
12+ Retrieval Practice Strategies for 
Instructors and Trainers
Participant Handout

©2025 Custom Professional Learning, LLC. For workshop participants only. Please do not share or post.

Sheila B. Robinson

@sheila_b_robinson

sheilabrobinson.com

sbr@sheilabrobinson.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sheilabrobinson/
https://www.instagram.com/sheila_b_robinson/
https://www.sheilabrobinson.com/
mailto:sbr@sheilabrobinson.com


WHAT IS RETRIEVAL PRACTICE?

A few reminders:
1. Participants should respond without looking at their notes or any text or slides.
2. Participants should use their own words as much as possible.
3. The strategies should be low stakes – no judgment, performance assessment, grades, etc. should be 

associated with participants’ responses.
4. Participants should be reminded that it’s OK to have incomplete responses. Retrieval practice has two 

important outcomes – it strengthens what we’ve learned AND helps us identify the gaps – where we need 
to relearn material.
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Why does retrieval practice work so well?
• It creates stronger memory traces… and findable pathways.
• It increases long-term retention. 
• It interrupts forgetting. 
• It helps us identify the gaps in our learning. 

Retrieval practice can be thought of as a 
way to study material or a strategy in which 
we pull our knowledge “out” of our brains. In 
other words, we deliberately try to recall 
that information or bring it to mind.

Retrieval practice could involve recalling 
facts, concepts, or events from our memory 
and we can do this purposefully in order to 
enhance learning.

Retrieval practice was formerly (and 
formally) referred to as the “testing effect” 
in the research, but the way we use it for 
learning, it shouldn’t feel like a actual test, 
but more like a check in. 

Retrieval practice is one of the most 
researched evidence-based learning 
strategies we have. It’s so simple to 

implement, yet can be quite hard work. 
Think of it like running (please pardon the 
ableist metaphor). We know how to do it, 
but it’s pretty hard work to actually do it, 
isn’t it? But the more we do it, the better we 
get at it. Well, drawing to mind something 
you recently learned also sounds easy, but 
unless you’ve already tried several times to 
recall the information, or practiced it, it can 
be very difficult (but worth it!).

Building in time to retrieve or self-test 
outside of a course can be challenging, but 
as teachers (instructors, trainers, 
facilitators…) building it into our courses is 
not hard at all, and it’s our participants who 
will reap the benefits down the road.

https://www.sheilabrobinson.com/spoiler-alert-learning-should-feel-like-hard-work/
https://www.sheilabrobinson.com/a-tale-of-two-workshops-how-retrieval-practice-saves-time-and-money/


12+ RETRIEVAL PRACTICE STRATEGIES

8. Make associations

9. Make maps or diagrams

10.Draw a picture

11. Use a picture prompt

12.Offer a problem or case study

13. Give a presentation

BONUS: Use group activities
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Here are more than a dozen ways to build retrieval practice into your professional learning courses. Many are 
overlapping and related.

1. Ask questions

2. Quiz participants

3. Poll participants 

4. Create flashcards

5. Do a brain dump

6. Summarize

7. Identify 3 key ideas

Questions to ask participants:
In addition to asking factual questions or simply asking participants to recall what they’ve learned, ask them 
questions that require them to also process, reflect on or even apply what they’ve just learned:
• What are three steps for…?
• Why is Learning X critical for doing Y?
• What are the next steps for…?
• Do you think process X is the best way to go? Why?
• What tool allows people to do X?
• Can you tell me more about how X works?
• What really stands out here? Why?
• Why is this important?
• Which parts were new learning for you?



Sheila B. Robinson, Ed.D. is a teaching and learning expert with over 30 
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founder of Custom Professional Learning, LLC, she helps coaches, 
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quality workshops and courses. A trusted speaker, author, and educator, 
Sheila has taught graduate courses at the University of Rochester and is 
the author of "Designing Quality Survey Questions 2nd Ed." (©2024, SAGE 
Publications), and “Professional Development Program Evaluation for the 
Win” (©2020, Frontline Education). She is a Certified Presentation Expert 
(CPE)™, and past President of the Presentation Guild.

Sheila also facilitates workshops on program evaluation, survey design, 
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Some of my other courses…
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My signature course and talk:

STRATEGIES

TRIFECTA

FOUNDATIONS OF 

Engage Audiences With
PRESENTATION 

TURN YOUR 
WORK INTO A WORKSHOP
(6-hr course)

 DESIGNING 
WORKSHOPS AND COURSES THAT MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE
(45-60 minute talk)
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