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I struggled for about 11 years with learning student names each semester.  Each semester, I'd determine to learn them, and each semester I'd fail, even though I came up with creative ways of learning names each semester.  I've tried sorting papers by first names instead of last names, writing descriptions of people in my notes, and I even resorted to writing a computer program to quiz myself.  Many of these tricks had some limited success, but I still never learned more than about 5 or 6 names per class.


Last semester, I again determined that this semester I would definitely learn their names!  To force myself to find a way to make it happen, I promised them a bonus point on their first exam if I couldn't tell them their first name.  That finally worked!  I'll explain the details now!

One thing I've been doing for the past 5 years or so is taking digital photos of my students at the start of each course, printing them out, and then having them label their photos with their names.  I print them out in black and white so it's easier to write on and read the printouts.  I don't take individual photos, but I take 'random', candid photos as I pan across the room, about 6 photos per class.  I tell them if they hate having their photos taken, they can put a book up in front of their face.  Nobody has actually done this.  People who don't like photos will often just look away from the camera, but I still get enough of their face to recognize them later.  Nobody has outright avoided the lens yet.  Once I have a photo matched to each name, I try to learn the names.  


The thing I did differently last semester from the past 5 years is that I made a second black and white copy of the photos.  I cut the faces out of the photos and put names on the back.  I thought I should make the photos all squares, but I was being lazy.  It turned out that having weirdly shaped photos of different sizes actually helped me to learn the names faster!  I worried that I'd only remember the students as "that guy in the teardrop shape", but in fact, that mental link assisted me in recalling names more quickly!  I had to invest about an hour to an hour and a half per class (35 students) to learn the names initially.  After that, I'd keep each class in an envelope and review prior to class.  It took about 5 minutes to review initially, and less time as the semester progressed.  I found I could go longer without reviewing, as well.  I started with one big pile of photos, and slowly removed one at a time for the students I knew.  Once those were off to the side, I had a smaller list to study.  This allowed me to put more emphasis on the names I had more trouble with and less emphasis on the names I knew.  This fixed the biggest problem with my little computer program, which was putting an equal amount of effort into the students I knew and didn't know.

I worried about what would happen when I forgot names, but I realized that I didn't forget everyone all at once, and it wasn't the same people each time, so it was easy to give the impression that I never forgot anybody's name at all!  I was finally able to call on students in class, by name!  When I would feel myself forgetting, I would know it was time to review again.


I realized something of note.  The faces at the front of the room turned out on the photos to be about 3 times as wide as the faces at the rear.  That's almost 10 times the area on my retina! Couple this with the fact that rear-sitters tend to be absent more, and it immediately made sense why I could learn the names of the people who sat up-front so much more quickly!!!  This doesn't even address how easy it is to hear them!

I worried alot about that first exam.  I was so afraid of forgetting their names during their exams!!!  Of 4 classes, I missed about 5 names, mostly because I got nervous!  But, I learned that I had another secret advantage!  I could see when they were starting to get up and get ready to turn in their exams.  That gave me about 30 seconds to think about the photos and recall their name.  By the time they arrived to turn in their exams, I was sure about who they were!


I wondered if my teaching evaluations would go up or down or stay the same if I learned the students' names.  They seem to have been stable, from what I can tell after just one semester.  However, I had a blast learning their names.  I felt less intimidated going into class each day, knowing I could talk to them and call on them by name.  I could ask them to go up to the board in groups more easily, and I just felt less inhibited overall in my teaching.  I feel stronger in my teaching, because I can call on the students by name.  I highly recommend trying this once to see if you like it!  I plan to continue doing this as long as I'm teaching!
