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Do You Remember What You’re Supposed to be Doing Right Now?

Anya Gregg

In this article, Anya Gregg discusses the processes of 
remembering, and the tools we use to remember. She 
argues that the tools we choose to help us remember are 
part of our “multimodal homeplaces,” and as such, are part 
of our writing researcher identities.

I sit down, in a great mood having just sung my favorite song in choir. I’m 
tapping my feet and humming, but then tragedy descends upon my innocent 
UQVL��7VKM�IOIQV�1�PMIZ�\PM�\MIKPMZ�[Ia�\PW[M�NW]Z�LZMILML�_WZL["�¹<ISM�W]\�
aW]Z�PWUM_WZS	º�7P�LMIZ��0WUM_WZS'�1�LQLV¼\�\PQVS�\PMZM�_I[�PWUM_WZS��
?PI\�M`K][M�_QTT�1�][M�\PQ[�\QUM'�0W_�U]KP�_QTT�\PQ[�QUXIK\�Ua�OZILM'�1�LQL�
all of  my other homework, I know it. Here, let me dig through my bag and 
[PZ]O�I�TQ\\TM��<PI\�][]ITTa�_WZS[�R][\�ÅVM�

<PQ[�[Q\]I\QWV�UILM�]X�IJW]\����WN �Ua�PQOP�[KPWWT�M`XMZQMVKM��<PM�
V]UJMZ�WVM�\PQVO�Ua�XIZMV\[�[]OOM[\ML'�;WUM\PQVO�\PMa�SVW_�1�LW�^MZa�
well in my English class: write it down. I took up this idea just as I would 
IVa�W\PMZ�OMVZM�IVL�[\IZ\ML�KPMI\QVO�Wٺ�WN �W\PMZ�XMWXTM�IVL�][QVO�_PI\�
methods they’d already developed. I put my events on the family calendar, I 
\QML�[WUM�ZQJJWV�IZW]VL�Ua�ÅVOMZ�IVL�LQL�UW[\�W\PMZ�\PQVO[�1�KW]TL�\PQVS�
of  that might help. Unfortunately, as I would eventually discover, notes to 
aid memory are a very personal genre. It goes against the weird conventions 
of  these personal genres to steal other people’s way of  writing them. One 
XMZ[WV¼[�XTIVVMZ�Q[�^I[\Ta�LQٺMZMV\�KWUXIZML�\W�IVW\PMZ¼[�KPQKSMV�[KZI\KP��1\�
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took me four long years to develop my own way of  writing things down and 
Q\�[\QTT�Q[V¼\�XMZNMK\��-^MZaWVM�PI[�\PI\�UWUMV\�WN �¹WP��[PWW\�º�?PM\PMZ�Q\�JM�
missing an anniversary, an assignment, leaving your child at the mall or even 
just brushing your teeth; everyone has forgotten something. The number one 
solution for this problem is, you guessed it, writing it down. Since you are 
reading a writing-research journal, you can probably guess what this article 
is about: How remembering things intertwines with literary activity is the 
main focus here. Memory and literate activity do actually intertwine, believe 
it or not, using tools one is probably not even aware of  most times. For 
M`IUXTM��_PI\�IZM�aW]�ZMILQVO�\PQ[�WV'�)�\IJTM\�\PI\�PI[�I�BWWU�UMM\QVO�WV�
IVW\PMZ�\IJ'�)�XIXMZJIKS�KWXa�_Q\P�aW]Z�PIVL_ZQ\QVO�LIVKQVO�IZW]VL�\PM�
UM\QK]TW][�XZQV\QVO'�4QSM�1�[IQL��\WWT[�IZM�M^MZa_PMZM��\PW[M�IZM�R][\�[WUM�
examples. You may actually be surprised at how personal this genre is, too.

1V�\PQ[�IZ\QKTM��1¼L�TQSM�\W�M`XTWZM�PW_�UMUWZa�IQL[�LQٺMZ�NZWU�XMZ[WV�\W�
person and to attempt to understand some of  the literate activity going on in 
this highly personal genre.

Who Is Doing What, Now?

