LEARNING:  There are many formal theories ( http://tip.psychology.org/ )  to explain the process of learning in humans.  What makes sense to me is the following simplified explanation which I offer my students repeatedly throughout the year.

Memory is of 3 types: Short term, Intermediate, and Long Term or Permanent. All memory or learning involves forming biochemical pathways in the brain. There are virtually unlimited numbers of these pathways that can be formed, so an individual can attain an unlimited amount of knowledge in a lifetime. In fact, the more knowledge someone has on a subject (knowledge base), the easier it is to add additional knowledge to that base as the new knowledge is biochemically attached to the old.

Short term memory occurs when a piece of information is 1st received.  For example, when you are introduced to someone new and are told that person’s name. The short term memory lasts only a few seconds.  If you then recall the person’s name and repeat it, it will be stored in intermediate memory. Then if recalled and repeated several days later it will be stored in long term or permanent memory. That person’s name will be more easily remembered and recalled in the future if it is attached to a meaningful event, or associated with other memories or formerly learned knowledge.

Memories with vivid emotional content such as joy, fear, anger, horror, ecstasy, or happiness are more easily recalled. Conversely, there are also many factors that can interfere with a person’s ability to learn or form lasting memories.  

Alcohol and other drugs prevent learning acutely while under the influence, and also long term with chronic abuse. People just don’t mature socially or progress intellectually while abusing any thought distorting substances.  

Negative emotional states such as anxiety, emotional stress, and “depression” also dull a person’s senses and interfere with learning.  Depression is characterized by the lack of enjoyment for all things, sleep disorders (too much or too little), constant feelings of fatigue, cognitive disorders such as being unable to focus on a task, and generally poor performance often seen as “laziness”.    It is estimated by medical authorities that at any one time about 80 % of the population is suffering from some level of depression.  Depression can occur without a known cause, and in some cases is probably genetic.  In general it arises from a gap between expectations of a situation and the reality.

“Sleep deprivation” is a very common conditon among students. The symptoms can be very similar to depression, can cause depression, and can have the same negative effect on learning.  Going to a class or taking an exam while suffering from lack of sleep usually results in a bad experience.  Students need 8 to 9 hours sleep each night.  The pattern of staying up late during the week, then “crashing” on the weekend to catch up on lost  sleep is not healthy or conducive to good physical or mental performance. While attempting to do homework many students engage in “multitasking” such as listening to music on headphones while talking on chatroom and eating a candy bar. This is also not conducive to good concentration or focusing on a task to maximize learning.

