Using Recency for Effective Learning
When you approach learning, apply the principle of Recency by doing the following:




Review frequently.
Summarize to help fix the material you learned in your mind.
Restate, repeat, and reemphasize. (2)

The sequence of learning matters. We can maximize the retention of the information in a lesson by being aware and
using the ideal times – the beginning and end of the lesson. “Use Primacy by doing research as soon as you discover an
area where learning must take place. Then reinforce what you have learned by applying as soon as possible after the
learning session.”(2)
1) Begin by diving directly into teaching important content.
2) After 20 minutes or so, take a brief break, stand up and stretch, and then review information or study the “why”
behind what you have learned.
3) Finally, transition back into important content for the last part of you study session. (7)
We also need to understand retention as it is applicable to both the Primacy and Recency effects. Essentially, retention
is the goal of a learning episode. We want to internalize the information so it can used after the learning episode is
complete. We need to maximize our retention of information by being aware of the ideal timing of new information
presented during a learning episode or lesson. (9)
If we read a long list of words, we are more likely to remember words at the beginning and end of the list than those in
the middle. Additionally, taking both the Primacy and Recency effect into consideration, we can predict the items most
likely to be remembered in a learning session.
Given a list of items to remember, we will tend to remember the last few things more than those things in the middle
(serial position effect). (3) We also tend to assume that items at the end of the list are of greater importance or
significance.
Another thing to consider when discussing Recency is that the further removed you are form the learning session, the
more difficult it is to remember what was learned. The sooner you use what is learned, the more likely you are to use it
successfully. It is important to make application of what you have learned as quickly as possible. If this is not feasible,
share what you have learned with someone else to add retention of new information.
Tips to get the most from recency and primacy:







Teach and/or learn new material first.
New information and closure are best presented during the prime-time periods.
Practice (labs/activity) is appropriate for the down-time segment
Lessons divided into 20 minute segments are more productive than one continuous lesson (6)
Do not dwell on what you do not know, but dwell instead on what you have learned.
Make sure you begin and end your study session with the most important information

Summary
The Primacy/Recency Effect is the observation that information presented at the beginning (Primacy) and end (Recency)
of a learning episode tends to be retained better than information presented in the middle.
“The phenomenon is said to be due to the fact that the short term memory at the beginning of whatever sequence of
events is being presented, is far less ‘crowded’ and that since there are far fewer items being processed in the brain at
the time when presented than later, there is more time for rehearsal of the stimuli which can cause them to be
‘transferred’ to the long term memory for longer storage.” (3)

It is interesting that the information we remember least is what is in the middle. Many times, when we approach a
subject, the first part of our learning is relatively short, as is the end. The major portion of our learning is scheduled for
the middle of a session – the part where we remember the least.
For learning to be effective, we must plan our learning so that the majority of information is chunked. Broken into
smaller pieces at the beginning and end of the learning session. Taking advantage of both the Primacy and the Recency
Effects. The middle should be used for reviewing and restating.
Understanding the Primacy and Recency effects help us not only in learning, but in understanding why we respond to
certain situations as we do. Some interesting applications of the Recency theory are:





Advertisers use Recency to make sure the first and last portions of their promotions create a desire to purchase
Lawyers will call their strongest witnesses either first or last. (3)
Speakers at conferences are scheduled with the strongest first and last.
Teachers use Recency to determine the sequence of lectures within a course of instruction. (2)

“If you want something to stand out in a person’s mind, use it at the end of a conversation, a written list, etc. Don’t let it
get lost in the middle. Repeat the message after a while, still with the key items at the end.” (10)
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