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Foreword


Dominic O’Brien has now become globally known for his extraordinary mental powers. I had the privilege of first meeting Dominic in the late 1980s when I was in the process of organising the inaugural World Memory Championships. He told me that, like many students, he had been criticised in school for inattentiveness, daydreaming and for not being as interested as he should have been in the topics in the standard curriculum. Dominic’s interests were more involved in the worlds of the imagination, music and developing his more general mental skills. As a result, he left school and began to study the art of memory.


Within five short years he had developed a gigantic “Memory Muscle” and was ready to challenge all comers at the first World Memory Championships in 1991. Taking on such legends of the mind as Creighton Carvello, who had set the world record for memorisation of the numbers of pi at 20,013 digits, Dominic virtually cruised to victory, clinching the title of first World Memory Champion and in the process breaking and setting mental world records.


Since then he has gone on to defend his title successfully and to establish a growing number of mental records, including the memorisation of a pack of cards in under forty-five seconds. Ranked No. 1 in the world in Buzan’s Book of Genius (published 1994), Dominic is universally recognised as one of the greatest mental athletes in the world. After having seen Dominic smash world records with apparent ease in 1993 and 1994, Grandmaster Raymond Keene O.B.E., an authority on mind sports and chess, and chess correspondent of The Times and the Spectator, said that he had never seen anything so dominantly brilliant in the field of mental athletics.


What is more important for all students to realise is that Dominic achieved his extraordinary accomplishments by studying the field, by applying himself totally to the task he had set himself and by developing the natural skills which we all have.


In this excellent book on how to pass exams which you are about to read, Dominic reveals the methods and secrets by which he has achieved such enviable success. I recommend this book with delight, in the belief that all students will benefit from its clear advice, and look forward to seeing you challenge Dominic at the next World Memory Championships!


TONY BUZAN




1 Introduction


LEARNING HOW TO LEARN


Some years ago I watched an event that was to change my life. Creighton Carvello, a psychiatric nurse from Middlesbrough in the northeast of England, memorised the order of a pack of playing cards in just under three minutes. In doing so he achieved a new world memory record. So astonished and bewildered was I by this incredible feat of brain power that I began to investigate my own memory.


The burning question to me was whether Creighton possessed extraordinary powers of recall, or was privy to special techniques that could be used by the rest of us to train our own brains, producing equally stunning results.


After many years of intensive study in memory training, I am utterly convinced that most of us are quite capable of storing in our brain not just the order of a pack of fifty-two playing cards, but information in encyclopaedic quantities. The only thing preventing us from doing so is ignorance of the techniques and systems that would enable us to unleash the full potential of this remarkable resource – the brain – which for most of the time lies unused within our skulls.


The key to memory development, accelerated learning and, ultimately, the passing of exams lies in our imagination. This book will show you how to unlock your own imagination by treating it like a muscle, and giving it regular exercise as it takes adventurous walks through familiar locations. You will discover how dull, unintelligible data can be converted into meaningful, memorable images by learning the colourful language of numbers. I will show you how historical dates, chemical symbols, foreign words and lines from literature can all be stored using three-dimensional mental filing systems. I will demonstrate how success can be achieved in academic disciplines as diverse as maths and media studies by simply using your memory to its maximum natural potential. By bringing the full capability of your memory into play and combining it with the most effective reading and revising techniques – both of which this book will show you – you will be well on the way to passing your exams with flying colours. No matter what your level of study – GCSE, A-Level, baccalaureate, B-Tec or Degree – if your course involves exams, your first steps to success lie here.


What a pity I wasn’t shown these methods when I was at school, struggling away.


Belief and confidence


The root of my problems at school lay in a common, and misguided, belief. The belief that everyone falls into one of two camps – that a child is born either with or without the gift of learning. Born to be scholarly or not. In short – bright or dim.


According to this belief, if you are unlucky enough to fall into the latter group, then you are destined to struggle and ultimately fail. At school I knew my place. I accepted my category. Just imagine what that did for my confidence!


What appeared to be a lack of concentration in class was in fact day-dreaming – one talent I did possess was an active imagination. What a tragedy this wasn’t nurtured from an early age. For imagination, as you will discover, is the key to developing a perfect memory.


Learning how to learn


I hope your educational experiences haven’t been as bad as mine were – I hated school. I accepted, reluctantly, that this was the way things were, but couldn’t understand why I should be restricted to a watered-down, grey, overcomplicated, artificial, classroom version of the universe, when outside I could see life itself beckoning in all its three-dimensional glory.


“O’Brien! Why are you staring out of the window? Stop day-dreaming and concentrate!” So the trick was to lock eyes on the teacher and day-dream at the same time.


