
The Group Memorization Method:  

Efficient and Motivating Language Study 
 

Introduction 

 
Language learning is a lifelong process which involves mastering tens of thousands of words and 

phrases.  For second language learning, mastering such a large amount of items is often a 

daunting task, especially in the early stages when the learner is not yet at the stage where he/she 

can use the language to enjoy communicating with native speakers and/or learn about foreign 

culture.  For many, learning about a foreign culture makes the arduous task worthwhile, however 

some do lose motivation early on and quit.  Thus, there is a clear need to provide learners with 

the support they need to overcome this initial challenge. 

 Ideally, an in-class activity will not only achieve pedagogical goals in an efficient way 

but it will also be enjoyable for learners to help maintain motivation.  Often efficient activities 

will not be very enjoyable, and vice-versa.  However, the Group Memorization Method (GMM) 

is an activity which is not only efficient but is also highly motivating.  It is based on sound, 

proven scientific theories on what kind of exposure a learner’s brain needs to retain information 

into long-term memory.  Furthermore, it has been proven over a number of years to be an 

extremely popular activity with over 1,000 learners.  This article will describe the theoretical 

background of this method, details of how to implement it, and the type of effectiveness it can 

achieve. 

 

The Leitner Method Background 

 
There is a particular pattern of review necessary before an item can be committed to long-term 

memory (Goodwin-Jones, 2010).  A number of researchers recommend spacing the intervals in 

which items are studied to achieve long-term memory retention (Nakata, 2008; Nation, 2001; 

Schmitt & Schmitt, 1995).  With such an ‘expanded rehearsal,’ “learners should review new 

material soon after the initial meeting, and then at gradually increasing intervals” (Schmitt & 

Schmitt, 1995, p. 136).  This is known as spaced repetition. 

 This method can be take a step further by putting more difficult items aside to be studied 

sooner and more often than other easier cards.  Sebastian Leitner developed such a method, 

which is now referred to as the Leitner method.  He utilized five boxes which learners used as 

they studied with flashcards.  When the student got an item correct, the card moved up a box.  If 

not, it was put back into the same box and was repeated again and only moved up a box when it 

is answered correctly.  The student would cycle through all five boxes until all the cards reached 

the fifth box, and the study session was considered finished.   

 In recent years, educational materials developers have created a modern version of the 

Leitner method, utilizing technology to keep track of which items need to be repeated more often.  

Smartphone flashcard applications now use complex Leitner-based algorithms to help learners 

achieve pedagogical goals more efficiently.  Rogers and Reid (2015) showed that a particular 

smartphone flashcard application, Flashcards Deluxe, was 39 percent more efficient for studying 

formulaic chunks in comparison with a paper list. 



 Despite the fact that the application that Rogers and Reid (2015) utilized is mainly geared 

toward individual study, such an efficient implementation of the Leitner method can also be 

achieved in class.  Moreover, by adding the interpersonal dynamic of the classroom setting and 

friendly competition between students, such a method can also prove to be a highly enjoyable, 

motivating way to learn with other classmates.  This is what the GMM achieves. 

 

The GMM 
 

General Information 

 
The GMM was invented by myself, a university language professor in Japan, in 2009.  It has 

been used with approximately 1,000 university ESL students and the method was also used to 

train junior high school and high school English foreign assistant language teachers in the Osaka 

Board of Education. 

 Although this study method could be used to learn any kind of information (historical 

dates and/or events in a history class, etc.), it was originally developed as a way to learn foreign 

language vocabulary or formulaic chunks.  It is a supplementary activity and is ideal for lesson 

goals such as pre-teaching of vocabulary before reading a passage, etc.  Key to this method’s 

success is friendly competition and a variety of different activities done in a short amount of time 

to avoid repetition and boredom.  Another strong point is that, regardless of student proficiency 

level, the vast majority of the students are always able to achieve the goals of the activity. 

 

Step One 

 
One study session lasts for approximately 20 minutes.  The ultimate goal of a study session is 

productive knowledge of the target items.  First, students write the target vocabulary or phrases 

onto flashcards (ideally the pocket-sized type which are sold on a key ring).  They write the 

target item (an English word, for instance) on one size and the answer (its Japanese translation, 

for instance) on the other.  Ten items per session is an ideal work load.  The writing of items 

usually takes approximately three minutes, and this simple act results in the learning of 

approximately 20 percent of the items.  Then, each student is paired together and they quiz each 

other back and forth on the target items for two minutes.   

