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Mnemonics are memory tricks, used for remembering a large amount of information in a short
time.  Basically, they involve making memorable and unusual associations between items. The more
unusual, dynamic, and visual the association, the better you will remember it.  Here are some methods
for remembering people’s names.   

Memorize names by association of the face with a picture of something that sounds similar to
the person’s name.  E.g., You could remember meeting Mr. Cowan by associating him or his face
with a cow (don’t tell people what kind of association you used to remember their names in such
cases!)  You could remember meeting a person named Taka by associating him with something you
know, like taco.  Imagine that Taka looks like a taco somehow, or that he’s hungrily devouring a
taco, or is making a taco enthusiastically like a serious cook;  the more active the mental picture is,
the easier it is to remember.  And in many cases, people have names that are similar to other more
familiar words, so you can associate the name, the word it reminds you of, and their face in a creative
and memorable way.

If a person has a common name, you can associate him/her with a famous person who shares the
same name.  For example, if you meet Jimmy, you can associate him and his face with former
President Jimmy Carter.  Imagine that he looks or acts like Jimmy Carter in some creative and
memorable way; in your imagination, exaggerate his appearance to make him look like Carter, or
imagine him acting like Carter acted.  

Next you can associate other information with that person, like their field of study or occupation.
If you meet Mr. Bill Antwerp, who is a computer engineer, imagine that he looks or acts like Bill
Clinton and like a giant ant (or Bill Clinton holding a giant ant), who at the same time is constructing
a computer.  The stranger your visual image is, the easier it is to remember.

Directions for group activity.
The leader informs the group that they will have to learn everyone else’s name and major.  The

leader first models the process by pointing out a group member.  The leader asks the person (the
“model”) his/her name, and invites the group to come up with ideas for memory tricks.  Let’s say 
the model identifies herself as Carrie Harper.  You ask the whole group how they might use their
imagination to remember her first name.  Someone replies, “Imagine that she’s carrying something”.
You reply, “Okay, what’s she carrying?  Something to remind you of her last name?”  Someone
should say, “She’s carrying a harp”.  That’s a good memory trick for remembering her name.  Then
ask her what she studies.  Let’s say she says clinical psychology.  Ask the group how to build on the
image to remember what she studies – e.g., she’s carrying a big harp (emphasize that exaggerating
the image works better), and she’s listening to a patient on a couch, using the harp for the therapy.



After demonstrating the techniques on a couple of people, tell the group members that they will
have to use these memory tricks to learn everyone’s name and major.  

First, go around and have each person introduce him/herself, including major and other important
information.  Ask others to pay attention, since they will have to memorize the info.  Then split
people into smaller groups of about three people to come up with memory tricks for learning
everyone’s info in the whole group.  At this time, they may ask others again to repeat their
information.  Then reconvene the whole group, where individuals will have to recite what they have
memorized.  Ask for volunteers or randomly call on people to recall everyone’s information without
looking at notes; to make this harder, make them do so closing their eyes.  This is like a contest to
see who does best at using imagination to remember personal info, and you can give some kind of
reward if you like to the best memorizer.  

Hint: Learn new words by associating them with words that you already know in English, in your
own language, or in languages that you know well.  For example, I learned the Hebrew word šulc 1han
for ‘table’ by thinking of the German Schule ‘school’ and Hahn ‘rooster’, and thinking of a rooster
on top of a school table.  


