
Remembering1 

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it. 

--George Santayana (1863-1952) 

 Nobody has ever been able to prove why it is that one person can remember things 

better than another person. Even though technology has made great advances in the past 

few decades, “memory” is still pretty much a mystery. 

 However, we have come to realize that there are a few techniques we can do to 

help us remember information. 

 The following are some “memory” techniques: 

 Though this may begin to sound repetitive, we can, in a way, prepare ourselves to 

remember. This “planning to remember,” like planning to take notes, or planning to 

listen, is a way of “getting yourself ready.” 

 “Getting yourself ready” involves things like: 

☞ Telling yourself, “I don’t want to just skim this. I want to concentrate on the 

material, try to relate things to one another, and try to remember it.” 

☞ Reviewing things more than once until you can say to yourself, “Yes, I think I 

understand this. I think I can remember it.” 

☞ You can avoid fooling yourself or pretending that you’re concentrating on 

remembering things when all you are doing is skimming, daydreaming, and 

mindlessly turning pages. 

☞ You can separate memorization types of assignments from other types like writing 

papers. Get done with those other learning activities first, and then concentrate 

on the memorization. 
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1 Excerpts taken from How to Study in College, 4th edition (Houghton Mifflin, Arizona, 1989) 

☞ You can use mnemonic devices to help you memorize. This is a method of 

organizing words or ideas you are trying to memorize in some simple melodic 

“catchy” way. Mnemonic devices are not meant to teach you to understand 

things. They merely help you to organize your materials in a way which helps 

you to remember. The following are examples of mnemonic devices: 

☞ “Thirty days hath September…” (for remembering how many days are in each 

month) 

☞ “I before E except after C…” (for remembering how to spell words like “receive” 

or “relief”) 

☞ “Spell separate with an A till your hair turns gray.” (for remembering that the 

first “a” in separate is an “a” and not an “e”) 

☞ “In fourteen-hundred and ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.” 

(rhyming “two” with “blue” helps to remember the date Columbus discovered 

the new world.) 

 

☞ Other m

some word which as a special meaning to you: like… 

 S

nemonic devices include arranging lists of words that the first letters spell 

ingapore, Taiwan, England, Venezuela, Ethiopia, Norway = STEVEN 

☞ Y

an body, you can write a sentence using the first 

letter of each of those nerves: 

O

ou can also use sentences in the same way, For example, if you are trying to 

remember 12 nerves in the hum

n old Olymups’ towering top,  

a French speaking German viewed some hops. 
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The nerves are: olfactory, optic, oculomotor, trochlear, trigeminal, abducent, facial, 

usticstatoaco , (vestibulocochlear), glossoppharyngeal, vagus, spinal, accessory, 

hypoglossal. 

☞ ing for patterns and by grouping 

quals 6 oh! oh! 

 

r interests or some personal recollections 

of life in Europe. In other w  are trying to memorize as 

u 

iliar 

 translating information 

okay as long as conten  to explain then 

n to us

to 

 even into a tape recorder. 

You can usually remember numbers better by look

them in clumps. 

 For example: 

 734650192 is better remembered as 734-650-192 

 71600 might be read 7 minus 1 e

 27459 might be read as 2 plus 7 and 4 plus 5 both = 9 

 You might also help your memory by quickly applying the things you are trying to

remember to your everyday activities. 

 For example, as you are trying to remember facts about European history, try to 

find and converse with people who have simila

ords, try to use the information you

soon as you can. Talking about the information, and thinking about that information, will 

usually lead to remembering that information. 

Put it into your own words. 

 As part of your effort to quickly put what you are trying to memorize into use, yo

might also paraphrase what you are trying to remember into words which you are fam

and comfortable with. However, you should be careful that by

into your own words, you don’t change that information. Translating or paraphrasing is 

t isn’t radically changed. Use your own words

begi e more correct vocabulary words from the course. 

Once information is paraphrased, you might try explaining it out loud 

a friend or
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 Then, either listen to the tape to  sense, or else ask your friend if 

rt 

h word lists, take yourself off to the nearest French restaurant and order 

your dinner in French! Cultivate useful t like a Frenchman. Put yourself in a 

f the instructor, for a change. 

f 

 

feeling toward one particular answer becomes the basis for its selection, regardless of 

 see if it makes

what you explained was clear. Forcing yourself to verbalize information usually helps 

you to memorize that information. 

