
ESP Thinking about… 
Recognition vs recall 
Hello again from ESP headquarters.  This is the second “ESP Thinking about…” update that 
emphasizes different aspects of how people think.  Research shows that learning and test 
performance is determined by your thinking process and those students that understand their 
thinking process consistently perform better academically - in any subject!  So, for this 
installment, I want to clarify for you what recall and recognition are all about and how they can 
tank your grades if you don’t understand them.  
  
Let’s begin with what the terms literally mean.  Recognition involves memory in a process that 
matches what you are hearing or seeing (or smelling) with a previous experience.  Recall is the 
selective access of specific memories needed to make a decision.  Both are critical to 
learning.  Many students are trained to think that recognition is “thinking” because most 
premed exams test this type of processing.  As you look over the answer choices for MCQs, you 
search for the one you recognize.  This is called a string search and it is found in most programs 
that display text.  It is called the “find” function.  The search can also be for patterns, so the 
faces of people you have met, contents of rooms you have been in, or the arrangement of 
chess pieces during a chess game are all patterns that can be recognized from prior 
experience.  New information is continually matched against the fact/detail memory and 
pattern memory stored in your temporal cortex.  The word that you highlight as you are 
reading, for example, is an attempt to help the temporal area supply recognition of 
that word when you see it on an exam.  It comes as no surprise that both sensory and 
memory areas of the cortex are located together in the “back of the brain.”  To summarize from 
the ESP materials, the back brain processes new input information and the front brain acts to 
create output after making a decision (e.g. which answer is correct?).  We will consider study 
tips concerning recognition after we take a look at the front brain, often called the frontal 
cortex. 
  
The primary academic threat to every incoming medical student is not the difficulty of the 
material, or even the amount of material, but rather it is the shift of the exams from testing the 
back of the brain to the front of the brain.  This shift to testing frontal processing is not just 
another way of creating a hurdle for new medical students, similar to an initiation rite.  It is 
used because the front of the brain solves clinical problems and you need to learn how to use it 
better.  Med school exams, and every exam from that point on in your career will test the front 
of your brain.  
  
Here is how this shows in terms of thinking skills.  Once you have recognized what the question 
is asking, you have to make the most likely choice when several choices look correct.   Likewise, 
a patient’s presenting signs and symptoms can get complicated and several answers can often 
look correct.  This is due to the built-in conditional probability.  For this type of answer choice 
you will think, “this is correct, if the following is also true.”  But that “condition” won’t be 
mentioned in the question on purpose.  TEST TAKING TIP #1: If it is necessary to have an 



additional condition present for an answer choice to be true, it is the WRONG answer!  The 
correct answer will be the one that doesn’t require additional conditions.  All of this thinking is 
front brain thinking and if you don’t develop it while you study, it won’t magically appear on the 
exam.  Just like sports and music (both of which are performed by the brain), what you practice 
improves over time.  
  
So, let’s sum up with a metaphor that I use often with panicky students (I help students all year 
long).  Start with a situation that you are allowed to take all of the facts and details you need 
into the exam with you and refer to them as much as you want.  The only condition, and it is a 
big one, is that each fact is printed on a separate sheet of paper.  Very quickly you will predict a 
time-consuming mess if you have to search the stack for each question.  If we help out a little 
by providing you with a file box that accommodates hanging folders, file folders, and labels, and 
allow you to take that into the exam, you can predict much better access to what you want by 
going to the right section to find your facts.  Many of you will settle for that, but I urge you to 
think carefully about who will arrange that file case.  The teacher? You? A friend? First Aid?  The 
correct answer always has to be you.  You can try to arrange it exactly the way it was taught in 
class, or you can re-arrange it by using different resources.  However you organize what you are 
learning, your brain will lock it into permanent memory while you sleep.  Whatever method you 
use, you will always remember where everything is because it was your decision making that 
arranged it for the brain to make it permanent.  What I have just described is concept 
mapping.  A map is a file box.  The sections in the file box are where one bubble branches into 
several.  You even have a way to cross reference by drawing cross-links between branches.  
  
In the next installment, I will help you think about why learning only occurs when you 
“Decide>Act” and more about why that is critical to learning during sleep.  I will refer to the info 
in my TED talk for this.  Until next time, reduce stress by staying focused on things that can help 
you. 
 
Questions and comments are always welcome! 
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