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Make It Stick

Make it stick—a phrase that resonates across classrooms, boardrooms, and personal
development workshops alike. Whether you're trying to memorize a complex concept,
adopt a new habit, or ensure your message leaves a lasting impact, the idea of making
something stick is central to effective learning and communication. But what exactly
makes information, behaviors, or ideas stick in our minds? And how can you harness
proven strategies to improve retention and influence lasting change? In this
comprehensive guide, we'll explore the science behind memory and learning, practical
techniques to make information stick, and tips to enhance your communication skills for
maximum impact.

The Science Behind Making Things Stick

Understanding how memory works is foundational to mastering the art of making
information stick. Our brains are remarkably adept at filtering, storing, and retrieving
data, but certain factors influence how well something is retained over time.

Memory Formation and Retention

Memory formation involves three key stages:

Encoding: The process of perceiving and transforming information into a form that1.
can be stored in the brain. Effective encoding depends on attention and meaningful
processing.
Storage: The maintenance of encoded information over time, involving neural2.
networks that strengthen with repeated exposure.
Retrieval: Accessing stored information when needed. The ease of retrieval3.
influences how well something is remembered.

Factors such as repetition, emotional significance, and contextual cues enhance each
stage, making it more likely that the information will "stick."

The Forgetting Curve and Spaced Repetition

The "forgetting curve," first described by Hermann Ebbinghaus, illustrates how
information is lost over time if not reinforced. To combat this natural decline: - Regular
review sessions help reinforce neural pathways. - Spaced repetition—reviewing
information at increasing intervals—has been proven to dramatically improve long-term
retention. - Active recall, or testing oneself, strengthens memory more effectively than
passive review.



Techniques to Make Information Stick

Applying scientifically-backed methods can significantly boost your ability to remember
and internalize information. Here are some of the most effective strategies:

1. Use the Power of Association

Connecting new information to existing knowledge creates mental links that enhance
recall.

Create analogies or metaphors that relate unfamiliar concepts to familiar ones.1.
Use mnemonic devices, such as acronyms or visual associations, to encode data more2.
vividly.

2. Practice Active Learning

Passive reading or listening often leads to superficial understanding. Engage more
deeply through:

Self-testing: Regularly quiz yourself on the material.1.
Teaching others: Explaining concepts aloud helps clarify understanding and solidify2.
memory.
Applying knowledge practically: Use real-world scenarios or problems to reinforce3.
learning.

3. Implement Spaced Repetition

Schedule reviews of the material over increasing intervals—say after 1 day, 3 days, a
week, and a month—to reinforce retention. Tools like flashcards or apps such as Anki
can automate this process.

4. Use Multisensory Techniques

Engaging multiple senses can make information more memorable.

Visual aids: Diagrams, charts, and images.1.
Auditory cues: Reading aloud or listening to recordings.2.
Kinesthetic activities: Writing notes by hand or performing related actions.3.

5. Chunking and Organization

Break down complex information into manageable chunks or categories.

Group related items together to reduce cognitive load.1.
Create outlines or mind maps to visualize relationships.2.
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Enhancing Communication for Lasting Impact

Making information stick isn't solely about personal memory; it also involves how
effectively you communicate ideas to others. Whether you're delivering a presentation,
teaching a class, or persuading a team, your message must resonate.

Principles of Effective Communication

To ensure your message endures:

Clarity: Use simple, precise language.1.
Relevance: Tailor your message to your audience's interests and needs.2.
Storytelling: Incorporate narratives or anecdotes to create emotional connections.3.
Repetition: Reinforce key points through summaries or reiterations.4.
Visual Support: Use visuals to complement and reinforce spoken words.5.

The Role of Emotional Engagement

Emotion plays a crucial role in memory formation. Content that evokes strong feelings is
more likely to be remembered. Techniques include: - Sharing personal stories related to
the message. - Using humor or surprises to capture attention. - Connecting messages to
core values or beliefs.