 

Step Two 

 
Next, students form groups of from three to five students.  Each group receives a paper cup and 

one student puts the new items in the cup, plus 20 old items for review.  Then, one student 

(student A) takes a card and quizzes the student next to them (student B) L2-L1 (a Japanese 

student would see the English word and try to produce the Japanese translation).  If correct, that 

student (student B) would receive the card, and then take the cup and quiz the next student 

(student C).  If that student (student C) does not know the answer, the next student (student D) 

has a chance to “steal” the card.  If they know the answer, they get the card.  After that, student C 

would take the cup and quiz student D again.  If correct, student D would have received two 



cards within one round of the cup revolving.  In this way, some students end up with more cards 

than others and the student with the most cards at the end of the game is the winner.  Note that if 

none of the students in the group know the answer to a card, the student holding the card shows 

the answer to everyone and puts the card back in the cup to be studied again.  Essentially, this 

activity is group-based Leitner-method where more difficult items will be studied more often 

than easier items. 

 Students study L2-L1 for four minutes, and then study L1-L2 for four minutes.  A group 

can typically finish 30 cards within four minutes.  Note that if a student does not know the 

answer, the student holding the card should only give him/her about five seconds to say the 

answer.  If a group finishes all the cards before the four minute L2-L1 time limit is up, they 

should count their cards, remember them, put them back in the cup and continue studying until 

the time is up.  When the time is up, the student will the most amount of cards in total is the 

winner.  A teacher can reward the winner with a stamp on their name card, a mark in the 

teacher’s roster, etc.  However, a stamp visible to other students (such as on a student’s name 

card) is ideal because this motivates other students to catch up and try to gain as many stamps as 

others. 

 

Step Three 

 
The final activity is a head-to-head battle.  The teacher has the entire class stand in two long lines 

and stands at the front of the class between them.  The teacher will then choose a random item 

(L1) to quiz the students at the front of the line with.  Whichever student says the answer (L2) 

first can then sit and the loser must go to the back of the line.  Students can raise their hands and 

say something such as “I know” to indicate they are ready to say an answer.  A teacher can also 

use physical game show buzzers or tablet game show buzzer application as well to let students 

buzz-in first and then say the answer.  However, some students do try to buzz-in first and then 

take took much time trying to think of the answer while the other student may know it.  To 

protect against this kind of “cheating”, the teacher can employ a ‘yellow card’ system.  If a 

student does not say the answer within one second of buzzing in, they receive a physical yellow 

card and are sent to the back of the line while the other student will then have a chance to answer.  

When the student with the yellow card comes back to play again, they give their yellow card 

back, and regards of if they get the next question correct or not, they must come back a second 

time.  The head-to-head battle can also be modified for small classes.  For instance, students can 

be required to get three questions correct instead of one before they are allowed to sit.

 Although this is a head-to-head battle, essentially the entire class is studying at the same 

time because everyone can hear the questions being asked.  Ideally, a teacher should use a 

microphone if available.  Furthermore, teachers should encourage their students to bring their 

flashcards with them when they go to stand in the line so that they can study while they wait in 

line. 

 

Review Sessions 

 
Occasional special review games are also part of the method.  Usually these are used after five 

study sessions. A teacher should never expect students to master information that they cannot 

master themselves, and the teacher can prove this with this review game.  It is the head-to-head 



battle but with the teacher on one side and the entire class on the other (with one student acting 

as the “teacher”).  This switching of roles is very enjoyable for students, especially when they 

can “beat” their own teacher.   

 Another type of review game that can be used has the entire class stand and the teacher 

quizzes a random student on a random item they studied.  If correct, that student can sit down.  

However, if a student cannot say the answer they must remain standing and any other students 

that are sitting must also then stand.  This creates excitement because the more students who are 

sitting means the more pressure it is on the remaining students.  The ultimate excitement comes 

when the last student is quizzed.  If correct, a teacher can reward the class by ending the class by 

letting them leave a few minutes early, etc. 

