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USING MNEMONIC DEVICES 
 

 

Q: What is a Mnemonic (ne-mon-ik) Device? 

 

A: A Mnemonic Device is a type of memory aide that helps you to remember sets of 

information by linking what you need to remember to things you already know, or are 

more easily remembered. There are several types of mnemonic devices, including 

making rhymes, songs, and pictures to create a powerful relationship between things 

that are easy to remember and the information that you need to know (Ellis, 2000).  

One of the most useful ways to study sets of information (especially those that have a 

particular order, such as the order of the planets in the solar system,) is to produce 

creative and easily memorable acrostics and acronyms to represent sets of 

information. 

Acrostic Mnemonics 

An acrostic takes the first letter of each term in a set of information and replaces the 

term with a new word that starts with the same letter (Ellis, 2000). By choosing words 

that you can make into an interesting sentence, it is easy to remember the set of 

information you need to learn. For example, the following set of information regarding 

the levels of education available to North American individuals can be turned into an 

acrostic quite easily: 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Information Set 

1. Pre-school 

2. Elementary School 

3. Secondary School 

4. Post-Secondary School 

First Letter of Each 

Term 

P 

E 

S 

P 

Create a Memorable Sentence By 

Finding Words to Replace Each 

Term 

People 

Eat 

Soggy 

Potatoes  
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By creating a funny, easy-to-remember sentence that represents the terms in a set of 

information, as well as the order they come in, it is much easier to remember dauntingly 

large amounts of data. 

TIP: The more funny and outrageous an acrostic sentence is, the easier it will be to 

remember! Rhyming also makes an acrostic easier to remember. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Acronym Mnemonics 

Acronyms take the first letter of each term, and then use only these letters to create 

one or several words (Ellis, 2009). Acronyms are quite commonly used to abbreviate 

the names of concepts, companies, and even countries (for example, the United States 

of America is commonly called the USA.) However, there are some limitations to using 

acronyms: if a set of information needs to stay in a particular order, the first letters do 

not necessarily create an easy-to-remember word. Also, if the first letters of the terms 

Exercise 1: Creating Acrostics 

Read the set of information given and list the first letter from each word in the same order as the 

information is given in. Then, choose words starting with the same letter to create an acrostic 

sentence. 

Example: 

A) Order of the Solar System: Sun, Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, 

Neptune, Pluto 

S___________ M___________ V___________ E____________ M____________  

J___________ S___________ U___________ N____________ P____________ 

 Acrostic Sentence:_____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

B)  World’s Longest Rivers (in order of longest to shortest): Nile, Mississippi, Irtysh, 

Yangtze, Amur, Congo, Huang-Ho  

N__________ M___________ I___________ Y____________ A____________ C__________ 

H___________ 

Acrostic Sentence: _____________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________                                                                                            
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do not contain a vowel, it can be hard to remember a string of letters that do not add up 

to an identifiable word. However, when conditions are right, acronyms can be 

extremely helpful.  

For example, the order in which a math question should be approached (in terms of 

which operations should be fulfilled first) demonstrates the creation of an acronym: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TIP: The acronym you create does not necessarily have to represent a real word- it may 

be a word that is spelled similarly to another word, or it may be an entirely made up 

word. As long as it is easy to remember, feel free to think creatively when making up 

your acronym! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Information Set 

1. Brackets 

2. Exponents 

3. Division 

4. Multiplication 

5. Addition 

6. Subtraction 

First Letter Of Each 

Term 

B 

E 

D 

M 

A 

S 

Easy-to-Remember 

Word 

 

BEDMAS 

Exercise 2: Creating Acronyms 

Read the set of information given and rearrange the first letters of the words to create an acronym. 

Example 

1) Lobes of the Brain: Frontal Parietal Occipital Temporal 

Acronym:____________________________________ 

 

2) Names of the North American Great Lakes: Superior, Michigan, Huron, Erie, Ontario 

Acronym: ____________________________________ 
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Tips for Studying 

Once you have created an acronym or acrostic to help you remember a set of 

information, the hard part is remembering what each word or letter stands for. There are 

a number of ways to study your mnemonic device so that you are able to use it 

effectively during an examination: 

 Divide a piece of paper into two columns, and put the words or letter from the 

mnemonic in one column vertically, and then in the other column write the 

information each word stands for, like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

By covering up one side of the column, you can quiz yourself on what each word 

stands for. Try this for both sides of the column. 

 Practice reciting your mnemonic device, especially if it is a sentence or has a 

rhyme or rhythm to it. Say it out loud, and then say out loud what each word or 

letter stands for. 

 

 If you are worried you will forget your mnemonic while you are writing your test, 

quickly review it before writing your exam, and then as soon as you receive your 

exam, write your mnemonics down on the top of your exam sheet. You will then 

be able to look back on your mnemonic throughout the course of the exam. 

 

 Start a collection of mnemonic devices that you can look back on throughout your 

semesters as a student. By writing mnemonics on index cards and storing them 

in a file, you can reuse past mnemonics, as well as provide inspiration for new 

mnemonics in the future.  

 

CAUTION: Don’t overuse mnemonic devices. If you have a lot of information to study, 

putting all of it into mnemonic devices can end up being more work than studying just 

the information in the first place! It can also get confusing remembering multiple 

mnemonics and what they stand for if there are too many. 

People 

Eat 

Soggy 
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For further practice, try these websites for ready-made mnemonics for a number of 

different topics: 

 www.fun-with-words.com/mnemonics.html 

 www.eudesign.com/mnems/_mnframe.htm 

 http://www.mnemonic-device.eu/mnemonics/ 
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