
Market Basket, Mnemonics,  
and Misplaced Glasses 
By Maeve Lobo, LICSW 

 
Most of us have had the experience of walking 
into a room only to wonder why we went there 
in the first place. The good news is that 
occasional forgetfulness is a normal part of life. 
The Centre for Teaching and Learning at 
Stanford University offers students a variety of 
techniques to improve working memory. 
Although these strategies are aimed at college 
students, they are just as useful for the rest of us. 
 
Working memory is the brain's mental notepad. 
It helps us remember a phone number long 
enough to dial it, follow a recipe, keep track of a 
conversation, or connect new information with 
what we already know. 
 
Mnemonics 
Mnemonics are memory aids that help us 
remember information through association. The 
technique is often traced to the Greek poet 
Simonides in the fifth century BC. Although the 
practice declined after the invention of the 
printing press, it later found enthusiastic 
supporters in the Church. St. Thomas Aquinas 
encouraged the use of memory techniques to 
help students recall theological concepts and 
biblical history. Two centuries later, St. Ignatius 
of Loyola incorporated visualization and memory 
exercises into the spiritual practices of the 
Society of Jesus. 
 
A mnemonic can be as simple as a rhyme, an 
acronym, or a silly phrase. The stranger the 
association, the better. Our brains seem to have 
a particular fondness for the unusual. If a 
memory trick makes you laugh, there is a good 
chance you will remember it. 

The Memory Palace 
The Memory Palace—also known as the 
Method of Loci—is one of the oldest memory 
techniques in the world. Imagine placing 
items you want to remember in familiar 
locations throughout your home. Perhaps 
your grocery list begins with bananas 
balanced on the sofa, milk sitting in the 
hallway, and bread resting in the bathtub. 
When it comes time to shop, you simply take 
a mental stroll through the house. You can 
also use familiar places such as the aisles of 
Market Basket, your morning walking route, or 
the rooms of your childhood home. Engaging 
the visual part of your memory will help retain 
information.  

 
Mind Mapping 
Our brains are remarkably good at processing 
visual information. Mind maps and concept 
maps allow us to organize information into 
diagrams, flowcharts, or webs of connected 
ideas. They were popularized by British 
psychologist, Tony Buzan, who had a dislike 
for linear note taking.   
 
These tools are useful for planning a project, 
organizing a trip, preparing a presentation, or 
simply untangling a complicated to-do list. 
Sometimes seeing information on paper 
makes it far less intimidating. 
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Chunking 
Chunking involves breaking large amounts of 
information into smaller groups.     
We use this technique every day when 
remembering telephone numbers. It is much 
easier to remember 781 275 8700 than a string 
of ten unrelated digits. The same principle 
works for shopping lists, appointments, and 
tasks. Grouping similar items together reduces 
mental clutter and makes recall easier. 
 
Write It Down 
Sometimes the most effective memory 
strategy is also the simplest: write things down. 
A notebook, wall calendar, diary, reminder app, 
or digital calendar can serve as an external 
memory system. Voice assistants such as Alexa 
are also happy to help. 
The important thing is to 
use a system consistently 
and check it regularly. 
 
Keep a Journal 
Maintaining a daily 
journal helps capture events, conversations, 
and reflections before they slip away. The act 
of writing engages multiple parts of the brain 
and reinforces memory through repetition. As 
an added benefit, journals often become 
treasured records of ordinary days that later 
prove to be anything but ordinary. 
 

Repetition 
Many of us learned 
multiplication tables, spelling 
words, and prayers through 
repetition. The principle remains 
effective throughout life. 
Whether you are learning 

names, remembering appointments, or 
mastering a new skill, repetition strengthens 
the pathways that help information move into 
long-term memory. 
 

No memory strategy can replace good health 
habits. Regular exercise, quality sleep, stress 
management, and staying socially engaged all 
support brain health. Fortunately, some of the 
best activities for memory are also among the 
most enjoyable: taking a walk, sharing a meal 
with friends, learning something new, or 
having a hearty laugh. 
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Memory is a skill that can be strengthened and 
supported throughout life. Experiment with different 
strategies and discover what works best for you.  
 
 
https://ctl.stanford.edu/students/strategies-improving-
working-memory 
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/2405298/ 
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Carleton Willard Clinic Hours 
 

Monday—Friday  Saturday 
8:30—12:30   9:00—12:00 
1:15—4:30  
 

Please call and make  
an appointment.  
 

781-276-1905 or  
781-275-8700, Ext. 1380. 

Forgetfulness   
by Billy Collins  

 
The name of the author is the first to go  
followed obediently by the title, the plot,  
the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel  
which suddenly becomes one you have never read,  
never even heard of,  
 
as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor  
decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain,  
to a little fishing village where there are no phones.  
 
Long ago you kissed the names of the nine Muses goodbye  
and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag,  
and even now as you memorize the order of the planets,  
 
something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps,  
the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay.  
 
Whatever it is you are struggling to remember,  
it is not poised on the tip of your tongue,  
not even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen.  
 
It has floated away down a dark mythological river  
whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall,  
well on your own way to oblivion where you will join those  
who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride       
a bicycle.  
 
No wonder you rise in the middle of the night  
to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war.  
No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted  
out of a love poem that you used to know by heart. 
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