1V�WZLMZ� \W�]VLMZ[\IVL�\PQ[�OMVZM�I\�ITT��_M�ÅZ[\�VMML�\W�ÅO]ZM�W]\�_PI\�
is going on. I can picture my English teacher peering down onto my desk 
_Q\P�I�R]LOUMV\IT�[\IZM�IVL�I[SQVO�_PI\��M`IK\Ta��\PM�X]ZXW[M�WN �ITT�\PQ[�Q['�
Well, Mrs. I-think-all-my-students-are-silly, I happen to care about that test 

coming up, and I think the people reading this 
might, too. Excuse my burning hatred for high 
school English teachers, but it’s human nature 
to forget and it’s also human nature to invent 
tools to solve problems.

Think about your first job. It’s the first 
day and everyone has high expectations, but so 
much information is being thrown at you in such 

I�[PWZ\�IUW]V\�WN �\QUM��?MZM�aW]�[UIZ\�MVW]OP�\W�_ZQ\M�[WUM�VW\M[�LW_V'�
,QL�aW]�ZMXMI\�QV[\Z]K\QWV[�JIKS�\W�\PM�\ZIQVMZ'�,QL�aW]�R][\�[]KS�Q\�]X�IVL�
[\]UJTM�\PZW]OP�_PI\�aW]�\PW]OP\�aW]�_MZM�[]XXW[ML�\W�LW'�)TT�WN �\PM[M�
solutions were created out of  necessity and would (to some degree) do the 
RWJ��4M\¼[�R][\�NWK][�WV�\PM�ÅZ[\�[WT]\QWV"�_ZQ\QVO�Q\�LW_V��,QL�aW]�_ZQ\M�LW_V�
[\MX[�QV�I�\QVa�VW\MJWWS'�,QL�aW]�OW�PWUM�IVL�_ZQ\M�W]\�I�XTIV�NWZ�\PM�VM`\�
LIa'�,QL�aW]�LZIN\�I�_QSQ0W_�IZ\QKTM�WV�PW_�\W�LW�aW]Z�RWJ��KWUXTM\M�_Q\P�
custom illustrations, but never uploaded it because you didn’t want someone 
[\MITQVO�aW]Z�RWJ'��,WV¼\�TI]OP�I\�\PI\�TI[\�WVM��_QSQ0W_�TMOQ\QUI\MTa�PMTXML�

Genre

The ISU Writing Program 
LMÅVM[�OMVZM�I[�¹I�SQVL�WN �
production that it is possible to 
identify by understanding the 
conventions or features that make 
that production recognizable.
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my anxious self.) There are many more examples than just these, but this 
should give you a rough idea of  why this genre even exists.

;XMISQVO�WN �M`IUXTM[��_W]TLV¼\�[WUM�NZWU�W\PMZ�XMWXTM�JM�VQKM'�<PM�
following examples can help us to extract the conventions and formatting 
WN �VW\M�\ISQVO��1�PI^M�KWTTMK\ML�[WUM�LQٺMZMV\�M`IUXTM[�NZWU�I�XZWNM[[WZ�WN �
writing studies at University of  Central Florida, Kevin Roozen; my brother 
and local organization CEO Ian Gregg; my talented ringleader soccer-mom; 
IVL�ÅVITTa��Ua[MTN��<PM[M�NW]Z�M`IUXTM[�KWUM�NZWU�^MZa�LQٺMZMV\�[W]ZKM[�
and are unique in and of  themselves, so I think they should prove to be a 
good indicator of  the general public’s use of  this genre.

My Beloved Brother

To start out, my brother has always been annoyingly perfect. Every time 
1�PIXXMVML�\W�OM\�I�+�WV�IVa�I[[QOVUMV\�Ua�XIZMV\[�OI^M�UM�\PM�¹LWV¼\�
you want to be successful like Ian” lecture. I mean, look at his cabinets, for 
goodness sakes! So, when I had the idea of  writing this article I sent him 
a text and he wrote me right back. Basically, what I could glean from his 
QUXMKKIJTM�ZW]\QVM�Q[�\PQ["�1IV�LWM[�VW\�][M�IVa�[XMKQÅK�NWZU�WN �UMUWZa�
aid. He is more of  a jack-of-all-trades kind of  person, although most of  his 
remembering is done through the notes app on his phone. Ian detailed to me 
\PM�[XMKQÅK[�WN �PW_�PM�][M[�_PQKP�IXX[�

