[bookmark: _Toc36752312]Memory Q & A
This links to Section 3.3 of Chapter 3 of Ace Your Exam.
Is my memory good enough for success as a student?
The dialogue below is an edited extract from an online forum for first year university students. I was an invited guest, answering questions from students on the topic above. Andrew Northedge
[bookmark: _Hlk15293366]Q: When I’ve finally finished all the set reading for the week, I feel that I can’t remember half of what I’ve read. Where can I go from here?
[bookmark: _Hlk15293587]AN: It’s normal to be unable to remember study texts in detail immediately after you've read them. So long as you are managing to make some sense of a reasonable amount of what you read, then it will be gradually shaping your thoughts. If you’re also doing some underlining, or highlighting, that will keep your mind actively thinking. In the end you don’t need masses of detail from the course in your head. What you need is to have picked up a way of thinking, so that you know how to set about answering questions. Working on assignments after reading is particularly important for developing new ways of thinking. Then at the end of the course you need to spend a couple of weeks pulling together the basic ideas. You’ll be surprised how much a course comes together at the end, if you put a bit of time into making it happen.
Q: Information from videos and workshops, where people are talking to you, is easier to digest than the set reading. My brain seemed to absorb this a lot easier. Am I abnormal?
AN: The challenge with reading is that you have to ‘make sense’ of the words on the page – they don't ‘speak’ the meaning to you. With spoken dialogue, the meaning is being driven along for you, so it happens more easily in your head. Also, texts are often about abstract ideas (which are the heart of what the course is about) whereas, when people are talking, they often make things less abstract by giving examples involving stories about events and experiences to illustrate the point they are making.  We are all very good at remembering ‘stories’ about people. Telling stories is one of the oldest modes of human communication.
[bookmark: _Hlk15294062]Q: Why, if I am so concerned about remembering, can I not remember what I read about last night?
AN: New mental organisation takes time to form. Then it gets shaken up again as you read more. When you study, your mind is a bit like a long-term building project where, amidst much chaos, new structures gradually emerge.
Q: I try to tell people about the subject matter of my course and it is as if I have never read anything because my power of recall is virtually nil.
AN: An interesting thing I’ve noticed is that when someone comes out of a lecture saying that it was inspiring and opened their mind to lots of new ideas, if I ask what it was about, usually they can barely tell me anything. But this isn’t because they’ve forgotten it all. Their difficulty is not to do with ‘memory’, but with trying to put together thoughts that they are not yet familiar enough with to think on their own. They could think the ideas when the lecturer was driving the meaning along – but when they try to do it on their own, the framing of the thought just collapses. The same is true after challenging reading. The ideas and information are too new and not well enough integrated into your way of thinking, so you can’t grab hold of them. But a few weeks later, you find they just seem to have formed in your head while you weren't taking any notice.
To put this another way – meaning always depends on a frame of reference. In everyday life your surroundings provide the frame of reference which gives meaning to what people say and do. But with abstract thought you have to do the framing in your own head. When it’s a very familiar abstract thought – like ‘I wonder how I can best organise all that I’ve got to get through today?’ – then you have very well-established ways of framing it in your mind. But when it’s an unfamiliar and complicated abstract thought – such as ‘role-stripping is a way of reinforcing the institutional perspective’ – then it’s very challenging to hold the frame of reference in your head while you think the thought. That is why case studies help. They make the thought less abstract and provide more of a frame. As you work on assignments you get more practice with framing these kinds of thoughts; and then you find them easier to think, and you can recall what you’ve read more easily. I hope all this makes some kind of sense.
Q: My brother told me to use mind maps when I make notes, to help me remember. Will this help?
AN: Human beings tend to have good visual memory. That is why orators in ancient times used techniques like imagining a house and mentally ‘placing’ the items they wanted to talk about in different rooms – then as they spoke, they ‘toured around the house’. Similarly, it’s good, when you're making notes, to organise them spatially on the page – rather than just having long lists. The visual positioning is an extra support to memory. Creating mind maps is one popular way of doing this. 
[bookmark: _Hlk15293755]Q: Seems to me that we don’t need to remember all the words on the page – only the concept and its ‘related’ words.
[bookmark: _Hlk15293855]AN: You are right. Printed words are just substitutes for ideas. They are there to trigger thought processes. It’s the thinking that makes you learn. High-level learning is not like ‘photographing’ pages and storing them in your head, to read again when you need to know something. Learning is experiencing a sequence of thought, so that you can think it again later. The more experience you get with thinking something, the more independently you can generate that sequence of ideas and the more different situations you can apply it to.
Q: Why is it that I can remember what I read in novels and newspapers more easily? Is it because it’s lighter reading?
AN: What do you mean by ‘lighter’? Do you mean it doesn’t challenge your ideas, but just gives you a bit of ‘rehearsal’ of what you already think? We all like to rehearse our ideas regularly. It makes us feel more confident about coping with the world. For example, we tend to prefer reading newspapers that say what we already think. And we tend habitually to read the same sections of the paper, and about the same topics. In other words, we don’t so much read to find out new things, as to reassure ourselves that what we already think is right. Studying is much more challenging than ‘light’ reading. It sets you new ideas to grapple with – so remembering is more difficult.
Q: I seem to have no trouble remembering something funny that has happened in a book or television programme, but for anything else, including the course so far, I find I have to re-read almost everything.
