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Memory: The Emotional Connection 

 

 

Introduction 
 

The extent to which the mind and body influence one another continues to be an area of 

continuous discovery in the sciences.  For example, the growing field of 

pschoneuroimmunology continues to relate our mental states, through their effects on our 

immune system, to various diseases and disorders.  In one experiment in this field it was 

found that the University students undergoing exams had lower levels of helper T-cells.  

These cells are a part of the immune system and help protect the body from cancer cells 

and cold or flu viruses.  Ask any college student and they will confirm that illnesses are 

most common in the dorm during the stress of final exams.  This and other experiments 

confirm that stress in general suppresses the immune system.  Recent discoveries of the 

continuous interactions between mind and body have lead one leading neuroscientist of 

the day to say that he can no longer determine where the mind ends and the body begins.  

With this in mind then, it is vital to consider the cause-effect links between the emotions, 

the physical body and cognitive abilities. 

 

Stress 
 

Our bodies evolved in an environment where their survival often depended on fighting 

off an attack or running away from it.  The success of either of those required that all of 

our energies be devoted to the task at hand.  This need for survival and efficiency in 

doing so has been hardwired into all of us through the software of our subconscious in 

what is commonly referred to as the “fight or flight” response.  Whenever we feel 

threatened, the negative emotions in our mind trigger a variety of physical changes in our 

bodies.   Blood is shunted away from the extremities toward vital internal organs.  This 

reduces bleeding from external wounds and increases efficiency of functioning of organs.  

Hormones are released into the bloodstream, which increase the overall rate of cell 

metabolism in preparation for increased activity and cause the release of fatty acids and 

glucose into the blood stream to provided fuel for increased muscular activity.  Heart rate 

and breathing increase to increase the availability of oxygen and fuel for the anticipated 

“fight or flight.” 

 

The physical changes initiated by our agitated mental state in turn alter brain 

biochemistry and that in turn alters the higher functioning portions of our brain.  Studies 

show that stress inhibits the formation of short and long term memories, problem solving 

abilities, creativity, and recall.  At first glance this seems to be counterproductive to the 

goal of survival until you realize that the “fight or flight” response is designed for actual 

physical threats like an animal attacking you.  The luxury of taking the time to sort 

through several memories for the best course of action or choosing from a wide variety of 

creative options is not advisable as the predator is racing toward us.  Consequently, these 

options are removed from us by our survival reflexes.  This shift from the availability of 

the higher functions of our brain to only the lower functions is referred to as downshifting 

by many psychologists. 
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The “flight or flight” response in everyday life is the source of many problems.  

Whenever our minds perceive a threat, our bodies will respond.  Unfortunately in most 

cases, the extent of the physiological response is out of proportion to the actual event 

because our perception of the degree of threat is also out of proportion to the actual event.  

Under no circumstances can the attack of a predator and the taking of a final exam be 

rationally viewed as similar.  But emotionally, both can be viewed with varying degrees 

of anxiety resulting in similar physical and mental effects.  Over extended periods of 

time, if the emotional trigger is constantly pressed and the normal and balanced 

functioning of the mind and body is not restored, then a variety of both psychological and 

health problems occur.  In fact many heath care experts point out that approximately 

three quarters of all visits to a doctor are in fact ultimately stress related.  Although we 

should also certainly be concerned about our health, as students we are perhaps most 

directly concerned with our mental abilities.  And the bottom line is that negative 

emotions in general cause downshifting, which decreases the ability of us as students to 

learn. 

 

Implications for Studying 
 

The emotional state we have as we try to memorize, recall, learn, or solve problems is a 

vital key to our success in that act.  Consider the observation made by Henry Ford, 

“Whether you think you can or you think you can’t, you are probably right.”  And now 

consider the causal links at work behind this observation.  If you think you can do 

something then you do not feel stressed, your emotions are positive, and the higher 

functioning portions of your brain are available to you and will help you to succeed in 

your task.  If you think you can not do something then you will feel stressed (one 

definition of stress is the perceived difference in one’s abilities and the abilities required 

to perform a task), your emotions are negative, and the higher functioning portions of 

your brain will not be as available and you will have difficulty in accomplishing your 

task if accomplishing it at all. 

