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Comprehension: Understanding What You Have Memorized 
 

 

 

Introduction 

Every study session should consist of 2 parts.  The first part has as its goal, the 

memorization of all the relevant facts (statements, equations, procedures, etc.) of what is 

being studied.  The second part has as its goal, understanding what it is that you have 

memorized because as we all know; you can memorize material but not have a clue as to 

what it means.  After you have acquired information, you must reflect on it by doing two 

things.  First, you must relate the various new bits of information to one another so that 

instead of a collection of individual facts, you have a single concept woven of all those 

facts.  Second, you need to then relate this new information to things that you already 

know.  There are a variety of ways in which this can be done.  This handout offers two 

ways to understand what you have memorized. 

 

Free Association 

Psychologists often use a process known as free association in order to get some insights 

into the working of someone’s mind.  In this process the psychologist will say a word and 

you say the first word that comes into your mind.  This same basic approach can be used 

to begin to see and develop relationships between information that you have memorized.  

Do this technique by talking out loud to yourself.  Start by reciting a bit of information 

that you have memorized.  Then choose a word in that statement to change or go off on to 

something else that you have just memorized or know from previous study.  Then repeat 

the process with a word or part of this second statement.  Continue this process as long as 

possible, chaining one idea to another.  When you come to an end and cannot continue 

the chain of associations, then think of what you have just been working on memorizing 

that you have not brought up and choose something new and start the free association 

process over again.  The goal is to chain as much of the new information together as 

possible as well as associating it with previously learned material. 

 

Example 

Imagine that you have just memorized the definition for free fall. Start by stating the 

definition and then free associate.  If you start free-associating then it might sound like 

this: 

 

By definition, free fall is motion that is free of all other influences but gravity. What is 

gravity? It is the acceleration that results from dropping something. Is there a number 

associated with g? Yes, g is the acceleration of 9.8 m/s 2 when near the Earth surface. Is 

gravity a force? No. The units m/s2 are for acceleration. What other things stop movement 

from occurring freely? Friction slows movement. Air drag can slow things down so that 

they don’t slicing through the air as quickly. Can you think of an example? Sure. A 

parachute slows me down when I go skydiving. Cars are shaped with rounded edges so 

that there is less air drag. 
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Role Play: Become A Teacher 

Another technique to aid understanding memorized material is to do some role playing 

and pretend that a good friend of yours has been absent for the entire portion of class that 

you are studying for.  It is your job to explain the material and prepare them for an 

upcoming test. It is important that you talk out loud exactly as if your friend is there.  Use 

a piece of paper to draw and write on as you explain.  And as you go through the material 

anticipate questions that they are going to ask.  What sounds confusing?  Listen to what 

you are saying.  Think of analogies to make it less confusing.  Anticipate that whenever 

they can, that after you say something, they are going to ask why.  So immediately after 

saying something, explain why.  Also anticipate that they are going to need examples and 

lots of them.  Use any that you recall from class discussions or notes but also try to 

generate examples of your own.  And finally, don’t forget the importance of giving non-

examples.  It is only by seeing both examples and non-examples of a concept that we 

begin to see the edges of the concept.  

 
This technique can be adapted so that if you have someone to study with, you can take 

turns being the teacher and the student.  If you are in the role of the student, you can help 

the teacher whenever their explanation of things sounds vague or unclear by asking 

questions and making them clarify points.  Whenever they clarify things for you, they are 

also clarifying things for themselves.  However, it is not necessary to have someone else 

to work with in order to benefit from this technique. 

 

Final Note 

Consider the following statements. 

 

learning material ≠ memorizing material 

 

learning material = memorizing material  +  understanding material  +  applying material 

 

A common misperception is that learning and memorizing are the same thing.  Learning 

involves acquiring memories, an understanding of those memories and an ability to apply 

those memories in both familiar and unfamiliar situations.  Besides the 2 methods listed 

above, do not forget the traditional and very useful method of reading about a topic to 

increase understanding.  As you are reading always ask yourself what can be done with 

the information.  Always look for the connections between new material and that which 

you already know when reading, as well as looking for possible applications.  Also to 

become better at applying new material, try to do as many homework type 

problems/questions as you can, since the more you work on applying the material, the 

more you see the possibilities of applications of the material in unfamiliar situations. 

 

Reading the textbook or other sources of information and doing assigned homework and 

self-assigned homework are vital to the final stages of learning.  Memorizing without 

understanding the information or the ability to apply the information is an exercise in 

trivial pursuit. It gets you nowhere and accomplishes nothing. 


