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General Background 
 
Memory and Forgetting 
About 50% of what is learned is forgotten in the first hour. Another 10% is lost in the first 
24 hours, and a further 10% in 31 days. Frequent revision prevents much of this loss, and 
it gets progressively easier to regain what has been forgotten. A recommended revision 
regimen following 45 minutes of learning time would be as follows (reproduced from Rose, 
53): 
  
1 Learn material with immediate tests continuously built in to ensure the basic transfer 

from Short Term to Long Term Memory Period of Review 
2 Review after 10 minutes 5 mins 
3 Review after 1 day  5 mins 
4 Review after 1 week 3 mins 
5 Review after 1 month 3 mins 
6 Review after 6 months 3 mins 
 
Primacy and Recency 
Material studied at the beginning and end of a learning session is best remembered 
(primacy and recency effects), so it is better to have short sessions with breaks (about five 
minutes) in between than to have one long session. Generally, researchers advise that 
study periods should be between 20 and 50 minutes long, depending on individual 
attention spans, with 5 to 10 minute breaks between sessions. 
 
Distributed Practice 
In addition, although initial memory gains are greater if the same material is studied more 
than once a day, long-term retention is greater if practice is distributed, with only one 
session per day. 
 
Optimal time for learning 
It is easier to retain material learned in the evening shortly before going to sleep than that 
learned in the morning. This is because there is a reduced likelihood of other material 
interfering with memory consolidation. There may also be physiological reasons why 
evening learning is better: it has been suggested that the reduction in our body 
temperature at night and also normal night-time hormonal production may be instrumental 
in aiding retention. There is no evidence to support the notion that listening to material 
while sleeping has any effect on memory retention or retrieval.  
 
State dependent memory 
Researchers have found that retrieval is most effective under conditions that replicate 
those under which learning has taken place. Goodwin et al. (1969 in Baddely 1982, p. 106) 
found that heavy drinkers who hid money or alcohol while drunk could not find it once 



sober, but could do so when drunk again. Similar effects have been noted for users of 
other substances including marijuana and nitrous oxide. Furthermore, divers recalled 
information learned underwater more easily if they were underwater again.  
The implication is that it is best to try to make the learning environment as similar as 
possible to that in which the material will be recalled—so when studying for examinations, 
it is inadvisable to drink coffee or smoke cigarettes, for example, while learning, because 
these are forbidden in examination rooms.  If the material being learned is intended to be 
used in a variety of contexts—second language vocabulary, for example—then it is 
important to vary the learning contexts as greatly as possible.  
 
Appropriate Retrieval Techniques 
The mode of retrieval must be specified at the learning stage for recall to take place; for 
example, peg-words are an intrinsic part of both learning and retrieval.  
 
Meaningfulness vs. repetition 
Research indicates that themes, plots and categorised material are more often recalled 
than details or the original words, so it is important to ensure that the material to be 
remembered is meaningful. Organisation (imagery, narrative, sentence formation) is 
essential for higher-order recall, when what is being memorised is conceptual rather than 
lists.  
Excessive repetition can have the opposite effect to that intended: overexposure often 
results in the brain filtering out what is being repeated (evidence of this is our ability to 
hear repeated advertising messages without registering them). Repetition is not an 
effective means of memorisation because it requires only superficial encoding.  To be 
stored in the long term memory, material needs deep encoding, for which other techniques 
are necessary, such as creating paired associates; or deciding whether the item to be 
memorised belongs in a particular category or sentence; or distinguishing whether it 
rhymes with another word or not. 
Activities at the encoding stage govern the effectiveness of retention. For this mnemonics 
are useful because they demand deep encoding, and recall depends on the quality of 
encoding, not on repetition. For a selection of encoding techniques, see MEMORISATION 
TECHNIQUES.  
 
Using the whole brain 
It is important to use both brain hemispheres when learning, as this makes memorisation 
easier. Left hemisphere activities use logic, words, numbers, sequences and analysis; 
right hemisphere activities use rhythm, imagination, colour, size, spatial awareness, 
visualisation. 
Engaging as many senses as possible is also helpful in learning and memorisation—try to 
engage sight, sound, and movement in the encoding task. 
 