AN: Perhaps you don’t need to reread as much as you think. You don’t need to have instant recall of everything you’ve read. When you read something familiar, then a lot of what you can remember afterwards is what you already knew. By contrast, when you read something for study purposes, it should be shaking up what you already know. (Otherwise you’re taking a course that’s too easy for you.) In a sense the reading is making you forget. It’s messing up the structures you previously used for organising your thoughts. It’s making it more difficult to find your bearings. So, you will often have a sense that you know less than you did before and you don’t know how to set about remembering things.
You have to wait for new ideas to settle down and form into new stable structures in your mind. This tends to happen in the background, without you noticing. You just realise, looking back, that things you previously found difficult to grasp and bring to mind now seem like common sense.
Q: I was once told that our short/long-term memories are like bins: when the short-term one is full, all the information is passed to the long-term one.
AN: I’m not sure the image of a ‘bin’ is really helpful. Memory does not usually work much like putting ‘things’ into a ‘container’. It’s more dynamic than that. The classic experiments with short-term memory tended to involve asking people to remember meaningless syllables – such as tob, gek, brop. The findings of these experiments are relevant to how we learn meaningless information, such as a telephone number, a car registration, or a credit card validation number. But very little of what we need to remember in life is meaningless. And the way we achieve the enormous amounts of memory we do, is by weaving in new meanings with old ones. You create knowledge ‘structures’ in your mind. You have to work with new ideas to get them embedded into your thoughts. You work with them first as you read, then again when you make notes, and again when you work on assignments. Gradually this shifts your way of thinking. And it’s this shift of thinking which is the core of what remembering means at university level.
Q: I can remember some of the course work but not all – especially when I have had trouble understanding what a book or an article was trying to say.
AN: This gets to the heart of it. When you are having trouble understanding, that means you are really working hard to get new ideas to ‘run’ in your head. And because the ideas are new, they are loosely formed and easily slip out of focus when you try to return to them later. However, as you continue to use the ideas, the meaning comes more easily. And eventually you don't even feel you have to ‘remember’ them, because they have become part of the way you think.
Q: If I am feeling anxious I do not recall details as well as when I am relaxed.
AN: Well observed. When you’re anxious, all your mental resources are focused on the here and now and how to cope. Whereas to ‘learn’ new ideas requires you to ‘let go’ a little and let yourself rethink your approach to things. When you feel under pressure you cling on to what you already know (and convince yourself that it’s right). However, in order to learn you have to allow for the possibility that what you currently ‘know’ might not be right. You need the space and time to think – to let in new ideas and play around with them in your mind.
For that reason, it isn’t a good idea to leave all your exam revision to the last couple of days. You need to set aside enough time to allow yourself to think about what the course has been about, before you feel too hyped up. Then you can really pull it all together and make sense of it. In this way exam revision can be a very satisfying process – so long as you approach it positively and with enough time in hand.
Q: I have been seriously worried that I may have something medically wrong with my memory – particularly since I now have trouble doing routine things!
AN: Sometimes people do develop specific memory problems. Since you are seriously worried you should talk to someone about it. I would begin with your doctor, or some other medical advisor.
Q: I just know that I am going to forget everything and panic when I see the first question as I did at school. I remember being ill before my English CSE and having to leave as I was sick and I am dreading it happening all over again.
AN: If you make good revision notes and then practise sketching plans for answers to questions, you won’t have any need to panic. By the time you get to the exam you’ll be very familiar with the kinds of question you’ll be asked. Just be sure to set aside enough time for revision and everything ought to be alright. That’s what most people find.
Q: The more I read the more I forget. It all seems too much to remember. I am now getting really worried about the exam. At least now when I cannot remember I can look it up in my notes, but I won't be able to do this come the exam.
AN: As I indicated earlier, your experience is normal. With lots of new ideas and information passing through your mind as you study, you’re bound to find that most of it seems to quickly slip away out of your grasp. But don’t worry, if you keep highlighting and/or taking notes as you study, then come back to the texts and notes again in the last few weeks before the exam, you’ll be able to piece it all together. Also, as you work on your assignments, this helps to bed the new material into your thoughts. Try to enjoy the course as much as you can while you’re doing it and leave worrying about the exam until later. When you come to revision time, you can make notes that will bring the course together for you and embed it in your mind.
Q: Exams absolutely terrify me. I can remember exams at school making me physically sick
AN: Exams at this level are not primarily about memory. They are mainly about being able to understand the question and knowing how to set about answering it. By the time you get there you should have had plenty of practice at the kind of questions you’ll be asked. From about three or four weeks before the exam you can start to turn your attention to getting yourself ready. Many people find that with well organised preparation they actually feel quite ready for the exam by the time the day arrives. The main danger is that you get into too much of a panic and either keep putting off getting down to preparing for the exam, or get too anxious to focus properly during your preparations. 
Q: I am so glad that this forum has been set up. I’ve been worrying for a while about my memory and the exam.
AN: That’s good to hear. I do think there is a lot you can do to prepare for exams, so that you are not depending too heavily on your memory. When you have got yourself properly tuned up you can go into the exam in a positive frame of mind, determined to put on a good show of what you have systematically prepared yourself to remember. Then it won’t matter what you didn’t remember.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I hope you found it useful to read about the memory concerns of other students and that the replies have given you some useful ideas to think about.
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