Be flexible. 

 Experiment with many learning procedures. Be willing to abandon outmoded and 

faulty learning procedures so you will be free to acquire new and efficient methods. 

Over learn. 

 In order to retain anything learned, you must relearn it and reorganize it into 

current ongoing activity. One way to do this is to incorporate the learned material as pa

of your present habit system. Use it in speaking and writing. Act out the material as a 

rehearsal of a part in a play -- a process known as role-playing. This is especially helpful 

in learning a foreign language. Instead of just memorizing your French lesson or your 

French-Englis

 gestures. Ac

situation in which you have to act out the part in order to get what you want. Use your 

imagination. 

Schedule. 

 Schedule your study time so that the time at which something is learned or 

relearned is close to the time at which it will be used. 

Rephrase and explain. 

 Try a little role-playing. Take the point of view o

Rephrase and explain the material in your own words, to a classmate. Allow him/her to 

criticize your presentation. Then, let the classmate be the teacher, while you criticize. I

you can’t explain something, you don’t really know it. 

 Many students adopt the so-called warm-body attitude toward learning. A “warm”
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whether one really knows why the answer is correct. This attitude is the result of

classroom examining procedures in which true-false and mult

 

iple-choice items are used 

 

upon 

your ability to inds of tests. 

Sooner or later this habit will result in total failure in a demanding test situation. 

 

tion that can be made for the elimination of television 

during the study period is t in higher education. 

Don’t turn the television ON. 

 

iously reviewing mistakes, 

taking note of exactly w e correct response. 

This process is sometimes referred to as negative practice. 

portant than others. In a particular study unit, decide what 

these are and organize the amework. “Over learn” 

this particular framework. 

exclusively for testing. Testing in this manner encourages the attitude that mere 

recognition if the most probable answer constitutes learning. 

 Even though a particular course may not require adequate recall by using more 

penetrating recall-type questions, don’t allow yourself to fall into this warm-body 

learning trap. Insist on testing yourself! If you can explain the material, most certainly 

you can pass any “objective” test calling for superficial recognition. However, the reverse

is most certainly not true. Learning only to a point of recognition, and depending 

ferret out the correct response, is insufficient for total-recall k

Eliminate accidental and unrelated associations. 

 A study situation in which a phone is constantly ringing produces breaks in the

mental association process. Remove the receiver, or unplug the phone during intensive 

study periods. The only sugges

o donate the set to a family not involved 

Eliminate previous mistakes. 

 Take note of all previous mistakes and make every effort to eliminate them from

future practice. It has been shown experimentally that consc

hy they were incorrect, helps to reinforce th

Decide on an order of importance. 

 Some things are more im

important material into an outline or fr
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Become emotionally involved. 

 Assume the attitude that you fully believe the viewpoint of the author. If the 

author can deal with this material, you are then at least as smart as he is! Strive for 

perfection. You may never achieve it, but you will most certainly improve your 

performance. Learn to discuss your current beliefs calmly with people holding different 

bout the following brief suggestions of simple ways you 

m

attitudes. Cite authorities to back up your position. 

Now that we have talked about the more important ways you can aid your memory--

spend a little time thinking a

ight remember better! 

 Being comfortable and relaxed helps you memorize, so: 

 Don’t try to memorize when you are hungry or thirsty; 

 Don’t try to memorize when you are tired; 

 Don’t try to memorize when you are too cold or too hot; 

 Don’t cram study because this usually means you will be nervous or anxious when      

you are trying to memorize. 

 Visualizing or picturing the information in your mind helps you to remember. 

 Being interested in something helps you to remember it. 

 Memorize in short periods with frequent breaks. 

 Be confident that you can remember. 

 aterial in ways which make it easier to remember (e.g., in small Organize new m

bundles). 

 See how what you are learning is a part of some larger “picture.” 

 Reinforce your memory through repetition and usage. 

 Outline--memorize general topics first then more detailed bits of information later. 
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