“O’Brien, what have I just been talking about? … Can’t you remember anything? … Is nothing absorbed in that head of yours?”


Precious little information was absorbed in those days because no one explained the absorption process. Buy a washing machine and the instructions come with it. Purchase a computer and you get a user’s guide of encyclopaedic proportions. Your brain is vastly superior to any computer and incredibly complicated. So when we are born, where’s the instruction manual? Much like using a computer, how could I be expected to output information if I wasn’t told how to input it in the first place?


It is now my firm belief that what every student really needs to know before tackling any subject is how to learn how to learn. This book aims to reveal that process, so treat this as your own user’s guide to the brain.




2Speed Reading


“The art of reading is to skip judiciously.”


— P. G. Hamerton (1834–94)


WHAT HOLDS UP OUR READING SPEED?


We know that the human eye can switch focus in less than 1/500 of a second. The width of text that each eye, at a normal reading distance of 45 centimetres (18 inches), can focus upon is approximately eighteen letters in an average typeface, such as the one in which this book is set. That’s about three words, on average. In theory, therefore, the human eye should be capable of reading 1,500 words per second or 90,000 words per minute; yet the average reading speed is about 200 words per minute.


So what on earth happened to the other 89,800 words per minute?


Perhaps they got lost when we were taught to read – aloud – with our tongues instead of our eyes and brains.


The average reading speed, as I have said, lies somewhere between 200 and 250 words per minute, with a comprehension rate (understanding of the text) of between 50 and 70 per cent. Before we look at ways of how you can dramatically increase your reading speed, first test yourself to estimate your reading rate.


The following story – Seeing is Believing – contains 500 words. As you read it, time yourself carefully and note down the exact number of seconds you take. Then divide the number of words by the number of seconds you took, and multiply this by sixty: 500/sec × 60 = words/min.


If, for example, it took you 136 seconds, then your reading rate is 220 words per minute. Don’t try to rush through the text, because there are questions at the end that test your comprehension of it.


Seeing is Believing


As we have seen, the potential reading speed of the human eye is, theoretically at least, 90,000 words per minute. Fantastic? Incredible? Impossible? Not so, apparently, for whiz-kid Eugenia Alexeyenko of Russia.


If the following account is true, I could have a serious rival at the next World Memory Championships! It is reported that eighteen-year-old Eugenia reads so fast that she could breeze through a massive 1,200-page novel like War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy or the equally bulky A Suitable Boy by Vikram Seth in about ten minutes.


“This amazing girl can read infinitely faster than her fingers can flick the pages – and if she didn’t have to slow herself down by doing this, she would read at the rate of 416,250 words a minute,” said a senior researcher at the Moscow Academy of Science.


A special test was arranged for the superkid at the Kiev Brain Development Centre in front of a panel of scientists. They were sure that Eugenia had never read the test material before because they had obtained copies of political and literary magazines that appeared on the news-stands that day, after isolating her in a room at the testing centre. Researchers also brought in obscure and ancient books, as well as recently published ones, from Germany. These had been translated into Russian – the only language she knows.


While their subject was kept isolated, the examiners read the test material several times and took notes on its contents. They then placed two pages of the material in front of her to calculate her reading speed.


The result was astounding. She apparently read 1,390 words in a fifth of a second – the time it takes to blink one’s eyes. She was also given several magazines, novels and reviews, which she read effortlessly.


What I find incredible was her evident comprehension of the contents. “We quizzed her in detail and often it was very technical information that most teenagers would never have been able to understand. Yet her answers proved that she understood perfectly,” said one of the examiners.


Surprisingly, no one knew about Eugenia’s unique ability until she was fifteen, when her father, Nikolai Alexeyenko, gave her a copy of a long newspaper article. When she handed it back to him two seconds later, saying it was quite interesting, he thought she was joking. However, when questioned, she gave all the right answers.


If this account is true, does it follow that she possesses phenomenal powers of eidetic or photographic memory? Not necessarily, according to Eugenia’s own account of her extraordinary powers: “I don’t know what my secret is. The pages go into my mind and I recall the sense rather than the exact text. There’s some sort of analysis going on in my brain which I really can’t explain. But I feel as though I have a whole library in my head!”


What do you think? Do you believe in Eugenia’s inexplicable powers, or is this account the stuff of fiction?


Make a note of the time it took you to read the story, then answer these questions by ticking one of the alternatives:


1What is Eugenia’s surname?


[image: Image]Zverevsky


[image: Image]Alexeyenko


2How old is she?


[image: Image]16


[image: Image]18


3According to the senior researcher, how many words can she read per minute?


[image: Image]41,625


[image: Image]416,250


4Where was she tested?


[image: Image]Moscow


[image: Image]Kiev


5From which language was some of the test material translated?