 
General Memory Techniques  
 
Ensure understanding 
To remember anything, it is necessary to understand it. A simple way of checking 
understanding is to recite (write or say aloud) the material in your own words.  
 
Get to know the subject 
How well you understand new material depends largely on how much you already know 
about it: the more you learn about it, the easier it becomes to learn new aspects, so it is 
important to do background reading and find out as much as possible about your subject. 



Evaluate the material 
Use critical thinking skills to do this. Massimo Pigliucci offers the following list of guiding 
questions:  
1. What are the central concepts and relationships?  
2. What are the assumptions underlying the statement of the problem? 
3. Are the assumptions valid? 
4. What are the main arguments (positions) being advanced? 
5. WHY are the arguments being made? 
6. What evidence (theories, criteria, contextual factors) exists in support of the 

argument(s)? 
7. What evidence exists for doubting the argument(s)? 
8. Are there other positions (choices, alternative conclusions) that should be 

considered? 
9. Which of these possible conclusions should be accepted and WHY? 
10. What other knowledge is needed to make a sound judgment? 
11. What are the probable consequences of the accepted conclusion(s)? (Pigliucci 

2002). 
 
Be selective 
On the basis of your critical evaluation, establish what is significant and focus on that in 
your learning. A good way to select material is to consider questions you would ask if you 
were setting a test on the topic.  
 
Recite the material aloud 
This works for several reasons 
1. It increases attention: knowing that you will be repeating the information in your own 
words at the end of the session makes you pay more attention while studying. 
2. It provides immediate feedback: you cannot explain something in your own words 
unless you understand it. 
3. It uses a different part of your brain to the one you use for reading, so it helps 
consolidate the information in your memory. 
 
Organise the material 
Identify the main concepts or categories of the material to be memorised, and group 
related concepts under the main headings. Drawing concept maps, structured overviews 
or tree diagrams illustrating the main ideas and relationships helps make them memorable. 
The actual process of identifying the different parts and how they relate to each other 
helps to create a long term memory of the information. 
 
Overlearning 
Once material has been thoroughly learned, recite it a few more times to ensure long term 
retention. This should be done at intervals as outlined by Rose and reproduced on p. 1. 
 
 
Techniques For Lists of Information 
 
Place Method/ Method of loci 
Visualise room or street. Place items to be remembered at specific spots. To recall, 
mentally walk through, looking at features. Learning using this method generally takes a 
short time, it is easy to recall the material learned and retention over time is good.   
It is, however, probably not useful for learning second language vocabulary because it is 
designed to help the learner recall items in sequence.  



 
Peg/Hook system 
Create visual images of rhyming associations for numbers 1-10, e.g., 1 = bun; 2 = shoe; 3 
= tree; 4 = door, etc. Visualise interaction between item to be remembered and the peg; for 
example, if the first item to be remembered is a pen, imagine a bun impaled on a pen, and 
so on.  
A mnemonic rhyme can help fix the hooks in one’s memory: “One is a bun; two is a shoe; 
three is a tree; four is a door; five is a hive; six is sticks; seven is heaven; eight is a gate; 
nine is wine; ten is a hen”. This method has a good recall rate if enough time is allowed to 
construct image-peg links.  
Tests suggest that there is minimal interference if the same pegs are used repeatedly, 
even for the same items in a different order, because the method’s effectiveness is based 
on the vividness of the imagery. Like the Method of loci, this system is not recommended 
for learning vocabulary, because it is order-specific. 
 
Rhymes 
Can be invented or developed as parodies of already-known rhymes. The stronger the 
rhyme and the more regular the metre, the easier it will be to recall. These are most useful 
for remembering ordered material and structures. It is particularly good for memorising 
grammatical structures, for example.  
 
Acronyms and acrostics 
Evidence shows that acronyms are not nearly as effective as other mnemonic techniques. 
It is far more effective to group words in categories or to make up a linking narrative. 
However, acronyms and other first letter cues are useful for remembering the order of 
already-known material. If the acronyms are not intrinsically meaningful, they can be 
expanded to make sentences. For example, ROY G BIV for the colours of the rainbow can 
be turned into a sentence reading ‘Richard of York Gave Battle In Vain’. 
 
