
I Can’t Memorize All These Facts! 
  

From the Academic Advising Office, Grinnell College                              JRC 3rd floor, x3702 

 
Do you feel bombarded by a million facts? Don’t go the “regurgitation route!” Here’s how to get meaning out 

of your material: 

 
UNDERSTAND THE MATERIAL                                                                                                                       .                                                                                            

If you understand it, you will be able to remember it better. Try to fit new ideas into the total conceptual 

framework for a subject and tie in new facts with the body of knowledge that you have already acquired. 

Organize your material by grouping facts and ideas meaningfully. Try to comprehend the underlying principles 

involved before trying to learn a series of isolated factual details. Be able to explain how ideas and concepts 

relate to each other. 
REVIEW IMMEDIATELY                                                                                                                                     .                                                                                                                        
Reinforcing memory through immediate recall involves more than passively looking over lecture notes and 

textbook underlining. Effective reviewing requires active discussing, reciting, or writing, in your own words, 

what you have just read or heard.  Practice with a classmate or tutor – pretend to “teach” each other key 

concepts. 
MASTER THE MATERIAL                                                                                                                                  .                                                                                                                        
Over learning is an excellent way to improve retention of hard-to-remember material. So, over learn! Keep 

studying the material beyond the time you need for accurate recall.  
USE MEMORY CUES                                                                                                                                          .                                                                                                                        
When reading a text, try to find a key word or phrase that symbolizes for you the main point in each 

paragraph. Memorize a few key words and you can reconstruct all the major ideas in the chapter. But be 

careful about using mnemonic devices (words, sentences, rhymes, and other formulas that associate a complex 

principle or body of facts with a simple statement that is easy to remember). These aids have two major faults: 

they help you to sidestep understanding the intrinsic meaning of the material being studied and the slightest 

error in remembering the anagram or jingle can throw you off completely. 
DISTRIBUTE LEARNING                                                                                                                                   .                                                                                                                        
Don’t cram if you can avoid it! Study frequently and in shorter periods. Your retention is much better after 

distributed study than after massed study. Be sure that your shorter study sessions are still long enough for 
you to really get something done, i.e. not less than 30 minutes.  
PRACTICE RESTATING                                                                                                                                     .                                                                                                                        
Express the ideas you learn in your own words. Write them out or say them to yourself in your own words. 

Expressing the main points in your words will make it much easier for you to remember them later on. Test 

yourself – on paper or with a friend. 
MINIMIZE INTERFERENCE                                                                                                                               .                                                                                                                        
Study your subjects in the best sequence to cut down on interference—later learning closely resembles and 

closely follows earlier learning. Leave time between studying for courses with similar content to avoid the 2 

subjects running together in your mind. For example, study chemistry instead of Spanish right after studying 

French.  
RECOGNIZE ATTITUDES                                                                                                                                  .                                                                                                                         
Watch out for your negative attitudes! You may have a negative reaction to the material you are studying, 

which may later cause you to ignore or repress some concepts and to distort or exaggerate the importance of 

others. Recognize and resolve conflicts between your beliefs, values, and biases and the concepts and facts 

presented in the material you are studying. Approach your learning tasks from a positive rather than a negative 

viewpoint. Dullness is not inherent in a subject, it is your own attitude that makes something boring. So 

recognize your negative attitudes for what they are—hindrances to both initial learning and subsequent 

remembering. 
Adapted from information from the University of Utah Counseling Center, HTTP://WWW.SA.UTAH.EDU/COUNSEL/. 


