
MEMORY AND HOW TO IMPROVE IT

Vocabulary, formulas, theories, procedures, your schedule, appointments, due dates-- college and your life are a giant memory task. Students often complain that they have problems with memorization, and it can be a challenge.  Try this information on how memory functions and what you can do to exercise and improve it.

	WHAT IS MEMORY?


Memory has two major facets: 

· Retention- the ability to store information

· Recall- the ability to retrieve it.

	RETENTION IS…


Retention is divided into short-term memory (STM) and long-term memory (LTM).
	Short-term memory (STM)
	Long-term memory (LTM)

	Short-term memory is what we use to handle much of our daily life and to accomplish quick tasks.  For example:

· to follow directions for a class activity

· to remember a phone number you looked up just long enough to dial it

· to analyze traffic at a four-way stop 

Because of STM’s limited capacity, material stored there disappears in a matter of seconds to hours.  It has to, or we’d be paralyzed by overload.
	Long-term memory has unlimited capacity, and can last a lifetime. This is where we want to store much of what we learn in school or experience in our lives.  This is where we keep important knowledge about:

· the world

· communication skills

· relations with other people

· our jobs and our hobbies

· material we need to accomplish long-term tasks and goals.

Material must be processed through short-term memory before it enters long-term memory.


	RECALL IS…


Recall is the ability to retrieve information from short-term or long-term memory, whether you need to demonstrate the knowledge on a test, in the laboratory, on the job, or in your personal life.

	HOW DO OUR BRAINS REMEMBER?


Memory seems to consist of electrical and chemical connections between the neurons in the brain.  The more variety of input to the brain, the more these connections are created and reinforced.

Whenever you deal with new information or experiences, your brain instantly attempts to associate them to what it already knows, trying to interpret and make sense of them.  The more associations it can find, the easier it is to understand, categorize, and remember the new material.   Your brain also judges the emotional importance of new information.

	RETENTION PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS


“I can’t remember any of this stuff!”

This is a familiar student cry.  How can you actually get all that stuff into your memory?  Try these:

1. Pay attention to input.  How are you studying? Do you know your learning style -- visual, auditory, kinesthetic, or a combination? Explore and use different study and learning techniques: recite, listen to material, read, draw mind maps, use flash cards and mnemonics, work with a tutor or study group;.

2. Use repetition.  Repetition is a key to retention, but the repetition must be regular and systematic.  Review notes as soon after class as possible. When you study, briefly review past work before starting on new material. Attend review sessions with tutors or Peer Mentors. Learn to read your textbook and use its study aids effectively to build repetition into reading.

3. Look for connections.  It is very difficult to learn isolated bits of material or material that seems irrelevant. Make an effort to see how new information relates to what you already know, or to see how it will be useful or important to you.

Notice how these solutions relate to what we know about the physiology of memory-- the methods of input, the repetition and reinforcement, and the building of connections.

	IMPROVING RECALL


“I knew everything until I sat down to take the test!”

Another familiar student cry.  The ability to recall material from memory can also be practiced and improved.

1. Learn the material in the first place. Good retention is the basis for good recall; you can’t use what you don’t know or recall what you never remembered. 

2. Rehearse recalling by taking practice tests, answering questions in texts or study guides, or discussing material with a partner or tutor.

3. Relax; deal with anxiety and stress that can interfere with recall.  Make sure you have spent adequate time on retention and rehearsal, and learn some relaxation techniques to manage anxiety.
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