*I[QKITTa�PM�][M[� NW]Z�LQٺMZMV\�IXX[��I�KITMVLIZ��IVL�PQ[�W_V�JZIQV��
The apps include the Notes app, which he uses to scribble down things 

Figure 1: My sibling’s cabinets. Look at how neat and organized!)
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really quick. The Alarm app and the Reminders app serve to help him 
ZMUMUJMZ�[XMKQÅK�\QUM[��IVL�\PM�+ITMVLIZ�IXX�PMTX[�PQU�ZMUMUJMZ�[XMKQÅK�
dates. Meanwhile, his physical calendar serves the purpose of  noting extra 
important dates, like a meeting with a client for his job at a music studio. 
These dates are more critical to his life and if  he forgets them, they will have 
a larger impact than say events like playing a game with his brother online.

Cruisin’ for a Roozen

On the other hand, we have Dr. Roozen’s method, which is much more 
tangible than the former example. We recently had a co-interview together 
�¹-^MZaLIa�?ZQ\QVO�:M[MIZKPMZ["�)�+WTTIJWZI\Q^M�+W�1V\MZ^QM_�,QITWO]Mº�QV�
this same issue!). I found out through that interview that Dr. Roozen carries 
a small notebook. He writes down all the information he has to remember in 
\PQ[�VW\MJWWS�IVL�[MMU[�\W�KZW[[�Q\MU[�Wٺ�WVKM�PM�KWUXTM\M[�\PM�I[[WKQI\ML�
task. He picked it up when he worked as an outdoor power equipment 
[ITM[UIV��,]ZQVO�IV�QV\MZ^QM_�UMIV\�NWZ�I�LQٺMZMV\�XQMKM�NMI\]ZML�QV�\PQ[�
RW]ZVIT��PM�[PW_ML�UM�\PQ[�VW\MJWWS�IVL�M`XTIQVML�PW_�Q\�N]VK\QWV["�¹1¼^M�
written articles on these little pads of  paper. I’ve kept dates of  birthdays and 
�ºٺ[\]

¹1\¼[�R][\�I�VMI\�TQ\\TM�\M`\�º�0M�[IQL��AW]�KIV�[XMKQÅKITTa�[MM�PW_�PM�LI\M[�
each page and draws a scribble through things that are done.

Figure 2: A picture of  Kevin Roozen’s pocket notebooks.
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Dr. Roozen and I also spoke about how some genres dictate that the 
individual creates the genre from scratch, such as memory aids. The memory 
IQL�OMVZM�][]ITTa�ÅTT[�I�UWZM�N]VK\QWVIT�ZWTM�\PIV�IVa\PQVO�MT[M��IVL�QN �Q\�NIQT[�
at any step of  the way, it could cause something terrible to happen. I have 
had that terrible thing happen more times than I would like to admit.

Oh Mother, Mother Dear

Finally, we have my dear, sweet, hardworking Mother, Mama G (yes, I asked 
her and that is how she wanted to be addressed here). I would like to point 
out that my Mom is so impeccably on time that she does not use any form of  
ITIZU�IVL�KIV�_ISM�]X�I\�I�^MZa�[XMKQÅK�\QUM�QV�\PM�UWZVQVO��AW]�_QTT�VW\�
JMTQM^M�PW_�\PQ[�_WUIV�ZMUMUJMZ[�[\]ٺ��;PM�R][\�LWM[	�;PM�LWM[V¼\�_ZQ\M�Q\�
down anywhere. It’s all in her brain and somehow that works. I asked her why 
[PM�VM^MZ�KWV[QLMZML�_ZQ\QVO�Q\�LW_V�IVL�[PM�[IQL��¹4QNM�UW^M[�\WW�Y]QKSTa�I[�
I�UWU�º�1�ÅVL�\PQ[�QVKZMLQJTM��7N �KW]Z[M��[PM�_ZQ\M[�JQZ\PLIa[�IVL�\PQVO[�TQSM�
that on the calendar, but other than that, she relies on her sharp memory. 
*IټML��1�I[SML�PW_�[PM�ZMUMUJMZML�Q\�ITT�IVL�[PM�KQ\ML�PMZ�ÅN\a�MQOP\�aMIZ[�
of  experience (sorry for giving away your age, mom.) She mentioned she also 
_I[�^MZa�VMZ^W][�IJW]\�UQ[[QVO�\PQVO[��[W�\PI\�LMÅVQ\MTa�PMTX[�PMZ�ZMUMUJMZ�
the things she’s worried about missing. The interesting thing about that is 
that sometimes, the best ways of  remembering certain items is not to write 
them down but instead make a mental list or use a mnemonic. A mnemonic 
is a technique that helps you remember something. Please Excuse my Dear 
Aunt Sally is a mnemonic for the order of  operations. For example, if  you 
PI^M�I�\M[\�QV�IV�PW]Z�_W]TL�aW]�KWXa�aW]Z�VW\M['�6W\�I\�ITT	�AW]�_W]TL�
ÅO]ZM�W]\�\WWT[�\W�ZMUMUJMZ�SMa�QLMI[��TQSM�Ua�5WU�LWM[�_Q\P�PMZ�[KPML]TM�

