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OTHER FACTORS IMPROVING LEARNING AND RECALL

1) MOTIVATION: This is the most important one! Without strong
motivation, learning becomes very difficult and tedious and needs
many more repetitions. You can even learn a subject you hate,
because the negative emotions create enough arousal, but you will
forget it very quickly after the examinations are over. The worst
you can feel is indifference. When you are completely indifferent
to a subject and could not care less, you will not produce enough
arousal for LTM formation.

2) ATTENTION: Concentration combined with arousal. If you have
difficulties concentrating because of too much noise around you,
try earplugs made from wax, which are easily available in Chemist
shops. If you cannot concentrate on learning because you feel
depressed, you need to seek help from the Health Centre or the
Student Counselling Service on the Campus.

3) LEARNING TYPES: It is important to find out, whether you have
any preferences for either visual, acoustic or even tactile
learning. In any case, it is best to form engrams with as many
and different sensory inputs as possible to have optimal recall.
This you do for instance during the dissection class, where you
read the dissection manual (visual), read it aloud to your
friends (acoustic), look at and touch the structures while
dissecting (visual and tactile).

4) SITUATION: The place where you learn is also the best place
for optimal recall, as you form your engrams in conjunction with
stimuli coming from your surroundings. When you learn Anatomy
well in the Dissection Room you will remember everything much
better during the practical examination, which takes place im the
same location. You may have experienced already, how certain
places bring up specific memories associated with them.

5) TIME OF DAY: All our bodily functions follow rhythmic changes

during the 24 h of the day (circadian rhythms). Also our
readiness to learn, awareness, attention etc have their ups and
downs during this period. Unfortunately, you cannot pay much

attention to this phenomenon, as you have toc follow a tight Ind~<
relentless schedule during the working days. However, when yu!
learn during the weekends and during holidays it is beneficial,
to know about your best and worst times for learning and use thﬂu

accordingly. 3
'vk«,_

6) ORGANIZATION: This means a) to organize all material which h
to be learnt such that you can repeat it easily and b) to laks
plan well ahead when to learn or repeat the material during
time before the examinations. This keeps you very much in cont
of things. 3

7) PROBLEM ORIENTED LEARNING: It is much better for recaL}
learn the necessary facts in conjunction with real life prob
rather than by mere "rote-learning". This can or should be
as much as possible during the pre-clinical course. Once
meet, examine and treat real patients later in your clin
career, you may have to repeat many of the data which you h
learnt and forgotten again after passing the pre-cli
examinations. This time, however, it will be much faster
before, and all the combined pre-clinical and clinical dltl
need to know in order to understand and treat a specific
will then form a whole picture which will be anchored 1
lastingly in your mind. X



FACTORS ADVERSARY TO LEARNING AND RECALL

Nicotine, alcohol and marijuana have been shown to impair
lJearning significantly. Recall is severely disturbed during an
examination when one suddenly decides to take medication to calm
oneself down (e.g. tranquillizers like Valium). Any abrupt change
increase or decrease, of the central
pnervous system is likely to disturb recall. This also means that,
if somebody has been taking such drugs continuously before an

in activity levels, i.e.

examination while learning for this occasion, the drug must be
taken during the examination as well. If one should decide to
gtop taking it during the examination, recall would be impaired
again because of the resulting change in activity levels.

STRESS 1s very bad for recall. If you are too nervous during € A I L ,)
examinations, you probably remember much less of what you have . /
Jearnt. Maybe, this is also due to changed activity levels in the

brain as mentioned before.
when you feel overcome by

There is a useful trick to calm down
nervousness: try to deliberately

breathe deeply and slowly and relax the muscle of your forehead

(fronto-occipital muscle).

If you are not sure how to relax this

muscle, pull your eyebrows up as much as possible and then let
them fall down completely relaxed. This helps well in most cases,
but for some of you this may not be enough. If you know that you
become so nervous that you can hardly cope, I strongly recommend
you to join a self-relaxation course offered by the Health Centre cx’ P(

on the Campus. Actually,

I would recommend this to everyone, as

regular deep relaxation exercises improve recall susbstantially
and are generally very good for your health, as they have been

shown to strengthen the immune system, make you sleep better and

help you in coping with any kind of stress coming up in the

future. Self-relaxation, self-hypnosis (autogenic training) etc
are excellent tools for treating disorders of many of your future
patients, especially those presenting with psychosomatic

diseases.

HOW TO TACKLE A TEXTBOOK

Often, during the first enthusiastic stages of learning a new
subject, one is tempted to start reading a textbook at page 1
and, after reaching page 10, one has usually forgotten already

the content of the previous pages. Similarly, after arriving at
page 999, the great majority of data from pages 1-998 are
forgotten, except for the few very exciting ones, where arousal
was at a maximum. By then, enthusiasm has somewhat diminished.
This is a pity but it needs not be so.

The first thing to do for every such book you are tackling is to
have a good look at the List of Contents and either learn it or
refer back to it often. When you want to find your way into a new
landscape, it is better to study a map or have a bird's view of
it - fdreak, otherwise you get lost very quickly and never know,
where exactly you are at any given point. However, when you have
made a good survey of the landmarks you can't get lost so easily.
Entering a landscape is quite similar to "entering" a book.

When vyou are ready to start a chapter, it is again important to
gain an overview. This means to read through this chapter very
quickly (or "diagonally") withput trying to understand every
detail during the first run. Thus you will get a general
understanding of what this chapter is all about. After this
exercise you can start reading it in detail, and you will see
that you understand much more as you see everything in context
and in relation to the whole. Now, you can begin writing the
summary or extract in conjunction with lecture notes etc. using
the titles and subtitles from the book or making up your own.
Remember to arrange these extracts in a visually optimal way!
When you have put all main titles and subtitles on the left half
of a blank page (the main titles large and on the outer left, the
subtitles smaller and somewhat more towards the middle using
A.B,.C; 1ol 3 o te) you will see that you can now repeat the
titles with great speed as you remember your "map of the
landscape”. On the right half you have now the small blocks of
the contents, which are. only made up of terms, key-words,
abbreviations and short definitions. With this method you can
easily learn any given subject within a very short time including
five repetitions, when you set your mind to it and work in a
concentrated way. I have found that blank pages (size A4, loose
leaf system) work best in this respect.
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One more thing: Big, fat textbooks are fine for reference, better
understanding of unclear points and for reading interesting
details. However, for effective learning you are better off with
a shorter textbook which gives you a clear survey. The ideal is
therefore, to have one good, large and one good, short textbook
for each subject. Anatomy is a bit of an exception, because the
clear description of structures and their 3-dimensional relation

plus clinical examples need a lot of space.

Dr. Fritz H. Guldner ( Department of Anatomy )
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