 

Every good coach and athlete knows that a positive frame of mind is vital to optimum 

performance.  If your thoughts while walking out to the field are, “I suck.  There is no 

way I can do this.  Everyone is going to laugh at me.  I want to go home,” then indeed 

you might as well go home for you have defeated yourself long before your opponent 

gets a chance to do so.  Most of us know this to be true in athletics, but seem to be 

unaware that this is also true in academics. 

 

One hundred twenty-six different studies of more than 36,000 people have found that the 

greater the anxiety level, the poorer the academic performance on tests, course grade 

point averages or achievement tests.  Consider the experiment in which a group of people 

who were prone to worry were asked to perform a cognitive task and to narrate what they 

were thinking as they did the task.  They reported comments like “I won’t be able to do 

this” and “I’m just not good at this kind of test.”  When comparison groups of 

nonworriers were asked to worry for 15 minutes by repeating similar lines before doing 

the same task, their performance on the task decreased greatly.  When the worriers were 
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given a 15 minute relaxation session to reduce their anxiety, their performance on the 

task increased greatly. 

 

The best mental state for learning or problem solving then is one of relaxed alertness 

with a positive emotional base.   

 

Creating a Positive Emotional State 
 

(1) The Power of Self-Talk 

 

We all have an inner voice narrating a continuous commentary on our actions.  “I’m not 

smart enough to do this.”    “O.K., I can do this as long as I take it one step at a time.”  

This is called self-talk and as the previously discussed experiment demonstrates, if self-

talk is negative, then performance is far from optimum.  An entire field of psychology, 

called cognitive or rational-emotional therapy, has grown out of the simple idea that our 

thoughts and attitudes about external events rather than the events themselves create our 

emotional state.  Consider the case of someone complimenting you.  If you think that the 

person is only saying that because they want something from you, then you might feel 

annoyed.  If you think the person is saying it because you are such a pathetic person and 

that they are only trying to cheer you up, then you will feel sad.  If you think that the 

person is saying it because you deserve the compliment, then you feel happy.  Notice that 

it is the lens of your thoughts and attitudes through which you view the comment that 

determines your emotional state.  It was not the event but the dialogue you wrote around 

the event that made you feel what you did.  Self-talk often represents thinking that is not 

true or is twisted in some way.  Psychologist Dr. David D. Burns points out 10 common 

forms of twisted thinking that lead to negative emotional states. 

 
1) All or nothing thinking 

You see things as being either black or white with no shades of gray.  If a 

situation falls short of perfection, then you see it as a failure. 
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Ex:  I got a “C” on that last quiz.  That’s it, I have blown it.  No use in trying now. 

       I just had a handful of M&M candies.  I have ruined the entire last 3 weeks of  

       dieting.  I might as well eat the whole bag now. 

Emotional results: depression, regret, resigned defeat, anxiety  

Behavioral result: giving up or reduced abilities to succeed 

 

2) Overgeneralization 

You see a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat by using such 

words as “always” or “never” when think about it. 

Ex:  I always do badly on science tests. 

       I‘ll never get this right. 

       Every time I study hard for a test, I do poorly.  

Emotional result: depression, feeling overwhelmed, anger, fear, anxiety   

Behavioral result: inability to see a larger problem in terms of  

                             solvable smaller parts and so giving up or  

                             having reduced abilities to succeed 

 

3) Mental filter 

You pick out a single negative detail to exclusively dwell on, ignoring all that is 

positive.   

Ex:  After getting an “A” on a test; “I can’t believe that I missed those 3 

       questions.  What is wrong with me? I am so dumb.” 

