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Many of us have sat through Bible classes (or sermons) trying to absorb what is being said, only later to be unable to recall very much if any of what was presented.  As students we bear the responsibility to listen and apply what was taught.   “But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own selves.” James 1:22 (KJV) As teachers we carry a tremendous responsibility to present God’s word in ways that our students learn and grow spiritually by applying God’s word in their lives.  It is therefore important to remember that the way in which we present information strongly influences the way in which an audience recalls and applies what was presented.  

My purpose in this article is to provide you with some ideas to help you, the teacher, in this effort.  We will briefly look at how we gain information during lessons, and how information can be presented in ways that helps us store it for easier recall. 

How information is absorbed and recalled

· We tend to remember information most effectively that is presented at the beginning and end of a class.  Material presented in the middle, particularly in long presentations, can easily be lost and thus not recalled. 

· Our minds categorize information in either long term or short-term memory.  Therefore, the longer a presentation lasts the more easily it is for the audience's concentration to begin to wander and allow distractions to creep in.  When this happens, our minds become saturated with facts that we have not had an opportunity to fit into any framework.  Thus, unstructured facts may displace other unstructured facts, resulting in confusion and inability to recall the information.  Simply put, what we hear is replaced with other information. 

· Help students move the information from short-term memory to long-term memory by relating facts and concepts to other facts and concepts, and show their relevancy to each other and to the student’s lives.  This helps us internalize and take ownership of the information.   It further helps us establish neural links that make recall easier and retention last longer.  Linked information is better remembered than information that stands alone.  Isn’t it amazing how wonderfully God has made us?   “I will praise thee; for I am fearfully and wonderfully made: marvelous are thy works; and that my soul knoweth right well.”  (Psalms 139:14 KJV).

· Recall of material is often greatest not during a period of instruction, but shortly (within 10 minutes) after a presentation has concluded.  The students have had time to move the information from short-term to long-term memory.  However, unless information is reviewed regularly or applied directly in our lives, recall of facts declines quickly, so that after a relatively short time, only a tiny percentage of the information may be remembered. 

· Even very quick reviews of information can be extremely effective in the presentation of a topic, as they keep the overall framework into which information is to be fitted fresh and alive.  This is best accomplished immediately at the conclusion of a presentation by summarizing main points.

· Information is most effectively remembered when as many of our senses are involved in the class.  The senses serve to reinforce each other, especially with complex ideas and concepts.  Pictures, words on a slide, verbal explanations, or concrete examples aid in our recall. 

Designing a presentation for greatest learning

· A wise person once said, “The mind can only absorb what the seat an endure.”  With this in mind, try to time your presentations so as to not exceed 45 to 50 minutes in length before allowing a break.  This break serves as an opportunity for students to reflect and discuss what was presented during the previous period.  Further, it allows students that might not have had a chance or desire to ask a question in class to approach you with their inquiry.  However, too much of a good thing might be ineffective.  Try not to shorten the presentation to less than 20 minutes.  This simply does not present sufficient time for our minds to process and catalogue the material effectively. 

· Take advantage of the awareness of higher retention at the beginning and end of presentations by using overviews and summaries.  If transitioning during the lesson from one complex concept to another, use interim summaries and reviews to reinforce the information.   You may want to ask general questions about the topic so as to reinforce the information in the one that answers and those that hear it again.  However, a point to remember is to clearly state the correct response in the event an erroneous one is given.

· If the session is part of a series of other presentations, spend a few moments at the start to show how this topic fits in with other sessions, both those preceding and those following.  This helps bring together information from previous sessions from which students can build upon.   It further establishes the foundation for later materials.

· Encourage participants to review and study further the information on their own time.  This further assists with the internalization process. 

It is not enough to stand in front of a class and wax long and eloquently with the belief that our students will become brilliant watching us become brilliant.  This simply is not as effective as we would desire it to be.  By incorporating a variety of presentation styles and engaging our students mentally and physically in the learning process, we will go far in helping them internalize the information and grow spiritually from the experience.  We see our Lord, the master teacher, using lectures (Sermon on the Mount; Matthew 5 - 7), small group guided discussions (speaking with his disciples; Matthew 18), and one-on-one conversations (Nichodemus; John 3).  We should follow our Lord’s lead as we bring them to the feet of the Master.
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