Practical Tips to Make It Stick in Daily Life

Applying these principles can help you improve retention and influence others more
effectively. Here are some actionable tips:

Set Clear Goals: Know what you want to remember or communicate.1.
Use Visualization: Create mental images associated with key points.2.
Write It Down: Taking notes enhances encoding and provides a reference.3.
Teach Others: Sharing knowledge is one of the most effective ways to reinforce4.
learning.
Stay Consistent: Regular practice and review prevent forgetting.5.
Manage Distractions: Focused attention during learning makes information more6.
durable.
Leverage Technology: Use apps and digital tools designed to facilitate spaced7.
repetition and active recall.

Overcoming Common Challenges

Despite best efforts, you may encounter obstacles in making things stick. Common
challenges include:



Lack of Motivation

- Connect learning to personal goals or interests. - Reward progress to stay motivated.

Information Overload

- Prioritize key concepts. - Break down complex topics into smaller parts.

Memory Decay

- Use consistent review schedules. - Incorporate varied learning methods to keep
engagement high.

Conclusion: Mastering the Art of Making It Stick

The ability to remember, learn, and communicate effectively is a skill that can be
cultivated with intentional strategies grounded in cognitive science. By understanding
how memory works and applying techniques such as association, active learning, spaced
repetition, and multisensory engagement, you can significantly improve your retention.
Moreover, honing your communication skills ensures that your ideas resonate and leave
a lasting impression on others. Whether you're a student aiming for academic success, a
professional looking to influence teams, or someone committed to personal growth,
mastering the art of making things stick is a powerful tool on your journey to success.
Embrace these methods, stay consistent, and watch as your ability to remember and
inspire transforms over time.

Make It Stick: The Science of Successful Learning
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Introduction

In the age of information overload and rapid technological advancement, effective
learning has become more crucial than ever. Despite the plethora of study techniques
and educational tools available, many individuals find themselves frustrated by
forgetting material quickly or struggling to retain complex concepts. Make It Stick: The
Science of Successful Learning, authored by Peter C. Brown, Henry L. Roediger III, and
Mark A. McDaniel, offers a transformative approach rooted in cognitive psychology and
educational research. This book challenges conventional wisdom about learning and
provides evidence-based strategies to help learners of all ages improve retention,
comprehension, and long-term mastery of knowledge.

This review delves into the core principles of Make It Stick, explores its practical
applications, and highlights why it stands out as a must-read for students, educators,
and lifelong learners alike.

The Central Premise: Rethinking How We Learn

Traditional methods of studying—such as passive rereading, highlighting, and massed
practice (cramming)—are often ineffective because they create illusions of mastery.
Make It Stick emphasizes that true learning involves effortful retrieval, spaced
repetition, and varied practice, which actively engage the brain and strengthen neural
pathways.

The authors argue that learning should be viewed as a process of "desirable
difficulties"—strategies that feel effortful but enhance retention in the long run. The
book synthesizes decades of research into practical advice, shifting the focus from
superficial familiarity to durable understanding.

Key Principles of Effective Learning

Retrieval Practice: The Power of Testing1.

Retrieval practice involves actively recalling information from memory rather than
passively reviewing material. It might seem counterintuitive, but testing oneself is one of
the most effective ways to reinforce learning.

Why it works:1.
Strengthens memory traces2.
Identifies gaps in knowledge3.
Enhances ability to transfer knowledge to new contexts4.

Practical tips:1.
Use flashcards with questions on one side and answers on the other2.
Practice free recall by summarizing concepts without looking at notes3.
Take practice exams under test conditions4.
Incorporate self-quizzing into study routines regularly5.



Spaced Repetition: Learning Over Time1.

Spacing out study sessions over days or weeks—rather than cramming—improves long-
term retention.

Why it works:1.
Counteracts forgetting curves2.
Promotes encoding of information into durable memory3.
Reinforces learning through multiple retrievals over time4.