       After getting a lab report back with several complimentary remarks written 

       throughout it, all you can do is be upset over a comment that says one section 

       needs more explanation. 

Emotional results: depression, feelings of inadequacy 

Behavioral results: discontinuing attempts to succeed or reduced abilities to  

                               succeed 

 

4) Discounting the positive 

You reject positive experiences by thinking that they don’t count because it 

wasn’t good enough or that anyone could have done just as well. 

Ex:  After studying and working hard to bring up a grade, you say that the  

        material just got easier. 

Emotional results: depression, feelings of inadequacy 

Behavioral results: discontinuing attempts to succeed or reduced abilities to 

                               succeed 

        

5) Jumping to conclusions 

You interpret things negatively when there are no facts to support that view. 

Mind reading:   Without checking, you arbitrarily conclude that someone is  

                          reacting negatively to you. 

Ex:                    The teacher always calls on me because they don’t like me and  

  thinks that I don’t know the answers. 

Fortune telling: You predict that things will turn out badly. 

Ex:                     Before a test, “I’m going to flunk this test, I just know it.”  

Emotional results: depression, anger, fear, anxiety 
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Behavioral results: self-doubts that result in discontinued attempts to succeed or 

                               reduced abilities to succeed 

               

6) Magnification or minimization 

You exaggerate the importance of your problems and shortcomings and or you 

minimize the importance of your desirable qualities. 

Ex:  A student thinking about an upcoming quiz thinks, “If I don’t get a good  

        grade on this quiz, my parents will kill me.” 

       A student thinks, “If I don’t get a good grade in this class I’ll never get into 

       college.” 

Emotional results: depression, anxiety 

Behavioral results: reduced abilities to succeed 

 

7) Emotional reasoning 

You assume that your emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are.   

Ex:  I don’t feel like studying right now.  I guess I’m not a very good student. 

        I don’t like this class and so I will never be any good at it.  

        I don’t like him/her.  They must not be a very nice person. 

        I hate this.  It’s stupid and I’ll never need it. 

Emotional results: perpetuation of negative feelings by creating facts to justify the    

                              feeling 

Behavioral result: continuation of negative emotional state results in discontinued  

                             attempts to succeed or reduced abilities to succeed 

 

8) Should statements 

Watch out for the terms: “should, must, and have to,” when used in certain 

contexts.  If you use the terms to describe someone else, you are not focusing on 

what you can do to change a situation.  You cannot control others, only yourself.  

So don’t waste your time and emotional energy thinking that someone else 

“should, must, etc.”  If you use the terms to describe your behavior in the past 

without thinking about how you need to change your behavior in the future, then 

again you waste your time and beat yourself mentally needlessly.  When these 

terms are used in the context of setting reasonable goals, they serve as appropriate 

guides.  But when these terms are used in the context of setting unreasonable 

goals they generate needless stress. 

Ex:    After studying for a test a student gets a “B” and thinks, “I should have done  

          better,” and gets so disgusted that the student gives up studying for the class.  

          A student thinks, “I must get a 100 % on this next test,” which results  

          in so much self made pressure that it is difficult to concentrate and study for  

          it. 

Emotional results: frustration, guilt when the terms are applied to yourself 

                              frustration, anger when the terms are applied to others 

Behavioral result: reduced ability to succeed  

 

9) Labeling  

Labeling is an extreme form of all-or-nothing thinking.  Instead of focusing on a 

single behavior, you label the source of the behavior, the person.  Labeling is 
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irrational because you are not the same as what you do.  This labeling process 

may be directed at yourself or others. 

Ex:  After not getting the correct answer on a homework problem, you think 

       “I am such an idiot.” 

        After a lab partner ruins the experiment by accidentally dropping it, a student 

        thinks, “You are such a jerk.” 