This Part Is About Me

As mentioned, I almost never remembered homework and due dates, which 
is why this memory technique is so extraordinary. I tried many genres 
including a calendar, a planner, a bullet journal, and many, many more. 
Finally, however, around senior year of  high school I got my shit together 
and found out that I remember things best by using electronics. My phone 
is my most helpful asset. Any time I make an appointment or plan an outing 
with my friends, it goes on my virtual calendar. This calendar then alerts me 
ten minutes, twenty minutes, or an hour before the event. I can also set more 
custom alarms using my clock app, as well as set recurring events and color 
code. This routine gives me no extra room to forget anything.
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If  there’s anything special I need to remember that doesn’t pertain to a 
date or time, it will always be in my notes app. My notes app is comparable 
to Dr. Roozen’s notebook scribbles. Sometimes it contains brilliant ideas, 
other times a shopping list, and still others I word vomit onto the page and 
use it as a place to contain my writing that is less annoying than Google 
Docs. My notes are truly a mess, but the thing is, everything is on one app. 
Oftentimes during a Zoom meeting I will actually be looking at my calendar 
and notes app rather than the other participant’s faces in order to organize 
Ua�\PW]OP\[�IVL�ÅVL�\QUM[�NWZ�Y]M[\QWV[�

<PM[M�IXX[�KWV\IQV�ITT�LQٺMZMV\�SQVL[�WN �NMI\]ZM[�IVL�TQ\MZIZa�MTMUMV\[�
to them, and I’m almost positive it would take my Mom an hour or more to 
understand how I use it. It is simply that I am around my phone a lot and 
PIL�Y]Q\M�[WUM�\QUM�\W�ÅO]ZM�Q\�ITT�W]\��1N �1�_MZM�OQ^MV�I�LQٺMZMV\�XPWVM�
_Q\P�IV�IXX�\PI\�LWM[�\PM�[IUM�\PQVO�J]\�TWWS[�LQٺMZMV\��1�_W]TL�JM�R][\�I[�
confused as my Mom.

Figure 3: An example of  the apps Anya uses to organize her life.
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Ugh, Highschool Teachers

The reason I found this method of  memory so late in my life was simple. One 
stupid rule: my teachers forbade phones in class. We could have them during 
the time between classes, but not in class. This took away that immediate 
response of  putting the date away, so if  a teacher mentioned a due date 
towards the beginning of  class, I was screwed. My teachers clearly didn’t 
]VLMZ[\IVL�\PI\�LQٺMZMV\�[\]LMV\[�PI^M�LQٺMZMV\�U]T\QUWLIT�PWUMXTIKM[��
Mine happened to be my phone.

Multimodal homeplaces are the genres or methods that a person is 
comfortable and familiar with. Let’s go back to the example of  Dr. Roozen 
and his notebook. When he showed me a picture of  his notes they did not 
make any sense to me. His wording and grammar were just plain weird.

