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How the Brain Works

It is sometimes said that most of our knowledge comes from the last 150 years of mankind — even
though life appeared on earth some 3,500,000 years ago.

Whether this is true or not is difficult to assess. What is known, though, is that we have only been
aware of the location and functions of the brain for around 500 years.

Originally it was thought that our brain was linked to our stomach/heart area — this is because this
is where most emotions are felt.

The Man with Two Brains

Recently it was discovered that we have two upper brains - and that they operate in different
degrees in the different mental areas.

Our brain has two sides — the right side which is often referred to as the creative brain — and the
left side that deals with processing and facts. Although historically these sides were thought to
work quite independently from each other, modern research leans towards an interdependency
between both lobes.

Although some people seem to have naturally developed left or right brain functions, all of us are
capable of developing our abilities.

Right Brain Left Brain
Rhythm Words
Spatial awareness Logic
Gestalt (whole picture) Numbers
Imagination Sequence
Daydreaming Linearity
Colour Analysis

Dimension Lists
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The Physical Make-up of the Brain

It is estimated that your brain is made up of a minimum of 1,000,000,000,000 individual neurons
or nerve cells. Some scientists think that there are many more than this — but that we are unable
to count them!

These are capable of interacting with between one and 100,000 neurons, and the diagram below
shows a simplified representation of brain cells, otherwise known as neurons.
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Making the best use of our Brain

Our brain works all the time and its capability to learn is limited only by the restraints we place on it.
Learning physically restructures the brain by creating new Synapses, which link concepts and ideas
together. The more you want to learn something the more you should go over it again — like a bicycle
over a piece of grass that leaves a trail.

We can maximise brain function in learning by:

e Practise
e Repeated visualisation (where we imagine doing something over and over again)
e Triggering the same pathways by using triggers.

Routes are always more memorable than isolated facts and figures — and we can use routes to build
pictures and images. The more routes that are in place, the safer you are because if one route becomes
inoperable, there will be another one that will!

Safety

Our brain also keeps us safe. It remembers incidents where we have not coped — or have felt
threatened — and will send us signals to tell draw our attention. Part of the front of the brain (which is
the scanning part) compares current to past experiences. This happens without us being aware of it.
This self-taught function of the brain is known as “intuition”.

Creativity

The brain is also instrumental in our creativity. Research demonstrates that we tend to be at our most
creative when we are relaxed.
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The Brain’s Capacity to Learn

From the moment we are born, we start to memorise every experience
instinctively, and it is only by comparing what is happening now, with what has
happened in similar situations, that we can begin to make sense of the world.

We use all our senses to help us to learn: ' o

e Visual (vision)

e Auditory (hearing)

e Kinaesthetic (touch)
e Olfactory (smell)

e Gustatory (taste).

These first experiences are essential for survival, and so they are stored in a part of the brain where
they can always be quickly and instinctively recalled.

As the years go by we acquire millions of facts, and countless relationships, conversations, and good
and bad experiences. And these we often store away in a messy, untidy heap somewhere in our
brain, from where it requires a huge effort to recall it. However, the key memory compartments will
always be those that nature has genetically designed for us to hold memories essential to our
survival.

Later we will see how to make new memories easy to recall, by linking them by imagination and
association with our unforgettable instinctive memories.

Also, we will investigate, and show how to overcome, a major reason for jumbled thinking and
scrambled memories .... that as we grow from childhood to maturity, some of our painful emotional
experiences will make us suffer a loss of confidence in our abilities.

Leaving us with that self fulfilling prophesy ‘| don't think | can do that".

Most people cast their memories into a labyrinth of caves and tunnels, and then have great difficulty
recalling them.

It is much easier finding your way in and out of caves if you leave a trail of ribbon behind you. And
this is what we can do with our memories. We can, by a little imagination, use simple stories and
visual images to blaze the trail when we need to recall the memory.

And it is a lot easier than it may at first seem, because, as you must have noticed with your own
memory, you only have to trigger a little recognition .... and the whole memory can come pouring
out.

It can for instance be helpful to jog your memory by using the alphabet, illustrated by imagination,
and connected to as many existing memories as possible.

Memory Skills Page 4



Developing your Brain’s Ability to Remember

There are a number of reasons why we do not remember as much as we would like to:

e Stress

e Work or emotional overload

e Poor motivation/low levels of interest in a subject/item
e Tiredness

e Poor listening or attention skills.

Most people have the capacity to remember much more than they think. Even someone with poor
current memory skills can develop many more abilities through the use of specific techniques.

Short-Term and Long-Term Memory
As you may be aware, our memory works in different ways.

Your short-term memory tends to recall things that you hear, see and think about for a few seconds to
several hours.

