
 

Memorization Still Has a Place—If We Use It Well 

Traditional memorization and recitation remain useful tools in the teacher’s kit. They should not 

dominate instruction, but neither should they be discarded as relics of an unenlightened past. 

Some knowledge must become readily available if students are to use it for more advanced 

thinking. 

The choice is not between memorization and understanding. Properly used, each supports the 

other. Students need facts with which to think, but they also need to understand what those facts 

mean, how they are connected, and when they apply. 

Some Things Must Be Remembered 

In mathematics, students benefit from fluent recall of basic number facts. In science, they need 

technical vocabulary, symbols, and important relationships. Language students must remember 

words and grammatical forms, while musicians must know scales and notation. History requires 

more than dates, but students still need enough chronological knowledge to understand sequence, 

cause, and consequence. 

Looking up every elementary fact interrupts more complicated work. When foundational 

knowledge can be recalled without excessive effort, students can devote more attention to 

reasoning, interpretation, and problem-solving. 

Memorization should therefore be selective. Teachers should ask: 

• Will students need this information repeatedly? 

• Does it serve as a foundation for later learning? 

• Would automatic recall make a complex task easier? 



• Is exact wording, sequence, or notation important? 

• Can the information be connected to a meaningful concept? 

Not every page of a textbook deserves a place in long-term memory. 

Understanding Should Come with the Facts 

Students should not be asked to memorize material they have no opportunity to understand. A 

child learning that four times four equals sixteen should also encounter equal groups, arrays, 

repeated addition, and related division facts. Memorization then makes a meaningful relationship 

readily retrievable. 

Likewise, students may learn the equation for photosynthesis, but they should also understand 

what it represents: plants using light energy to convert carbon dioxide and water into glucose and 

oxygen. The symbols are useful because they compress a process the student already recognizes. 

Facts without meaning are fragile. Understanding without sufficient factual knowledge, however, 

has little material with which to work. Good instruction develops both. 

Replace Rereading with Retrieval 

Students often attempt to memorize by repeatedly looking at the same page. A more effective 

approach is to practice retrieving the information from memory. The teacher might ask students 

to: 

• Close their books and write what they remember. 

• Use flashcards that require an answer before revealing it. 

• Complete a brief, ungraded quiz. 

• Label a diagram from memory. 

• Explain a process without consulting their notes. 

• Solve a previously studied problem after a delay. 

• Correct their answers using immediate feedback. 

Retrieval practice strengthens memory by requiring students to bring information back to mind. 

A systematic review of classroom research found consistent benefits across different educational 

settings and subject areas. The correction step matters. Practice should strengthen accurate 

knowledge rather than rehearse mistakes. 

Recitation without Humiliation 



Traditional recitation often involved a teacher calling on one student while everyone else waited. 

The chosen student searched the “memory bank” under the gaze of the class, and success brought 

relief. Failure could bring embarrassment. 

A small amount of manageable pressure may help students learn to speak publicly, but anxiety is 

not proof that learning is occurring. Research on active classrooms has found that random or cold 

calling can increase anxiety for some students and interfere with their experience. Teachers can 

preserve the benefits of recitation while reducing unnecessary threat: 

• Give everyone time to think before requesting an answer. 

• Let students write first and then discuss with a partner. 

• Use response cards or small whiteboards so everyone retrieves the answer. 

• Ask the class to recite a brief sequence together when appropriate. 

• Allow students to rehearse an explanation before presenting it. 

• Treat mistakes as information about what needs more instruction. 

These methods involve more students than a single cold call and make retrieval a normal part of 

learning rather than a public trial. 

Space the Practice 

One heroic night of cramming may preserve information until tomorrow’s test, but it rarely 

produces durable knowledge. Foundational material should be revisited across days and weeks.A 

multiplication fact, vocabulary term, scientific relationship, or historical sequence becomes more 

accessible when students retrieve it repeatedly after intervals. 

Teachers can build this practice into brief opening questions, cumulative quizzes, review games, 

exit tickets, and mixed problem sets. Spacing also keeps old knowledge connected to new 

lessons. Students see that previously learned material was not merely test content to be discarded 

afterward. 

Use Mnemonics as Memory Hooks 

Mnemonics create associations that make information easier to retrieve. The word HOMES, for 

example, can cue the five Great Lakes: Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. 

Mnemonic strategies can be particularly useful for information that is arbitrary, easily confused, 

or difficult to organize. Research reviews have found educational benefits across different kinds 

of content and among students with varied learning needs. 

Teachers should nevertheless explain what the mnemonic does—and what it does not do. 

HOMES recalls the names of the lakes; it does not teach their locations, relative sizes, 



environmental importance, or historical significance. The mnemonic opens the door. Instruction 

must take the student through it. 

Be Careful with Clever Shortcuts 

A catchy rule that is incomplete can produce confident mistakes. “I before E except after C” has 

so many common exceptions that it should not be treated as a reliable spelling system. English 

spelling is better taught through sound patterns, word structure, etymology, and focused practice 

with irregular words. 

“My Dear Aunt Sally” can also cause trouble if students interpret it to mean that multiplication 

always comes before division or addition always comes before subtraction. Multiplication and 

division have equal precedence and are evaluated from left to right; addition and subtraction 

work the same way. A memory aid should preserve the actual rule rather than replace it with a 

misleading approximation. Teachers should examine every mnemonic for accuracy before 

helping students imprint it for life. 

Build Fluency without Worshipping Speed 

Automatic recall is valuable, but speed should not become the sole measure of knowledge. A 

student who responds slowly may still understand the material, while a student who recites 

rapidly may have little idea what the words mean. 

Practice should aim for increasing accuracy, confidence, and reasonable fluency. Timed drills 

may motivate some students but create counterproductive anxiety for others. Teachers can 

provide repeated practice and monitor progress without turning every memory task into a race. 

The goal is to make foundational knowledge accessible enough to support harder thinking—not 

to identify which student can endure the most pressure. 

Connect the Dots 

Once key facts are available in memory, teachers should continually ask students to use them: 

• How are these facts related? 

• What pattern do you notice? 

• Why does this rule work? 

• Where might it fail? 

• How does this connect to something learned earlier? 

• Can you apply it to a new problem? 



This is where memorized knowledge becomes education. Facts provide the dots; reasoning, 

discussion, and application draw the lines between them. 

The Bottom Line 

Memorization is not the enemy of understanding, and understanding does not eliminate the need 

for memory. Students require a dependable store of facts, vocabulary, procedures, and 

relationships that they can retrieve when more demanding work begins. 

The teacher’s responsibility is to choose carefully what deserves memorization, connect it to 

meaning, provide spaced retrieval with feedback, and allow students to demonstrate knowledge 

without needless humiliation. Traditional memorization and recitation still belong in the 

classroom. They work best, however, when treated not as the destination of learning but as 

foundations upon which deeper learning can be built. 

 