Implementation strategies:1.
Schedule review sessions at increasing intervals (e.g., after 1 day, 1 week, 1 month)2.
Use spaced repetition software (e.g., Anki, SuperMemo)3.
Break complex topics into smaller segments and revisit them periodically4.

Interleaving Practice: Mixing It Up1.

Instead of practicing one type of problem repeatedly (blocked practice), interleaving
involves alternating between different topics or problem types during study sessions.

Why it works:1.
Mimics real-world scenarios where problems are diverse2.
Improves discrimination between concepts3.
Enhances problem-solving skills and adaptability4.

How to apply:1.
Mix different subjects or problem types within a single session2.
Switch between related topics instead of focusing on one at a time3.
Use varied practice to deepen understanding4.

Elaboration and Reflection1.

Deep processing of material involves elaborating—explaining concepts in your own
words, creating analogies, or connecting new information to existing knowledge.

Benefits:1.
Facilitates meaningful learning2.
Creates multiple retrieval pathways3.
Encourages critical thinking4.

Strategies:1.
Teach the material to someone else2.
Write summaries and explanations3.
Ask "why" and "how" questions about concepts4.

Embracing Difficulties and Mistakes1.



©
unitedstates.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com

Make It Stick 7

The authors highlight that learners often shy away from challenging tasks, but
embracing difficulty enhances learning.

Desirable difficulties:1.
Make learning more effortful but more durable2.
Encourage adaptation and problem-solving3.

Learning from errors:1.
Mistakes are valuable feedback2.
Analyze errors to understand misconceptions3.
Use errors as a springboard for deeper understanding4.

Avoiding Common Pitfalls1.

Make It Stick also warns against ineffective strategies, such as:

Rereading texts passively1.
Highlighting excessively without engagement2.
Cramming just before exams3.
Relying solely on intuitive feelings of familiarity4.

Recognizing these pitfalls helps learners adopt more effective methods.

Practical Applications in Different Contexts

For Students

Incorporate retrieval practices like flashcards and self-testing into daily routines.1.
Space out study sessions over weeks, not days or hours.2.
Mix different subjects or topics within study blocks.3.
Use elaboration techniques—explain concepts aloud or write summaries.4.
Embrace challenging problems, understanding that struggle leads to mastery.5.

For Educators

Design assessments that encourage retrieval rather than mere recognition.1.
Structure lessons to include spaced review and interleaved topics.2.
Promote active participation and reflection.3.
Provide timely feedback on mistakes to facilitate learning.4.
Foster a classroom environment that values effort and persistence.5.

For Lifelong Learners and Professionals

Apply spaced repetition to skills development, such as language learning or technical1.
training.
Regularly quiz oneself to reinforce knowledge.2.
Use varied practice methods to strengthen skills.3.
Reflect on errors and misconceptions to improve understanding.4.



Recognize that mastery requires sustained effort and strategic practice.5.

The Neuroscience Behind the Strategies

Make It Stick integrates findings from cognitive neuroscience, emphasizing how
memory works and how certain strategies influence neural pathways.

Neural consolidation: Repeated retrieval and spaced practice promote synaptic1.
changes that stabilize memories.
Context-dependent learning: Varied practice helps encode information in multiple2.
contexts, improving transferability.
Effortful learning: Challenges and difficulties activate stronger neural networks,3.
leading to more durable memory traces.

Understanding the brain's mechanisms reinforces the importance of effortful, strategic
learning rather than passive review.

Addressing Common Misconceptions

Many learners hold misconceptions about effective study techniques. Make It Stick
clarifies and debunks several myths:

Myth: Repeating material passively leads to mastery.1.
Fact: Active retrieval and spaced practice are far more effective.2.

Myth: Highlighting or rereading are sufficient.1.
Fact: These strategies create illusions of mastery without promoting durable learning.2.

Myth: Cramming is necessary before exams.1.
Fact: Distributed practice yields better long-term retention.2.