 

Emotional results: Labeling yourself results in a lack of self-esteem and confidence  

                              which in turn undermines any attempt for success.  This causes 

                              depression, self-anger, or self-pity. 

                              Labeling others undermines your relationship with them and  

                              prevents you from trying to address problems with the  

                              relationship because the label you have given them prevents  

                              you from seeing the possibility of the other individual changing  

                              their behavior.  This in turn causes frustration, anger,  

                              resentment, annoyance, or exasperation 

Behavioral result: discontinuing attempts at success at a task or failure to attempt 

                              to remedy problems in relationships with people 

 

10) Personalization and blame 

Personalization occurs when you hold yourself personally responsible for an 

event that isn’t entirely under your control.   

Ex:  A student, who after an absence due to an illness is having trouble 

        understanding the class discussion in class when they return , thinks, “I  

        deserve to be confused for missing school yesterday.”  

Emotional results: self-anger, self-pity, depression 

Blame occurs when you hold other people or circumstances responsible for your 

problem and you overlook ways in which you might be contributing to your own 

problem.  

Ex:  A student who has poor study habits thinks, “This class is too hard.” 

Emotional results: anger, resentment, indignation 

Behavioral result: inability to see a larger problem in terms of solvable smaller   

                             parts and so gives up 

 

The goal of an examination of our self-talk is not to make us happy all the time.  There 

are many times when negative feelings are healthy and appropriate.  And in those 

situations we must accept those feelings and learn how to cope with them.  Rather, the 

goal here is to recognize those times when our thinking is untrue or twisted and is causing 

a negative emotional state which is interfering with our performance and preventing us 

from obtaining our goals (learning, memory, problem solving, etc).   Once we know what 

we are thinking, then we can change how we feel by changing what we think. 

Dr. Burns also points out several ways to untwist your thinking. 

 

1) Identify the distortion and examine the evidence  

Write down your negative thoughts.   What evidence is there to justify it?   Is one 

of the above 10 cognitive distortions of your thinking occurring?  Counter the 

negative self talk with the facts. 
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Ex:  

All or nothing thinking:  It is not all or nothing.  Some is better than none.  

                                        Just because I got a “D” on the last quiz does not mean  

                                        that I cannot learn the material for the next quiz  or that  

                                        there is no benefit in learning the material for the next  

                                        quiz. 

 

Overgeneralization: The terms always and never seldom apply. 

                                 I don’t always have trouble with science classes. There are in  

                                 fact many parts that are very simple for me. 

 

Mental Filter: I have both good and bad points.  I have successes as well  

                       as failures.  I may have had trouble on this one topic on the test but  

                       I did well on all the other topics.                  

       

Jumping the conclusion: What proof is there to support this idea? As I think about  

                                         it, there is only the feeling.  Maybe my paranoia is   

                                         showing again.  Maybe there is another explanation. 

 

Labeling: We are not labeled by a single act or even a few acts.  I may have  

                made a stupid mistake but I am not stupid as long as I learn from my  

                mistakes. 

 

Emotional Reasoning: Maybe I am doing poorly in this class because I keep  

                                     telling myself that I hate it.  If I try, I not only can succeed  

                                     but I’ll also feel differently about the class.      

       

2) Be your own best friend 

 

Instead of talking to yourself in such a harsh and negative way, consider how you 

would talk to a friend in need of encouragement when faced with a similar 

problem.  Then talk to yourself in the same way. 

 

3) What do I have control over 

  

      Instead of spending your time beating yourself mentally and assuming that the  

      problem is an unchangeable you, or somebody else, consider all the factors that 

      may have contributed to it.  Use your energy and mental focus to find a solution  

      to the problem instead of wasting it on blame or guilt.   Consider how much of the  

      problem you had control over and how you could do things differently next time.   

      And remember, that if you are doing the best you can do under the given  

      circumstances, then that is simply the best you can do. 