Sentences 
As a mnemonic device, generating sentences is effective in facilitating recall. They work 
best if generated by the learner, but are still useful when provided by the teacher. It is 
essential that students have enough time to think of a suitable and effective sentence. 
 
 
Memory Techniques for Vocabulary 
 
For material to be stored in the long term memory it is essential that it is meaningful. 
Furthermore, because vocabulary has to be recalled in a variety of contexts, it should be 
learned in a range of contexts as well. 
A number of these activities are described for class or group situations. It would be very 
easy to adapt them for individual use.   
 
Sentences 
Put words in phrases or sentences to show how they are used in context. 
 
Cloze Sentences 
Write a variety of sentences using the target vocabulary, then delete the words to be 
learned. Next session, insert the correct words in the gaps. The more sentences 
generated using each target word, the better, providing a range of contextual use. For 
inflected languages make sentences that involve the different inflections; use different verb 



conjugations as well. A good way to do this exercise is to work in pairs or groups, 
swapping sentences. 
Jumbled Sentences 
Write out phrases or short sentences and cut them up, then try to reconstruct them. This is 
particularly useful for learning different inflections and verb conjugations. 
 
SACAWAC 
Say and Cover and Write and Check. 
 
Listening 
Record new words or phrases on a cassette tape. Listen to it while walking, driving, 
gardening, jogging—any time you can. 
 
Swot cards 
Write the new word on one side of a card and the English on the other. Carry the cards 
around and look at them whenever you have the opportunity. These can be useful for 
revising and practising vocabulary—shuffle the cards and then deal them one by one onto 
a table, as fast as possible. Read the word on the side facing up and recite its translation. 
Test yourself in both directions (English to target language; target language to English). 
Set aside any that are wrong and review them. Can be played as a game by more than 
one player. 
 
Post-it slips 
Write new words on post-it slips and stick them up around the house. Look at them and 
say them aloud as you go past. 
 
Stories, songs and rhymes 
Write a story or paragraph using the new vocabulary. 
 Pick a tune you know well and write new lyrics for it in the target language, using the new 
vocabulary. Sing it. Do the same with a rhyme or poem you already know—or write your 
own rhyme, then recite it. 
 
Cumulative Repetition 
This needs to be practiced by pairs of learners, and is good for learning vocabulary lists. 
The learner memorises one word, repeats it once, then adds another word, and repeats 
both. Each time a new word is added, the previously learned ones are checked as well, 
with the tester randomising the order in which the words are presented. Each new word 
must be tested at least twice before a new one is added to the list. If the learner gets the 
new word, right, increase the delay before repeat testing it; if he or she gets it wrong, 
decrease the delay. 
 
Conversations 
Learn the vocabulary and then find a partner or group and have a conversation using as  
many of the newly learned words as possible. 
 
Topical reading 
Once you have learned the vocabulary relating to a particular topic, find other written 
material concerning that topic and work through it. This helps you keep up to date with 
your already-learned vocabulary without having an ever-growing list of words to revise, 
because you will find the same vocabulary keeps turning up as you read around the topic. 
 
 



Miscellaneous Techniques 
 
Memorising Structures Technique 
This is a technique designed for teaching and learning grammatical structures, but is 
equally applicable for learning verses or passages by rote.  It can be done in a class 
situation or individually (apparently classes love it, because it is fun).  Compose or find a 
poem incorporating the grammatical structure and/or vocabulary to be learned. Write it on 
a whiteboard. In a class situation, students sit in a circle and take turns to read the verse, 
but after each reading two or three words are erased. By the end, the entire poem has 
been erased and the student ‘reads’ from a blank board. Finally, a student is invited to 
reproduce the poem on the board. Individual students can do this on their own or in groups 
or pairs. Obviously, individuals can do this on their own, filling in the cumulative gaps 
themselves. 
 
Additional Techniques 
An excellent resource for activities that can be used to help students memorise vocabulary 
and learn grammatical structures is More Grammar Games by Mario Rinvolucri and Paul 
Davis. They are devised for students learning English but can be adapted for other 
languages.   
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