Myth: Learning should feel effortless.1.
Fact: Desirable difficulties, which make learning feel effortful, lead to stronger2.
retention.

By dispelling these myths, the book empowers learners to adopt more effective
strategies.

How Make It Stick Differentiates Itself

Unlike many educational books that focus on motivation or superficial techniques, Make
It Stick delves deeply into cognitive science, providing:

Evidence-based strategies backed by research1.
Practical advice that can be tailored to individual needs2.
Clear explanations of why certain methods work3.
Real-world examples and case studies4.

Its emphasis on scientific rigor makes it a trustworthy guide for improving learning
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outcomes.

Limitations and Criticisms

While highly acclaimed, Make It Stick is not without critique:

Some readers may find the scientific explanations dense or technical.1.
Implementing strategies like spaced repetition requires discipline and planning.2.
The book emphasizes effort and struggle, which might be discouraging for some3.
learners initially.

However, the overall consensus is that the benefits far outweigh these challenges, and
the book offers valuable insights to overcome initial hurdles.

Final Thoughts: Why You Should Read Make It Stick

If you're committed to mastering new skills, retaining knowledge longer, or simply
improving your learning efficiency, Make It Stick provides a compelling roadmap
grounded in science. Its strategies challenge intuitive but ineffective habits,
encouraging learners to adopt more effortful, deliberate, and strategic approaches.

By understanding the science behind effective learning, you can:

Study smarter, not harder1.
Achieve better retention and transfer of knowledge2.
Build confidence in your ability to learn complex material3.
Cultivate lifelong learning habits that adapt to changing demands4.

In a world where information is abundant but true mastery is rare, Make It Stick equips
you with the tools to stand out and succeed.

Conclusion

Make It Stick is more than just a book about study techniques; it is a paradigm shift in
how we understand learning itself. Its insights are applicable across educational levels,
professions, and personal development journeys. By emphasizing active retrieval,
spaced repetition, varied practice, and embracing difficulties, it offers a scientifically
validated framework for deep, durable learning.

Whether you're a student preparing for exams, an educator designing curriculum, or a
lifelong learner seeking growth, integrating the principles of Make It Stick can
transform your approach to acquiring and retaining knowledge. Its message is clear:
effective learning is an active process, one that requires effort, strategy, and
persistence—but the rewards are well worth it.



Questions & Answers About make it stick

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main concept
behind the book 'Make It
Stick'?

The main concept of 'Make It Stick' is that effective
learning involves strategies like retrieval practice,
spaced repetition, and variability, which help
improve long-term retention of knowledge rather
than passive review methods.

2 How can 'Make It Stick'
techniques be applied to
everyday studying?

You can apply 'Make It Stick' techniques by
regularly testing yourself on the material,
spreading out study sessions over time, and varying
your learning methods to deepen understanding
and enhance memory retention.

3 What are common
misconceptions about
learning that 'Make It Stick'
addresses?

One misconception is that rereading and
highlighting are the best ways to learn, whereas
'Make It Stick' emphasizes that active retrieval and
varied practice are more effective for long-term
retention.

4 Are the strategies in 'Make It
Stick' backed by scientific
research?

Yes, the strategies discussed in 'Make It Stick' are
supported by cognitive psychology and
neuroscience research demonstrating their
effectiveness in improving durable learning.

5 Can 'Make It Stick'
techniques be used by
professionals for skill
development?

Absolutely, professionals can use these
techniques—such as deliberate practice and
retrieval—to enhance skill acquisition, problem-
solving, and decision-making in their fields.

6 What is a practical tip from
'Make It Stick' for
overcoming forgetfulness?

A practical tip is to test yourself regularly on the
material rather than just rereading it, which
reinforces memory and counters the tendency to
forget.

learning, memory, retention, study techniques, cognitive science, spaced repetition,
active recall, flashcards, education, knowledge retention
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