 

4) Cost-Benefit Analysis 

 

List the advantages and disadvantages of a feeling (like being nervous about 

tests), a thought (like “No matter how hard I try, I always screw these problems 
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up”), or a behavior pattern (like watching your favorite T.V. show instead of 

studying for the upcoming quiz).  If there are no advantages or if the 

disadvantages outweigh the advantages, then it is time to change our thinking to 

more beneficial ones. 

 

(2) The Power of Visualizations 

 

Being able to eliminate thoughts that cause negative feelings is one thing but being able 

to summon a positive emotional frame of mind is another.  If it is true that negative 

thoughts and images create negative emotional states in us, then certain other thoughts 

and images can create positive emotional states.   

 

An experiment:  Remember a time when you were angry at someone.  Recall as many of 

the details as you can.  What were you doing, hearing, seeing, and saying to yourself?  

What did your body feel like?  Stop reading now for a few minutes and dwell on the 

details and recall the experience on all sensory levels before going on to the next 

paragraph.   

 

How do you feel now?  If you are like most people, you will physically feel some of the 

symptoms of anger.  Did you tense some muscles, perhaps your shoulders or jaws? 

Is your heart beating a little faster?  If nothing else, aren’t you feeling angry again?  In 

fact, even if you don’t think you have felt anything physically, but are feeling angry, then 

you have had a physical sensation because emotion is the mind’s way of perceiving a 

certain set of physiological conditions, in this case, the body’s readiness to bash someone 

in the head. 

 

Just as you summoned the feeling of anger with that memory, you can summon a positive 

emotional state with a carefully chosen memory.  In order to summon a positive and 

resourceful frame of mind try the following approach recommended by the educational 

researcher Colin Rose.   

 

Step 1   Recall a moment of success.  A moment when you tried a difficult task and 

everything clicked.  It could be a moment in which you had a flash of insight into a 

problem, a moment in which you got an “A” on a paper or exam or it could be an 

outstanding performance in a sporting event.   

 

Step 2   Next, focus on the details of the memory.  What were you doing?  What were 

you hearing?  What did you smell?  What did you see?  What were other people saying to 

you?  What were saying to yourself?  What did your body feel like?  What emotions did 

you feel?   Be sure to experience the memory again from your original point of view and 

not from the distant and detached point of view of a spectator.  This is essential to 

recreating the feeling of the moment.   

 

Step 3   Think of a word or short phrase that sums up the original experience and the 

feelings that it invokes.  This word or short phrase becomes your cue word. 
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Step 4   Sit up straight, pull your shoulders back and take a deep breath.  Feelings are 

reflected in body posture and interestingly enough changing posture can change feelings.  

(Note: an interesting side experiment sometime is to hang your head down, roll your 

shoulders forward and slump forward somewhat for several minutes and notice the 

change in how you feel.)  The deep breath is something we automatically do at peak 

moments. 

 

Step 5   Clench your fist, which is a natural thing to do when you feel powerful. 

 

Step 6   Now intensify your memory of the original experience and revel in the powerful 

feeling.   Repeat your cue word to yourself periodically as you enjoy the feeling of the 

memory. 

 

Step 7   Unclench your fist and slowly open your eyes. 

 

Repeat this sequence of steps several times a day over the course of several days.  The 

more often you repeat this sequence, the stronger the stimulus-response conditioning will 

be.  The association that grows over time between the sequence cues (of a deep breath, 

clenched fists, mental image, and cue word) and the desired feeling allows you to 

summon the feeling at any time by using the sequence cues.  Then whenever you want or 

need to, you can take a deep breath, picture the scene, clench your fist, say your cue word 

or phrase and the positive emotional state of feeling competent and confident will return.  

This sequence is especially useful right before a study session or a test. 

 

(3) The Power of the Body 

 

We are all aware that a stress perceived by the mind can result in physical symptoms such 

as tense muscles, muscle pain, rapid heart rate, high blood pressure, headaches, and rapid 

shallow breathing.  That the state of the mind, it emotions and thoughts, can determine 

the state of the body is fact proven both by common experience and experimentation.  