[image: Image]German


[image: Image]Dutch


6How many languages, apart from Russian, can Eugenia speak?


[image: Image]None


[image: Image]Nine


7What is her father’s name?


[image: Image]Mikanov


[image: Image]Nikolai


8At what age was her ability discovered?


[image: Image]15


[image: Image]11


9Where was the article that her father handed her from?


[image: Image]A magazine


[image: Image]A newspaper


10What does she say that she is able to recall as the pages go into her mind?


[image: Image]The sense


[image: Image]The exact text


Now calculate your reading speed and check your answers against the text to work out your comprehension rating.






	Words/min

	Correct answers

	Rating






	0–150

	1–4

	Poor






	150–250

	5–7

	Average






	250–400

	6–8

	Better than average






	400–750

	7–10

	Good






	750–1000

	8–10

	Excellent






	1000 or more

	8–10

	Genius







A quiet word in your ear


It now appears that some of the more traditional methods of teaching may in fact be a hindrance rather than a help to a pupil who is just starting to learn how to read.


One of the factors that may prevent us from speeding up our reading is that right from the start, we get into the habit of speaking every word we read. The phonetic and “look–say” methods are useful to us to begin with because we are learning two skills at the same time: speaking as well as reading. But why should we feel the need to say a word like “television” silently to ourselves on seeing it written down, when we’re already perfectly capable of uttering the word out loud?


Try reading this sentence now without speaking the words to yourself or hearing any internal sounds. It may seem an impossible task at first, as the two operations have been inextricably linked from an early age; but with a little effort it is possible at least to turn the volume down. Don’t let your reading rate be governed and kept to a finite speed by an internal voice. You should be able to read even faster than you actually speak. Former U.S. President John F. Kennedy posthumously holds the talking speed record for a public figure, but even he only managed 300 words per minute. With technique and practice, it’s quite reasonable to expect to more than double this rate for reading.


I’m only going to tell you this once


When I’m giving a talk on memory, as part of my demonstration I ask the audience to call out random words one at a time. While I’m memorising them a volunteer records the order of the words until a total of 100 is reached. If all goes well, I am then able to recall the exact sequence backwards or forwards. But I’m faced with an acute balancing act here. As I only hear each word once, I have to make quite sure that the image I form is strong enough to recall later. This involves time. In theory, the more time I take, the clearer the image, but I’ve noticed that too much of a time lapse between words can throw my concentration. So speeding up into a steady rhythm or flow of words makes them easier to remember. And because I know I’m only going to hear each word once, it forces me to focus my mind.


Reading can be approached in the same way. First, it doesn’t follow that the longer you take digesting each word the greater your comprehension of the text as a whole. Speeding up can actually help you to develop a rhythm, which will aid your concentration and, in turn, increase your understanding. Second, avoid back-tracking by telling yourself that you’re only going to read a sentence once in order to absorb its contents. If you approach reading with the attitude of, “Well, I’ll probably have to go over it again”, then you’re telling your mind that it doesn’t have to focus so hard the first time because it’s always got a second or third chance. If you miss the meaning of a phrase or sentence occasionally, keep moving. It’s not worth losing your rhythm for the sake of the odd word – maintain a steady eye movement and your comprehension will improve.


Pointing the finger


I can remember, as a pupil at primary school, being told by my teacher that it was very bad practice to run my finger along the page as I was reading. I was told that although it might feel more comfortable reading this way, it would nevertheless inhibit my progress in the long term. And anyway, had I ever seen grown-ups use their fingers to read with? I suppose the logic behind the thinking was: How could a cumbersome lump of flesh and bone in the form of a finger ever hope to keep pace with the speed and agility of the eye and brain? Or perhaps it just looked awkward. Either way, the advice I was given was ill-informed.


Just think about your eye movement as you are reading this. Although you may think that your eyes are moving in a smooth, steady way, they are (as you will notice if you study someone else’s eyes while they read) continually stopping and starting in a jerky fashion. The point at which your eyes stop or pause is the point at which the information is absorbed by the brain. So your reading speed is determined by the number of stops you take to cover a sentence and the amount of time spent on each of those stops.


It follows, then, that the advanced readers are those able to take in a much wider span of words during each interval. All this stopping and starting can put considerable strain on the eyes, so it’s no wonder that reading is an effective method for getting off to sleep. One way of easing this workload on your eye muscles is to use a guide.


Guiding the eye


While keeping your head stationary, try to scan the room in front of you by slowly gliding your eyes from left to right without stopping at any point. You will find the task virtually impossible because your eyes will automatically want to stop and focus on the various objects along their path of vision. Repeat the exercise, but this time use a pointed finger held out in front of you to act as a guide. If you focus on the tip of your finger as you move it slowly from left to right, you’ll notice that your eyes are now able to slide smoothly in one long sweep. Not only will your eyes feel more relaxed but you’ll still be able to pick up all the objects in the background, albeit slightly out of focus.