The long-term memory can be divided into two distinctive sets:

Accessible long-term Your knowledge bank — information that you couldn’t forget even if you
tried to — such as your name, address, etc.

Inaccessible long-term Experiences recorded by your senses (eyes, nose, ears, touch or
(kinaesthetic) and taste) that may not be accessible — but are stored all
the same!

Fundamentally your mind is like a filing cabinet.

When a memory is untrained, the files are When a memory is trained, the mind becomes
literally jumbled together — like pages and organised. Things that we see, hear and feel are
files that are randomly chucked into a drawer. placed into files that are clearly labeled.

s
e

—

Obviously, information that is stored in this
random manner is more likely to be mislaid, This means that information is recalled much more
overlooked or irretrievable. easily because it is stored in a retrievable format.
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Techniques to Improve your Memory

There are a number of different memory development processes and these are listed here and then
explained in more detail later in the handout.

Many of them deal in pictures because the brain thinks graphically and not in words or phrases.

The systems that we will be exploring during our session today include:

Basic word association

Linking together in logical fashion something you know — and something you don’t know

Chaining or Linking

Linking something (for example a person’s name) with a memorable object to make a story or tale to aid
memory.

Memory Pegs
Linking in a logical way that makes best use of our logical filing processes. Pegs can be linked too.

Any or all of these techniques can be effective. The one that you choose to use can depend upon:

e Thessituation

e What it is that you are trying to remember

e Your preferences

e  Which technique has worked best for you in the past.
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Basic Word Association

This will help you to remember something because it links together something you know — and
something you don’t know.

For example, if you wanted to remember a number, you could try the following associations:

Number Word Picture Association that links the picture word with the number
1 Tree The trunk of a tree looks like a 1
2 Light switch 2 words, 2 positions, up/down, on/off, light/dark, two screws
holding it into place
3 Stool Three legs
4 Car 4 doors, 4-speed, 4-wheel drive, 4 wheels ...
5 Glove 5 fingers
6 Beer Six pack
7 Days 7 days of the week
8 Skate Rhymes with 8; figure of 8
9 Cat 9 lives; cat-0’9 tails
10 Green bottles Hanging on a wall
11 Goal post Looks like an 11; 11 players on a football team
12 Eggs Dozen eggs
13 Witch Friday 13, unlucky
14 Ring 14 February — Valentine’s Day
15 Minutes 15 minutes of fame
16 Chocolate Sweet 16; 16 ounces to the Ib
17 Driving licence 17 is the age when somebody can apply for a licence
18 Voting Booth 18 years old to vote
19 Golf Clubs 19* hole
20 Glasses 20:20 vision

You must know why the picture word and the number go together. Remember the association!
Basic word association can be useful when you are trying to remember information such as:

e The floor and aisle number where you left your car (floor 5 — | used to live at number 5, aisle B—my
daughter’s name is Bethany)

e Numbers that you have been given to work with —for example “could you prepare 15 handouts for
the Seminar” — (1 was married on 15™ December).
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Chaining or Linking

There are three differences between Basic Word Association and Chaining.
1. In basic word association, the term picture is never used
2. In basic word association the link is logical, in chairing the link is illogical

3. Inbasic word association, the link is between something you know and something you do not know;
in chaining, the link is between two things you do not know.

For example, if you had to memorise the following words:

e Buckingham Palace
e Torch

e Book

e Electric drill

e Two pound coin

e John Travolta

e Black hat
e Polka dot bikini
e Fur coat

e Diamond collar

e Mountain lion

e Palm tree

e Buckingham Palace

How would you do it?
e Close your eyes and go through all of these key words one by one.

e Vividly see, and describe in your head, what you see.
e Link them together to make a story.
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A Memory Peg

Food Kitchen DIY Office Personal Care

= AN %

Within each of these groupings, you could create as story — for example

Food:

| fried an egg and grated some cheese to make a sandwich. | then had a cake afterwards for my
pudding.

Personal Care:

| took my teeth out, cleaned them, had a shave and then put my glasses on.
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Remembering Names

For many people, the lack of apparent ability to remember names causes concern and
embarrassment! There are a number of different strategies that we can use — and you will need to
discover a way that works for you.

Actually catch their name to begin with!
Why don't we catch the name? Usually there is a fairly obvious reason. Instead of listening to a
person's name when we are introduced, we are thinking about the brilliant opening comment we

are going to make next. So the person’s name, though clearly stated, slips right by us.

Nothing you could say for your opening sentence would be as impressive as demonstrating that you
captured the person's name accurately.

For unusual names — ask how their name is spelled
An uncommon name startles us, so we often don’t bother to remember it!

If this seems rude, from the other person’s position it infers interest. What we write we are more
likely to remember than what just listen to.

