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CATHY ALTMAN 

T his is a free website for learning vocabulary. I 
have been using it with my Year 7 and 9 Latin 
students for the past year. What I like most 

about it is the ability to use ‘mems’ (mnemonics). 
This mimics the way we naturally try to remember 
a foreign word, by linking it to something we already 
know, or some catchy saying. Mems just make this 
explicit. Add a vivid photo and the word is ripe to 
be memorised. Mems might be as daggy as ‘I simply 
ADEO him SO MUCH’, or feature a large photo 
of a hand (for mandare) with a reminder ‘MANUS 
(hand) + DARE (to give) = hand over’. 

(LeppoRello, Wikipedia)

Pictures and derivatives also work well, such as this 
one for ‘iratus’:

Students’ mems inevitably feature Harry Potter! 
Most Latin words have a selection of mems made by 
other users to choose from, or students can create 
their own. Creating a mem takes a few seconds, 
as images are already provided, but is entirely 
optional. The site will test students on vocabulary 
with or without the mem. However, using a mem 
makes learning a new word up to five times faster, 
and will particularly appeal to visual learners.

The second feature of the website that I find so 
effective is that it is tailored to the way memory 
actually works. Rather than testing 20 words in 
a row, words are taught 2-5 at a time. Initially, 
students read the word and choose the mem. After 
several new words, they are asked to choose the 
right meaning from a list, or select verb parts in the 
correct order. This gives a feeling of mastery and ease 
of learning. Once students have learnt the meaning, 
they will have to type the Latin word correctly. My 
one bugbear is that the site will accept any part of 
the verb as a correct answer. For example, if the 
verb is defendo, defendere, defendi, defensus, the site will 
teach all four parts, but students can get a ‘correct’ 
answer by only typing in one part. Students can 
overcome this by entering their answer after typing 
all four parts. Another advantage is that testing is 
also tailored, so that time is not wasted going over 
words students have already learnt. Words which 
are proving difficult are revised. Students earn 
points for every answer or mem created, with extra 
points given for quick recall and a ‘leaderboard’ for 
those who are spurred on by competition. The site 
puts all the addictive qualities of gaming to good 
use! 

The site uses the metaphor of a garden. Seeds 
(words) are planted, grown in gardens and should be 
‘watered’ (revised) after 4 hours, to ensure they have 
entered long term memory. This mimics the way 
that memory works. It is also a way to encourage 
long-term recall, rather than last-minute cramming. 
As one of my students wrote when asked what 
they liked about Memrise: ‘Long term memory!! 
Remember forever’. I suspect that without sites like 
this, many students will cram the night before a test, 
get 100% on the test, and have totally forgotten 
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the words two weeks later. In contrast, when using 
Memrise, students are more likely to memorise for 
the long term. Constant revision is encouraged as 
the home page features an image of their gardens 
(vocabulary lists) and a reminder about which need 
‘watering’. This can be done in five minutes.

Practical considerations
I set up the use of Memrise in 30 mins with each 
class at the start of the year. Since then I have not 
devoted any class time to using it, but students 
have voluntarily used it at home. I have entered the 
vocabulary lists for my Year 7s (which is just a matter 
of typing in each Latin and English word), but Year 
9s have usually volunteered to do it themselves. 
Entering the vocabulary list is a little tedious, but 
once I have done one I know that I can use it forever. 
Definitions automatically come up from the wiki 
when I type words in, but if I want to get the precise 
definition found in the students’ textbook, I often 
have to type it in myself.

The site seems fairly cyber-safe. There is no way to 
message other users, but users have a profile (which 
we have warned should not be identifying), and they 
can ‘like’ mems and ‘follow’ other users. Offensive 
mems can be flagged, but I have only ever found 
one, which has since been removed. Students use 
their school email account.

Eight months after introducing Memrise, half my 
students were choosing to use it as their normal 
method for vocab learning, with another quarter of 
the Year 7s using it sometimes. Comments were: ‘It 
really works for me and it’s fun, too’; ‘It helps me 
remember with all the pictures/quizzes’; ‘It’s a faster 
and better way to memorise’; ‘It’s fun and it can 
help you keep words in your long-term memory’; 
‘The mems are good for memorising words and it’s 
quick’; ‘It is very effective and gets the vocab in your 
long term memory’. Students’ problems with the 
site included the fact that it is tedious to enter the 
vocabulary list if it hasn’t been done for you, and 
one who experienced technical difficulties logging 
on. Some preferred to write words out again and 
again, and three used the Cambridge Latin Course 
website instead. It is obviously not for everyone, 
but many students find it fun, addictive and very 
effective. Some students tell me they have gone way 
ahead and created their own lists, while others, 
who have never done well in vocabulary tests, have 
suddenly found a way to remember words which 
works for them.

If you are interested in trying it, I am happy to pass 
on my instruction sheet for students and to discuss 
any issues via email (caltmann@plc.vic.edu.au). My 
courses can be found by searching ‘canis est laetus’ 
or looking under Languages/Classics/Latin. 
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