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How and Why to Create a Condensed Memory OUTLINE
© Sid Galloway
Objective: To learn why and how to convert notes, chapters, and even books, into a condensed OUTLINE, and then use it to build a comprehensive memory of the content for later recall.
Why? Most people study by scanning over notes or a book and then hoping it will sink into their brain or by cramming intensively the night before a test.  The result is that they learn relatively little and retain even less long term.  Those same people assume that others who make higher grades and remember information years later are always smarter.  I agree that there are a few folks who are uniquely intelligent and can remember vast amounts of information just by listening to a lecture or quickly reading over some material.  But they are rare.  The majority of people who make high grades have learned practical skills that make studying more efficient and effective.
I won’t try to con you.  The best study skills are not fun in the short term.  They involve sacrificing time and investing hard work at first, but down the road efficient study habits can actually reduce the amount of time and effort needed to increase your grades.  The exciting thing is that as you “exercise” your brain’s ability to store information it improves just as physical muscles do.  
For example, not all elderly people are physically weak because of disease and age, but for some it is due to years of very little exercise.  Their muscles and bones have deteriorated due to a lack of use.  Later, they become deceived into believing they can never improve their bodies.  In the same way, too many people believe they cannot enhance their comprehension and memory capabilities, and are “stuck” with unnecessary limitations.  You don’t have to be one of those people.
There are many helpful study skills and tools, but I believe the most beneficial of them all is the skill of converting large amounts of material into a condensed, logically organized OUTLINE.  A document is reduced by using single words, abbreviations, acronyms, and sometimes drawings as memory triggers for future recall.  In this way, large amounts of material can be more quickly memorized, more thoroughly understood, and then retained for a much longer period of time.  This kind of outline is helpful to anyone, regardless of his or her assumed learning style.
HOW to Make Your Outline?  There is no perfect way to convert material into a memorable, condensed outline.  Every person is different, so you should feel free to develop whatever personal variations work best for you.  However, there are some basic elements or principles that can help everyone get started.
1. First, READ the material.  This is the only way to understand the content in the context that the author intended, and recognize the main points.

2. If the material you need to outline is already divided into outline points or bold headings and sub-headings, then you can use those as the main structure of your outline.
3. If the material is not already subdivided, then scan through it and add your own main outline divisions along the way.  (Use the margins if you’re allowed to write on it.)
a. Look for key words or phrases that introduce new and important subjects.
Then mark and write down these as your main points. (I. II. III. IV. V. etc)
b. Next, under each main point look in the paragraphs associated with them for more key words or phrases that could help you remember what that subject is all about.
Mark and write down these as the next level for subdivisions. (A. B. C. D. etc)
c. Continue this process by assigning lower level divisions (1. 2. 3. 4. 5. etc) to further key words that will help you understand and recall the full meaning of the higher level subdivisions you chose for A. B. C. etc).
4. Your first draft of an outline will be longer than you want it to be, since you have not yet learned the material and will probably need to use lots of words, longer phrases, and sentences.  Your goal is to continue reducing (condensing) the material into shorter and shorter outlines, eventually trying to get it down to just a note card or two of organized memory cues.

5. For your first draft, reduce (condense) the material as much as you can while you go through it, using as few phrases, words, abbreviations, or drawings as you can.
a. For important points or concepts that you already know well, you might only need one word or an abbreviation.  For a subject or idea you have not yet memorized you then might need to write down more words, a short phrase, or even a brief sentence to remember the full idea.
b. As you are developing your outline, you can stop periodically, close your eyes, and practice memorizing a few concepts represented by your “subdivision” memory cues.
6. After you have completed a first draft outline, you should then use it along with the full, original document to cross check your recall of the content from your memory cues.
7. If you come to a sub-point memory cue in your outline and you cannot remember the concept behind it, then go back and find the answer in the main document and memorize it.

a.  Once you know a section really well, then you can combine its sub-points into one line of abbreviated symbols or even an acronym.

b. By doing this, you can continually reduce the size of your written outline.

c. The smaller you can get your outline and still recall the full content that it represents, the more efficient and effective you memory storage will be. 

8. In the various graduate schools I have attended, this method has helped me, even though I do not have a good visual memory, to memorize large amounts of material.  In one history class in seminary, we were required to memorize 75-100 pages of notes for each essay exam.  We had to write from memory all we knew into a blank composition notebook.  Don’t worry; I won’t make you do this in High School.  However, learning how to do this will help you now on short essay questions, and in general it will help you to learn more information and retain it longer.
9. Genuinely critical thinking, what the Bible calls logikos (logical), meditative thinking, requires having a sufficient amount of truths stored in your memory.  Whether those truths come from Scripture or from science, they are the necessary prerequisites for mature conceptual thinking.  Too often today, students are encouraged to think critically before they have much that is accurate in their memory to think about, and that merely leads to faulty and foolish conclusions.
Examples of how to condense material into memory outlines (Coming in a separate handout):

1. Scripture (Psalm 23)

2. Science (Journal Article)
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