based

isLanguage Learning 

Hyper-reality



Gregory House, M.D. Simon Cowel

Well-Developed 
Intelligence 

Well-Developed Chin 

Accent Certain 
Features

What [the artist] does 
(unconsciously) is to take the 
average of all faces, subtract the 
average from Nixon’s face (to get 
the difference between Nixon’s 
face and all others) and then 
amplify the differences to produce 
a caricature. 

“Peak shift effect” (Ramachandran & Hirstein, 1999)

More REAL than reality. More REAL than reality.

Science Fiction
Fantasy

Exaggerate 
Certain 
Features

Infant-Directed Speech
Comics

Dinner!!???

Sit-coms



What do we 
remember?

Survival 
Implications

Hit you in the gut

Death Scarcity

Social Isolation

Threats

Relief

Surprise!!

Social Acceptance

JoyDisgust



once again, a simple decision about relevance in a survival
scenario was sufficient to produce the best recall performance.
The data, shown in Figure 2, suggest that survival processing is
one of the best encoding procedures yet identified in human
memory research.

DOMAIN-SPECIFIC MEMORY MODULES?

If memory is an adaptation engineered to solve problems of re-
productive fitness, then it is not surprising that survival pro-
cessing produces excellent retention. We might also expect that

processing information about social contracts, the receipt of
altruistic acts, or potential mating partners should improve re-
tention as well. However, at this point the data say very little
about the proximate mechanisms that underlie the survival ad-
vantage in memory. One could appeal to standard memory pro-
cesses to explain it. For example, assessing survival relevance
might induce people to encode items into a rich, elaborate, and
particularly accessible retrieval framework; alternatively, per-
haps thinking about survival increases arousal, interest, or
emotionality, which, in turn, enhance retention (seeNairne et al.,
2007, for further discussion).
Using the physical body as our guide, one is inclined to look

for functional specialization ormodularity. Just like the organs of
the body are specialized to perform particular functions, so too
might mnemonic ‘‘organs,’’ or processes, be specialized to rec-
ognize and retain information relevant to fitness. Recent ad-
vances in cognitive neuroscience are broadly consistent with
such a view—for example, evidence for a face recognition
system (Farah, 1996)—although debates about the proper de-
fining characteristics of systems and modularity continue. From
the standpoint of evolutionary theory, it seems unlikely that
nature would have developed a memory-based ‘‘survival
module’’ per se. The concept of survival is simply too general;
instead, memory adaptations are likely to be more specific—for
example, a predator retention system—to reflect the specificity
of most selection pressures (see Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).
Processing for survival may well activate a number of domain-
specific processes, each designed to maximize subsequent
retention.
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Fig. 1. Average proportion correct on a surprise free-recall test for three
groups of participants. The three groups previously rated random words
for their pleasantness or for their relevance to a survival scenario or a
moving scenario. Data from Experiment 1 in Nairne, Thompson, and
Pandeirada (2007). Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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Fig. 2. Average proportion correct free recall for each condition. Separate groups of partic-
ipants were asked to rate unrelated words for their relevance to a survival scenario, their
pleasantness, the ease of generating a visual image of them, or the ease of generating an au-
tobiographical memory of them, or they were asked to generate a word from scrambled letters.
An intentional learning condition, in which participants were asked to remember the words for
a later test, was also included. Data fromExperiment 1 in Nairne, Pandeirada, and Thompson
(2008). Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

242 Volume 17—Number 4

Adaptive Memory

Nairne, Pandeirada, and Thompson (2008)

“Each of these procedures is known to 
produce excellent long-term retention
—in fact, these are among the best 
encoding techniques available in the 
arsenal of the memory researcher—yet 
once again, a simple decision about 
relevance in a survival scenario was 
sufficient to produce the best recall 
performance.”

- James S. Nairne
Socializing Stories of 

Self-Actualization
Religion & Politics



Stories that 
“play to the lowest 

common denominator” Keeping up with 

OUR KIN???

Are we, the experts, 
“above this”?

Not if we want to 
reach our students.

NO INTEREST
NO LEARNING Curse of Knowledge?

“The movie didn’t 
add to the book”

“Felt like I’d already seen it”

“Loved the book, 
hated the movie”



Theme & Variation
(Schema Theory,  Assimilation & Accommodation)

Always learning with 
respect to what came 

before. 
• Assimilation

Show what’s the same 
& Different

• Accommodation

- Sternberg

“Some academic writers harbor the illusion 
that the more abstract and high-
sounding their writing is, the more 
readers will be impressed. On the contrary, 
most readers need concrete examples 
or analogies in order to understand other 
people's ideas.”

“The more abstract the 
points, the more readers 
need examples.”

- William James

“In my belief that a large 
acquaintance with particulars 
often makes us wiser than 
the possession of abstract 
formulas, however deep, I 
have loaded [my] lectures 
with CONCRETE 
examples...” 



Color
Fur
Shape
Sound
Parts

 
 
Shape
Sound
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Shape
Sound 
Parts

Individual General Nuanced

And 
Exceptions

Not just Word Learning

Case Studies in Law

Medical Residency
Gathering 

good 
examples

Pinker, Gladwell, and other 
Popular Science Writing

Profiles in Courage

Fairy Tales

“Once you’ve been 
wowed, the same trick 
doesn’t work anymore”

- Seth Godin



Balance

Something out of place

NEW OLD

Completely Familiar

Songs

US / but NOT

Theme & Variation

Movies that flop

Children’s Booksand those that don’t

Humor

Allegory & Metaphor 

Mystery



What do we 
remember?

Hyper-real 
Survival-Based 

Variations on a theme
Theme & Variation

Survival

Sensory-Based

Print 
Knowledge

Phonological
Processing

0.22 0.35*

0.00 0.13

0.80** 0.58**

Han & Hollich, in progress

Intervention 
Effectiveness (R2)