Visualise the name
Suppose you meet somebody called Hardy. You immediately think about Nelson and imagine this

person tending to a wounded captain. Make the picture bright, the sounds sharp and clear and feel
the rocking of the ship!

Associate the Name

Hardy’s. Don’t they make wine? Imagine yourself sitting with this person drinking a bottle of
Hardy’s vintage Shiraz. Works for me!

Another version of this is to link one of their features to their name — “Hairy Harry”. This has
obvious dangers — however it can work very well when used appropriately!

Use the person's name in your first response

Immediately after being introduced to Alison, say "It's so good to meet you, Alison because | have
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spoken to other people in your team before but.....”. Not only does using somebody’s name build
rapport, it creates an association. Avoid over-using their name — however repeating it silently when
they are talking will make a link between their face, their voice and their name.

Embedding Names into Graphic Memory
Another technique many people use is to embed the person’s name into an image of the person.

It is generally accepted that the brain stores information in different places: and that names and images
are filed separately.

Using this technique, we imagine a picture (think of a clear name-card with their name clearly printed on
it) with the person’s name on it and we place this into the picture of the person whose name we want to
recall.

In this way, their name becomes embedded into the actual image and will be retrieved when we recall a
memory of the person’s face.
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In Summary - Steps to a Better Memory

There are three things that you need to remember anything:

1. Aplace to put the information (a peg or hook or a mental folder)
2. Avivid picture of what you want to remember
3. Mental glue to hold pictures together.

Some tips that you may find useful include:

e Think of a link or an association between what you are trying to remember and something that you
already know

e Use your mind to actively remember — create pictures and images

e Use techniques such as group like information together or summarising repeatedly to enable you to
recall important pieces of information

e Allow sufficient time to remember the information — be realistic about what your memory can achieve
within a limited period of time

e You remember best when you are most alert
e Understand the basics of a subject before trying to remember related facts

e Think about where you are storing information when you remember it — this will make it more
retrievable

e Exaggerate something — this will help you to remember

e Use all your senses to help you remember — think in smells and touch as well as hearing and eyesight.

If you really want to improve your memory, avoid:

e  Stress

e Sugar

e  White flour

e Excess caffeine
e Alcohol.

Nutritional Supplements for Good Memory*

e B-complex vitamins
e  Ginko Biloba

e Selenium

e \itaminE

e Omega Fish Oil.

*As with any supplements, please check with your GP before using!
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What is Mind Mapping?

For the last few hundred years, it was popularly thought that our mind worked in linear or list-like
manner. This belief came about through an increasing reliable on our two main methods of
communication — speed and print.

This linear emphasis overflowed into a number of areas — particularly note-taking and planning
procedures. Children in schools are still encouraged to take notes in sentences or vertical lists.

Research has clearly shown that our brain does not work in a linear way. A good example of this is
someone who responds poorly to a word or sets of words that you used that you thought were

harmless. This indicates an association with these words that you do not have.

Mind mapping is a process whereby you identify a central theme to a problem or to a creative
process, and feed out ideas or connecting thoughts from this central theme.

The mind map has a number of advantages over linear note-taking:
e The centre with the main idea is clearly defined

e the relative importance of each idea is clearly indicated — more important ideas will be nearer
the centre — and less important ideas will be near the edge

e the links between key concepts will be immediately recognisable because of their proximity
and connection

e nature of the structure allows for easy addition of new information or removal of old
information without restriction

e Each map will look and be different from each other — which helps us to remember

e The open-ended nature of the map enables the brain to make new connections far more
effectively.

Mind maps are connected with the functions of the brain, and can be used in nearly every activity
where thought, recall, planning or creativity are involved.
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How to Create a Mind Map

Start with a coloured image in the centre of your page.

An image is more powerful than just using words and encourages creative thought, whilst
significantly increasing memory

Without trying to order or sequence information, randomly throw down ideas, concepts or
solution that link to the central theme

Print words. The printed word gives a more clear and photographic image
Each word should have its own line. Eventually you may show a linkage between each line

Words should be in ‘units’ — ie one word per line. This leaves each word more free hooks and
gives notetaking more freedom and flexibility

Colours should be used throughout the mind map as they enhance memory, delight the eye and
stimulate the right cortical process

The mind should be left as free as possible. Any thinking about where things should go or
whether they should be included will simply slow down the process.

The idea is to recall everything your mind thinks of around a central idea. As your mind will
generate ideas faster than you can write, there should be almost no pause. If you do pause, you
will probably notice your pen dithering over the page. The moment you notice this, get it back
down and carry on.

Do not worry about order or organisation as this will in many cases take care of itself. If it does
not, a final ordering can be completed at the end of the exercise.
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