But many fail to realize that the interplay between mind and body is a two-way feedback 

loop.  Consequently, the condition of the body can also determine the state of the mind.  

In other words, by controlling something as simple as the way you breathe or the 

adjusting the tension of your muscles you can alter your emotional state.   

 

(a) Tense to Relax 

 

Emotional states are not just states of the mind; they are in fact physical states of the 

body.  Very often negative emotions manifest themselves in the body as muscular 

tension.  While obviously we are aware mentally of the emotions we are experiencing, we 

most often are unaware of the tension in our bodies.  In fact people with muscular tension 

are often completely unaware of it until they notice that they have a tender spot that is the 

result of the tension.  It is an interesting and curious fact that muscles in the human body 

relax most completely after they have been tensed.  The following sequence can then be 

used to release muscular tension in the body and at the same time release the negative 

emotional state of our mind. 
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(1) Take two slow, deep breaths through you nose that result in the expansion of your 

abdomen. 

(2) After the third inhalation through your nose, tense all the muscles in your right 

arm from your shoulder all to your hand and hold it tightly for 2 to 3 seconds. 

(3) As you exhale through your nose on the third breath, relax your arm and let it 

hang limply. 

(4) Repeat the above 3 steps with your other arm, each leg, and then your entire 

body. 

(5) As you practice this it is useful either repeat a relaxing phrase over and over or to 

develop a relaxing visualization. 

Example of a phrase: “I am calm and relaxed.”  “I have the ability to confidently 

deal with the challenges of my life.”  “Everything will be O.K., I can make it so.”   

Example of a visualization:  As you are inhaling and tensing your muscles, close 

your eyes and visualize a healing warm white light entering through your nose, 

filling your chest and then the portion of your body that are tensing.  Then on the 

exhalation, visualize a black light that is the essence of all the negative emotions 

moving from the now relaxed body part through your lungs and finally then out 

your nose.  Repeat this visualization with each body part tensed and relaxed. 

 

Note: After practicing this focus on the feeling of relaxation that you have in your 

body and remind yourself that you are capable of feeling this kind of relaxation at 

any time in your life.  Learn to be sensitive to any tension in your body at 

different times each day in a variety of activities.  When you feel the tension 

begin, tense the body part and take a deep inhalation being sure to expand the 

abdomen and then exhaling as you relax it. 

 

(b) Breathing to Relax 

      Take a slow deep breath through your nose almost as if your stomach were a balloon  

      that you were inflating.  If done properly the chest moves very little, but the stomach  

      expands outward.  Most people do a shallow form of breathing that is called chest  

      breathing, which involves only movement of the chest.  Consequently, when first  

      learning this breathing technique it is useful to place your hands on your stomach so  

      that you can feel the expansion of your stomach on the inhalation and the contraction  

      of your stomach on the exhalation.  Once you have the feel of abdominal breathing,  

      as it is called, then you do not need to keep your hands on your stomach. Be sure that  

      you remain relaxed and that the breathing is not forced or strained.  Abdominal  

      breathing is the natural breathing style of a relaxed system.  Chest breathing may the  

      more common style of breathing but it is the breathing style of system under stress.  

      Make sure your breathing is slow, deep and rhythmic.  While breathing, focus your  

      attention on the sensation of the air flowing into and out of your nose and lungs and  

      the rise and fall of your stomach with each breath.  Practice this breathing style for  

      several minutes at a time, several times during the day .  During your daily activities  

      learn to be more aware of your breathing style.  When things start to get stressful you  

      will notice that you have slipped into shallow and rapid chest breathing.  When you 

      become aware of this happening, focus on making your breathing slower, deeper and 

      more rhythmic. Focus on making your abdomen slowly rise and fall.  This will then 

      trigger a relaxation response. 