 Yet another review type game that can be utilized is a Family Feud style game.  First, a 

question is asked by an announcer (the teacher), and two groups (three to five students per 

group) have a chance to answer.  The groups stand in two lines with the teacher at the center.  

Again, teachers can use game show buzzers, or just simply require students to raise their hand 

and say “I know”, etc.  If one of the students in one group pushes their buzzer first, that student 

has a chance to answer but cannot have any help from others on their team.  Before buzzing in, 

talking within the group is not allowed.  If correct, that team gets a point (and three points means 

the whole group can sit, etc.).  However, if wrong, the other team has a chance to answer, but 

they can discuss their answer with each other before saying it.  If wrong, then the question goes 

back to the other team which buzzed in first, and this time they are allowed to discuss with each 

other before giving an answer.  If wrong again, both teams must go to the back of the line.  This 

method seems to work best with questions that require a bit of thinking time.  So, straight L1-L2 

translations do not work well.  Rather, example cloze sentences which contain words the students 

had studied work well with this game.  So, the teacher will say a sentence and replace the target 

item with “blah blah”, and the two groups have to think of a word they studied which is most 

appropriate for the sentence.   

 

Effectiveness 

 
The GMM has proven to be very effective for long term retention of information.   When paired 

with occasional “review” sessions where no new items are introduced, Japanese university 

students were able to retain 170 previously unknown phrases (such as in stark contrast with/～と

は全く対照的に) over one semester with an average of 83 percent on a final test which judged 

L2 productive knowledge.  This method was also successful for retention of L2 productive 

knowledge of 170 singular vocabulary items as well, with an average of 86 percent on a final test 

which judged L2 productive knowledge. 

 

Students Work Instead of Teachers 
 

One other key aspect to the GMM is the activities make the students work, not the teacher.  

In six years of utilizing this method, I have never experienced students losing interest in the 

activity.  Despite using the same method in every class throughout an entire semester, 

students also never seem to get bored of it.  In fact, they seem to enjoy it more as time goes 

on.  I have regularly witnessed students laugh, yell with their fist in the air when they get a 

tough item correct, etc. in nearly every class in a semester.  While they are studying and 



enjoying themselves in groups, a teacher can walk around the class and monitor, or join 

groups to take cards out of the cup and quiz students with.  However, the method seems to 

achieve autonomous learning in that a teacher could very easily use the group study session 

time to set-up their next activity and students would simply continue studying on their own. 

 

Motivational Response 

 
At my current university (a large foreign language university with over 12,000 students), 

student evaluations of all teachers’ courses are administered.  There are a variety of 

questions about the teacher’s course asked on their questionnaires, such as “Was the teacher 

on time for his/her course”, etc.  However, the last question on this questionnaire (What is 

your overall evaluation of this course?) is the most important as far as the school 

administration is concerned.  Answers are on a Likert scale and students can choose from 

Low, Slightly Low, Neutral, High and Very High.  The school administration considers a 

rating of High or Very High to be a positive evaluation, and teachers regularly average the 

amount of High and Very High overall evaluations for their courses together to judge 

whether they were successful in providing what their students considered to be a good 

quality course.  Over a six year period, I averaged 93% positive evaluations on all of my 

courses in comparison with an average of 76% positive evaluations for my peers.  Students 

are also given the opportunity to write any comments about their teacher as well on this 

evaluation.  Regularly, students wrote very positive comments about the GMM and it was 

clear to me that utilizing this method was connected to the very high evaluations I received 

at the school year after year in comparison with my peers (see Table 1 below).   

 

 
Table 1. Overall student evaluations for my courses in comparison with my peers 
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Conclusion 
 

Because of the enormity of the task of mastering a second language, it is highly 

recommended that language practitioners make every effort they can to help learners 

achieve their goals in the most efficient way.  However, it is just as important that in-class 

activities be enjoyable as well because if they are not, there is a high probability that 

learners will lose the motivation to continue studying. 

 The GMM is a tried and true in-class study method based on proven scientific 

theories of memory that has been shown to be both highly efficient in achieving pedagogical 

goals while also maintaining and/or increasing motivation amongst language learners.  

Therefore, it is highly recommended that teachers utilize it to make language learning an 

efficient and enjoyable experience for their learners. 
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