This kind of  notebook just wasn’t something I felt comfortable 
interpreting, and I don’t think I’d be comfortable writing it. It’s not that I 
don’t have the ability to read it (literally), but I have no clue as to how it’s 
WZOIVQbML��)ZM�\PMZM�UWZM�ZMKMV\�\PQVO[�KTW[MZ�\W�\PM�MVL'�?WV¼\�PM�NWZOM\�
�QNٺ[\] �PM�R][\�KWV\QV]M[�\W�_ZQ\M�[\]ٺ�LW_V�IVL�Q\�OM\[�J]ZQML'�,WM[�PM�PI^M�
LQٺMZMV\�[MK\QWV[�NWZ�LQٺMZMV\�XIZ\[�WN �PQ[�TQNM��TQSM�_WZS�[\]ٺ��NIUQTa�[\]ٺ��
XMZ[WVIT�[\]ٺ'�,WM[�PM�][M�LQٺMZMV\�KWTWZ[�\W�LM[KZQJM�LQٺMZMV\�QLMI['

*]\�M^MV�\PW]OP�1�ÅVL�\PQ[�UM\PWL�WN �ZMUQVLMZ[�KWVN][QVO��Q\�[MMU[�\W�
work for Dr. Roozen. It’s his homeplace—not just a tool that he uses but a 
part of  his identity, his way of  being a writer in the world. And if  someone 
NWZKML�PQU�\W�][M�IVW\PMZ�OMVZM�WZ�M^MV�LQٺMZMV\�KWV^MV\QWV[�_PQTM�[\QTT�][QVO�
a notebook, they would be completely bypassing his multimodal homeplace. 
If  he had to write things out in full sentences, would the notebook still be 
IV�MٺMK\Q^M�_Ia�\W�SMMX�ZMUQVLMZ['�?PI\�QN �PM�_I[�NWZKML�\W�][M�I�JQOOMZ�
VW\MJWWS'�7VM�\PI\�PM�KW]TLV¼\�SMMX�QV�PQ[�XWKSM\'

My point is that the grammars used, the format, the artifacts (small 
notebook, colored pens), the order of  contents, and plenty more things are all 
tools used to create one strategy: keeping track. Those tools are all a part of  
I�XMZ[WV¼[�U]T\QUWLIT�PWUMXTIKM¸\PM�TQ\MZI\M�IK\Q^Q\QM[�\PI\�PMTX�\PMU�ÅVL�
\PMQZ�_Ia�\PZW]OP�\PM�_WZTL��)[�[KPWTIZ�+PZQ[\QVI�+MLQTTW�VW\M[��¹)�»PWUM�
place’ is more than a physical space. It is a complex of  personal ties, cultural 
and communal values, and linguistic conventions that make existence a 
life—plus the established modalities and technologies needed to express 
and maintain those relations. People do not leave their home places as they 
navigate the world.” So it’s not just the actual tools (digital or physical) that 
we use, it’s also interesting to look at the ways we think about these tools, and 
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\PM�TIVO]IOM�ZM[W]ZKM[�IVL�[\ZI\MOQM[�_M�][M�NWZ�[XMKQÅK�SQVL[�WN �OWIT[¸TQSM�
remembering when that math assignment is due.

At this point in my research, I thought back to my psychology teacher in 
high school. He was a very interesting person and his class was so memorable 
\PI\�1�_I[�IJTM�\W�OM\�I�PQOP�[KWZM�WV�\PM�)8�\M[\�I\�\PM�MVL�WN �I�aMIZ�ÅTTML�
with COVID-19 junk. In fact, I can still tell you the major parts of  the brain 
and what purpose they are associated with. It all stuck with me due to the 
way he taught. Instead of  lecturing, this teacher would tell stories. If  he 
didn’t have a story, there was a mnemonic device in its place. These two tools 
quickly became a more prominent feature in my multimodal homeplace 
throughout the year.

-^MV\]ITTa��WVM�QVLQ^QL]IT�_PW�_I[�][ML�\W�I�UWZM�¹VWZUITº�UM\PWL�
of  teaching, got angry enough to ask him why he didn’t teach the class in a 
¹VWZUITº�_Ia��<]ZV[�W]\��\PM�\MIKPMZ�PIL�JMMV�I[SML�\PI\�Y]M[\QWV�M^MZa�
year and he put our current unit at the time on pause to talk about memory. 
He explained to us why stories and mnemonics stuck in our brain. He also 
gave us strategies for studying including things like listening to a certain song 
_PQTM�[\]LaQVO��[\]LaQVO� QV�LQٺMZMV\�XTIKM[� NWZ�MIKP�KTI[[�M^MZa�\QUM�IVL�
making our notes as unique to us as we possibly could.

