from Today’s Farmer

Want to improve your memory?
Then calm down, farmers told at conference
RIDGETOWN - There's no magic bullet to improving or retaining your memory. But for Brian Thwaits, it's
following several principles -- and if you follow them, the Hamilton man promises that you'll not only
think better and make better decisions, but you'll be more comfortable with the decisions you make.
Thwaits, author of the book, The Big Learn: Smart Ways to Use Your Brain, was the keynote speaker
yesterday at the Southwest Agricultural Conference at Ridgetown.
He told an estimated 1100 farmers that if they're having problems with their memory, they're not alone;
most Canadians admit to forgetting everything from where they left their car keys, to a phone number
they read just moments earlier in the phone book.
Thwaits said those memory lapses don't necessarily mean the onset of old age or disease. In fact, if Canadians better understood how their brain functions, they would begin to understand why they're unable
to retain some information.
Thwaits said part of the reason why some of us are unable to retain as much information as we think we
should, is because our brains are too active.
Most people's brains process as many as 25,000 words a minute, but are so overwhelmed by the information that much of it slips away before it can be grasped and stored.
Thwaits said a better processing speed is about 1,000 words a minute, a speed that can be achieved if
we relax and calm down.
As well, scientists have found that our brains are still developing by the time we're in our mid-20s. In
fact, the frontal lobe, which takes care of the decision-making process, isn't developed until that time.
Until recently, scientists believed that most people's brains were fully developed by the middle of the
teenage years.
"That would explain a few things," Thwaits joked.
Despite all that brain power, however, Canadians have common concerns about their memory. Thwaits
listed the 10 top concerns that Canadian adults have regarding their memory. He said 83% say they forget names, while 60% say they forget where they’ve placed things, such as their car keys. Fifty-seven
per cent say they routinely forget phone numbers, even while reaching for the phone after finding the
number’s listing.
Other common memory complaints?
• 53% say they momentarily forget words that are “on the tip of their tongue”;
• 47% say they’ve repeated stories to friends;
• 42% say they forget faces;
• 41% report to forgetting driving directions that have just been verbally explained to them;
• 41% say they sometimes forget why they’re doing something, such as walking from one room to the
next;
• 41% say they’ve lost their train of thought during a conversation;
• and 39% admit to thinking they’ve forgotten to accomplish some routine chore, such as feeding the
cat,

locking a door, or turning off an oven.
Thwaits said there's a reason why some information doesn't always stick.
He said a lack of interest in the subject is a prime culprit.
"If we ever had a chance to look into our brain, we'd see that it's more like a party in there. There's a lot
of activity going on. It's very busy. And so if you have some important information to share with someone, make sure you make it interesting and compelling."
But there are other challenges, as well, to improving our memory. One of them is our reading skills.
Thwaits said most of us became "passive readers" after we finished our education, so most everything
we read as adults isn't scanned with the same intensity.
Our listening skills are usually poor, as well. And if we aren't completely listening to a presentation, or to
someone's conversation, we're not likely to retain the information that's provided.
A third problem is a lack of effort. Despite all of that innate brain power, Thwaits said we have to "work to
remember information, and that requires having to learn how to learn, and sometimes, how to relearn
new information."
Thwaits listed seven principles to help leverage your brain's enormous capacity to retain information.
The first one is motivation. You have to have a sincere desire to learn.
The second one is practice. The third is using an emotional hook. He said his elderly grandmother is unlikely to remember the contents of a meal she just ate, but is able to precisely recall the moment when
she first met her husband.
"And that memory includes the music in the background, what she was wearing, and the dance she attended. It's amazing."
Thwaits also recommends that you make an "association" with information that you want to retain. "Put
that information together with another fact or event, and you'll be surprised at how well you can remember, for example, someone's name."
You also need to understand the meaning behind the information you've just digested, and it will help if
you can visualize the information in pictures, rather than in word. Thwaits said scientists now understand
that the right half of the brain, the creative side, can be leveraged to help the left side of the brain retain
information - a practice that Albert Einstein admitted to using.
Lastly, Thwaits recommended that information be broken down into manageable sizes, so that it can be
efficiently digested and stored by our brains.

