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The adage, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks” may be true for dogs, but not for us.  A human’s capacity for learning is present for people of all ages. It is never too late to improve your brain function.  It is well known that as we age, we begin to have trouble remembering names of people or movie titles. We forget where we put things or whether we paid that bill. We even get disoriented with regard to the day of the week or the direction we should go to get to a fairly familiar place. This can be disturbing, but you can reduce those instances, if you work at it. 


As a 55+ female, and a speech language pathologist, I help myself and others by doing things to exercise the brain. Just like a bicep muscle in your arm, the brain needs to be exercised to maintain its strength. There are easy strategies, little tricks you can use to support your memory as well as sharpen your mind.  List writing is one strategy to help us remember. But there is more that we can do to even develop our brains further. Now, I will tell you that in the past, we were told that the brain is unchangeable and that you cannot improve it after 25 years of age. In fact, it was thought that we actually lose brain plasticity after that point.  We do lose some plasticity after we stop growing in later adolescence, but we do retain some plasticity when we continue to learn and stimulate our minds.

What is plasticity?  When we think of plasticity, we might think about taking a piece of putty. Do any of you remember Silly Putty?  It came in a plastic egg and we would stretch it, and ball it up, even get a print of the funny pages on its surface.  We changed its size and characteristics by pulling, kneading and pressing. Plasticity of the brain refers to the ability to change and manipulate the capacity of the brain by working it.   We actually do lose brain cells as a child, because children are born with many just ready to be used. During growth and development, the cells which are not used are lost.  So, even as an adult, if you don’t use it, you lose it.   However, the human body has the ability to heal and improve itself in many areas, even in the brain.   We can improve our memory and thinking processes as we age or heal from trauma.  You may have seen how a family member with a stroke, has shown a sudden improvement many years after they were discharged from the hospital.  It is as if something just connected as the family member was able to say more or move better.  Scientific research has shown that the brain is able to continue to change, heal and develop throughout life. And even when there is damage, during a stroke, a tumor or other traumatic brain injury, there are adjacent areas of the brain that might be able to take over partially or completely if we work at stimulating  them.  

Even though this is not exactly how the brain works, we can think of the brain as a control center that provides links to our ideas and to the rest of our body via the nervous system.  The nervous system works on a kind of electrical current that sends a charge along a wire (connection of neurons and chemicals called neurotransmitters) which stimulates the other parts of the body to feel and move or tell the muscle not to move. So if we think about the nervous system like house wiring, it helps us understand how we might try to find another wire or add a healthy one, to “reroute” a connection that has been lost or damaged. When we work at mental activities, we are creating new “wires” and strengthening old ones. The more you practice a mental activity, the more “wires” or “neurons” are used for that activity. This happens when we learn new things or reconnect with old skills. The more brain connections you have available, the more you will have to call upon when you lose a few, lets say…. on New Years Eve? 

The first aspect of brain exercise to consider is respiration and circulation. We are all too sedentary. If you can walk, get out and walk. If you are unable to do this, sit in a chair and stretch. Try to move your body around and take deep breaths.  The blood then circulates a little more efficiently and gets to all parts of the body, especially, the brain. When the brain gets more oxygen and blood circulation, it perks up.  So if you feel yourself getting a little groggy, take a big breath and stretch as much as you can. And if you can walk or ride a stationary bike, find time to do this every day for as long as you can. There are no time requirements; the fact that you get there and are moving will improve all aspects of your life.

The next way to improve your brain power is to do something that challenges your mind every day. What activities could do this?  The most passive mental activity is watching television. You even use more of your brain if you listen to a radio show because you are connecting signals you are hearing to your experiences and maybe visualizing the people in the radio show, thinking about the story or the play action in a sports event broadcast. Your brain has to make new connections while you are doing this activity. With the TV, it is all there for you. You are primarily just a passive receiver and you don’t have to do anything to enhance the program. 

So, one of the first things I would recommend is using some of your TV time to listen to the radio, a book on tape or read. Playing games with other people or on a computer does improve your brain function. Interaction with others in a book group or a card game is also social, and very mentally stimulating, as well. If you like the computer, there are many websites I can recommend that exercise the brain and I will list them below. But, if the buttons and crashes are not your thing, the newspaper offers crossword puzzles, Sudoku, and number games. Each one of you can find something that interests you that you might enjoy. If you are able to participate in group activities, research has found that those kinds of activities which improve our interaction with others and which help us learn something new improve brain function as well and yield greater results than only playing games alone on a computer.  The more parts of the brain that we use in any activity, the more “wires” are created and maintained.  This not a paid advertisement for certain board games, but these games stimulate every sense and thought process. Board games, like Trivial Pursuit, Scrabble, Jeopardy, Boggle, Stratego, Risk, Uno, Bridge, Canasta, Mah Jong, Rummy, Taboo, or Pictionary, to name a few all have several aspects in common: they are social, require memory, communication, cognition, strategy, turn taking,  organizational skills, and can be an enjoyable way to lift one’s spirits, which is another good way to improve brain functioning. If you are computer literate, then there are many websites where you can play games at your level.   Here are some links for computer games that work the mind: www.stanxwords.com, (Newsday daily crossword puzzle with clues) www.freerice.com , (vocabulary builder), msn and yahoo have online bridge games or Sudoku on line at your level.


In my private practice and the university clinic, I have worked with people of all ages with neurogenic and developmental communication disorders. And I have observed what senses were being stimulated during any single activity. I found that the children and adults that engaged in activities which stimulated more of their senses, improved more rapidly. They improved more rapidly because they were simply using more of their brains at any given moment. 
Keep in mind, that we need not spend the entire day playing Boggle or Sudoku to improve our mental abilities. But, your awareness of how you can improve and making an effort to “exercise” your brain a small amount each day can improve all aspects of brain function. 
I have developed a website, www.mommaknows.com  for anyone interested in communication disorders. There are many links to follow which can provide information about aspects of communication, cognition, language development, and rehabilitation.  Please feel free to contact me at my email if you have any questions at mommaknows53@yahoo.com 
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