Indeed, these techniques were all centered in the biological process of  
the brain. I can now say that I am (kind of) a master of  studying, too. That 
leads me to my next point. If  I used notes to remember school subjects, why 
LQLV¼\�1�][M�\PMU�\W�ZMUMUJMZ�LI\M[�IVL�\QUM['�+]M�I�VM_�[MK\QWV�PMILMZ	

Why Some Work for Some and Some Work for Others

4M\¼[� [\IZ\�Wٺ�_Q\P�Ua�UWU�I[�IV�M`IUXTM�� 1N �_M� [_Q\KPML�UM\PWL[�WN �
remembering information I would forget almost everything and she would 
be much less productive than usual. So why is this method not a more stable 
OMVZM��TQSM�I�ZM[]UM���\PI\�OMVMZITTa�ZMUIQV[�[\IOVIV\�I[�LQٺMZMV\�XMWXTM�][M�
Q\�QV�LQٺMZMV\�[M\\QVO['�<PQ[�Q[�JMKI][M�\PM[M�W\PMZ�OMVZM[�are�LQٺMZMV\�NZWU�
person to person.

I’d like to transition to one of  my least favorite topics here and talk 
IJW]\�M[[Ia[��1V�[KPWWT��M^MZa�[\]LMV\�PIL�I�LQٺMZMV\�_Ia�WN �_ZQ\QVO�IV�M[[Ia��
;WUM�_W]TL�UISM�IV�W]\TQVM�IVL�ZM[MIZKP�[\]ٺ�ÅZ[\��IVL�W\PMZ[��UM��_W]TL�
[Q\�LW_V�IVL�R][\�OW��7N �KW]Z[M�\MIKPMZ[�IT_Ia[�\ZQML�\W�PMTX�][�ÅVL�W]Z�
best way to write, usually by forcing an outline on us. I hated outlines. They 
slowed me down, much like notes slow my Mom down.
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This is sort of  the way it is with memory aids. While Dr. Roozen pulls 
out a pen and physically writes, my Mom just hears the information and 
remembers. These are the strategies and tools that work best for them. The 
LQٺMZMVKM�JM\_MMV�\PM[M�UMUWZa�IQL[�IVL�UWZM�X]JTQK�OMVZM[�Q[�\PI\�\PM�
memory aid only has to help you remember; that is its only requirement. 
Unless someone else is going to need to use your personal reminders, you can 
use whatever works best for you. Just like how an essay outline needs to help 
aW]�_ZQ\M�\PM�M[[Ia��I�UMUWZa�IQLM�PI[�WVM�X]ZXW[M��<PMZMNWZM��\PQ[�WٺMZ[�I�
lot more freedom to the author in the way of  production.

Just as the production of  the text or lack thereof  is unique to each 
individual, the items we need to remember are unique as well. For me, I 
work at the same time every day except Saturday and Sunday. I do not need 
to remember this as much as other things because at this point it has just 
become routine. Other things, like what time I have a horseback riding 
lesson, which are fairly irregular, need to be noted more than work. What 
individuals write down is just as important as PW_ they write it down.

Conclusion

To conclude, I’d like to pose a few questions to you, the reader. How do 
aW]�ZMUMUJMZ�\PQVO['�?PI\�IJW]\�\PM�XMWXTM�IZW]VL�aW]'�1[�\PI\�PW_�aW]�
PI^M�IT_Ia[�LWVM�Q\'�?Pa�LW�aW]�][M�\PI\�XIZ\QK]TIZ�UM\PWL'�0W_�U]KP�
XPa[QKIT�_ZQ\QVO�LWM[�Q\�QV^WT^M'�0W_�LQL�aW]�ZMUMUJMZ�\PM�ÅVM�LM\IQT[�WN �
\PQ[�IZ\QKTM'�,QL�aW]�\ISM�VW\M[��WZ�R][\�[QUXTa�ZMUMUJMZ'�)TT�\PM[M�Y]M[\QWV[�
serve as doorways into not only investigating yourself  as a writer, but also to 
help keep you organized, which in this day and age, is essential.
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