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Introduction 

I am a project management trainer in the Netherlands and I teach various project management 

courses such as PRINCE2, Scrum and IPMA. A lot of these courses prepare students eventually for 

an exam, which leads to an internationally recognized certificate in project management. 

There has been an increase in the demand for official titles and diplomas in project management and 

exam preparation becomes more important  all the time. 

 

Problem description 

A lot of my course material is based on official books about project management, with a large amount 

of specific terms that are new for many of my students. Besides, a lot of these books contain a vast 

amount of key terms, which need to be understood thoroughly for these exams. Some books contain 

over 400 terms. The challenges for most of my students are: 

- Because they are mostly between 30 and 50 years old, they are not used to studying for 

exams any more. 

- The terms in the books are not always straightforward and easy  to understand 

- The official books are often perceived as boring and tough to read. People tend to 

procrastinate a lot. 

 

My goal is to improve my courses by 

- Making them more effective in helping students  to memorize and understand the topics better 

- Giving them better guidance on how to study effectively for exams 

- Making them more fun and interesting 

 

Improvement plan 

 The courses will contain better memorization techniques 

 The courses will contain a variety of testing methods 

 Students will be enabled to use a variety of metaphors, stories and visualization technique 

 The courses will include tips on avoiding procrastination and the use of the Pomodoro 

technique 

 

1. Improving the memorization techniques 
 

The documentary “Beautiful Minds: The Psychology of the Savant” tells the story of several savants in 

the world: people with extraordinary mental capacities, such as memory and calculation. One savant, 

Kim Peek, is capable of reading books in less than an hour and store all the information in his brain 

and recall this whenever he is asked. This shows us that our brains have an enormous capacity to 

store information, and that a lot of the memories of things we have seen in the past are still there. We 

just need to find ways to store and retrieve them better 

 

The memory palace 

The project management courses contain many lists of roles and responsibilities, documents, process 

steps and other step by step instructions that need to be remembered in the right sequence. 

I have tried the Memory palace technique myself on a subject for which I had to take an exam myself. 

The advantage of this technique is better memorization, freeing working memory slots and the creation 

of neural hooks; memory markers that help you remember other things. 

There was one specific sequence that I had a hard time remembering, because the meaning of the 

components is not immediately clear. The sequence consists of the different events in a project’s time 

box: 

- Kick-off 

- Investigation 



- Refinement 

- Consolidation 

- Close-out 

 

The article by Benedict Carey (May 19, 2014), "Remembering, as an Extreme Sport," was especially 

interesting in this regard and this also led me to read parts of the book by Joshua Foer, Moonwalking 

with Einstein. 

 
 

I used the memory palace technique by placing these events in the different rooms of my house and I 

even walked the whole sequences through my house while reading the material. Figure 1 shows the 

sketch if this idea: 

 
 

Figure 1: Example of a memory palace 

 



If the sequence to be remembered contains more items, it would be possible to use the furniture or 

kitchen appliances to place memory items.  

Other possibilities, used by people who participate in memory competitions are: 

- Famous people in a ridiculous activity (kicking another famous person in the groin!) 

- Cartoon characters 

- A route through your own village 

 

Other techniques to enhance memorization are: 

 

Spaced learning 

During the course I will show students how to use spaced learning. They will learn during short 25 

minute pomodoro’s about a certain subject and then repeat this the next week (or a not too short 

interval which they can choose). 

 

 

 

 

Students can apply these themselves while studying for the exam, and I can stimulate this by using 

our online learning platform where I can post reminders. 

 

Doodles 

“Doodles are spontaneous marks that can take many forms, from abstract patterns or designs to 

images of objects, landscapes, people or faces. Some people doodle by retracing words or letters, but 

doodling doesn't include note-taking.”  

“People who were encouraged to doodle while listening to a list of people's names being read were 

able to remember 29% more of the information on a surprise quiz later, according to a 2009 study in 

Applied Cognitive Psychology.” Shellenbarger, 2014 

 

The theory behind doodling is that the doodles help you remember things better, when you look at 

them again. They create the neural hooks that you need for remembering. 

I have doodled a lot myself, but have never actually thought about using them for remembering 

something. With the knowledge of the theory behind doodling, I will apply this in a pilot course with 

students and ask them to draw doodles about concepts they are learning in class. 

I have also thought about using Pictionary as a fun way to remember these concepts better. 

 

 
Finally, it is important to state that doodling cannot be done well at the same time with other visual 

processing tasks, such as watching a powerpoint with images, graphs, process models etc. 
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2. Testing methods 

Different types of testing help students understand problems much better and improve their problem 

solving skills. Pyc and Rawson (2010) have shown that the “test-restudy” strategy enhances test 

results more than just restudying the material. 

It was also shown by  Pennebaker at al. (2013)   that “frequent consequential quizzing should be used 

routinely in large lecture courses to improve performance in class and in other concurrent and 

subsequent courses”. It is not certain that this also work for small groups in classrooms, but I think it is 

worth trying. 

 

I have selected to following mini-tests: 

 

The 30 - second review 

The 30 second review consists of immediately writing down the most important points after every 

lecture, meeting, or any significant experience during 30 seconds . By doing the 30 - second review 

students have to decide about what was most important. This forces them to practice the art of 

elimination. Also, they learn to be better listeners, because they know they will have to write this down 

during each 30 second review. 

 

Flash cards:   

Another technique which I would like to include is the use of flash cards and I have already made a set 

with Anki:  www.anki.com 

 

It is also possible to create multiple choice tests or open answers tests and review the results online, 

while in the course. These tests can be made on www.socrative.com 

 

3. Metaphors and analogies 

 

Metaphors and analogies also create neural hooks, which make us understand and remember 

concepts better. It is easier to remember an analogy than a concept such as “imaginary numbers” 

such as  

One of the concepts that students often find hard to understand in project management is that of the 

role of “project assurance” This role is responsible of assisting project board members in their decision 

making and control of the project. It is basically an advice & control role. 

 

The metaphor I came up with is that of a light house. It shines light on things (and enlightens the board 

member in decision making) and it control, by seeing what’s going on down there! 

 
 

Another analogy that I already use is that of the Project manager. I ask my students: How would you 

characterize the role of the project manager during project execution? I then draw a ship at sea, and 

explain that the project manager is the “captain” of this ship. Making sure they are on the right course, 

giving orders to his crew, looking out for icebergs, storms and pirates! (And I include these in my 

drawing!). 

http://www.anki.com/
http://www.socrative.com/


 

 
 

Lastly, I will ask students to tell me which animal most clearly represents the project manager. There 

can be different answers of course, but it will give a lively discussion, which they will remember. 
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