Now apply the same principle to reading. Rest your finger on the page just below a line and start moving it from left to right until your eyes are able to follow the text without pausing. Gradually build up speed without worrying too much about the interpretation of the material, until the words become a blur. Interestingly, the point at which you can’t distinguish any words is well in excess of 1,000 words per minute – so there are really no physical obstructions to hamper your progress. It’s just your comprehension that needs to catch up.


Once you have found the upper limit, slow down to a rate which you find comfortable and the chances are that you’ve already gained over 50 per cent on your previous speed. Experiment with different types of pointers. I find a long thin biro or pencil with a fine tip the most effective eye guide. Develop a constant rhythm in your hand movement. Your brain will quickly accept that this new uninterrupted method of taking in information means that there is no time for stopping or back-tracking.


Imagine driving your car through a beauty spot. If you want to take in as much of the scenery around you as possible, one way is to take regular short glimpses, which means you’ve got to drive slowly for safety’s sake. The other way is to stop every few miles and get out of the car to enjoy the view. The trouble is that this is just as slow and you miss out on all the sights between stops. The best way is to get someone else to do the driving for you – by being a passenger on a coach, for example. Although you forfeit control and may not be able to stop whenever you want, at least you can enjoy an uninterrupted flow of vistas and you reach your destination much faster, as well as having the physical strain of driving removed. So treat your hand as a personal chauffeur. Let it control the speed as you just sit back and enjoy the steady flow of information that passes before you.


It’s actually possible to read two or three lines at the same time. The idea is that as you are reading the first line, you are prepared for the second line by getting a sneak preview of the words.


Over the coming days and weeks, persevere with your new reading method and monitor your progress at regular stages. Find the most efficient pointer, and if you have access to a metronome, use it during practice sessions to maintain a steady rhythm. See how fast you can read. By pushing your reading rate up to dizzy heights during practice, you will find that when you drop back to a more comfortable pace, what you thought was your normal reading speed will in fact have gone up a few notches.


Who knows, you may even be a potential world speed reading champion yourself!




3Note-taking and Mind-mapping


“A picture has been said to be something between a thing and a thought.”


— Samuel Palmer (1805–81)


TAKE NOTE!


Whether attending lectures, revising for exams, preparing presentations or planning essays, notes have a vital role to play. But could we be more efficient with our note-taking? Could we use methods which make our notes more usable, easier to comprehend, more visual – something to help our brains picture all the relevant information in its entirety? The answer is yes.


What are notes for?


But first, the basics. There are extremely good reasons why notes are essential:


1Notes act effectively as a filter, helping you to concentrate and prioritise key areas of importance while disregarding irrelevant padding.


2They provide a quick reference for exam revision.


3Because they are your own unique interpretation of information, they are in themselves memorable.


4They aid understanding.


5They facilitate an overview of a topic and appeal to both your imagination and your sense of logic and order.


The attention threshold


Have you ever sat through an entire lesson or lecture and remembered virtually nothing of what you heard? Silly question, really; but why does this happen? It was probably owing to one or more of these reasons:


1The lecture was delivered in a listless monotone.


2You had a total lack of interest in the subject.


3The lecturer was a turn-off.


4The lecturer was a turn-on.


5You were suffering from a lack of sleep.


6The subject matter was too complicated to absorb, or there was too much information.


7Stress – either from the pressure of study or owing to social or domestic reasons. Stress is a major contributing factor to memory and recall loss – and if the root of your stress lies in achievement-related issues, like exams, fear of failure or parental pressure, it can be self-perpetuating.


Efficiency


Whatever the reason for your lack of concentration, efficient note-taking can ease the problem. As D-day – otherwise known as exams – looms ever closer, panicky note-taking creeps in, taking varied forms.


•The great scoop


Take the student who, journalist-style, has a compulsive desire to write down every precious word the lecturer has to offer lest he or she should miss out on a single pearl of wisdom. The result is a congealed soup of shorthand: it is impossible to fathom, the central theme is lost and time has been wasted gathering unnecessary information.


•Danger! Faulty signalling


Then there’s the frenetic artist, the sort who indulges in the creation of a frenzied maze of arrows, boxes and more arrows that point to everything and nothing. Not the sort of person you want manning air traffic control as you’re coming in to land. The intention is to connect individual pieces of data, facts, theories or ideas, thus creating a grand, unified overview. A valiant, logical aim and one that we shall find the route to shortly; but without basic guidelines the central point gets buried in a spaghetti-like disarray.


•Precision engineering


Similarly, there’s the conscientious draughtsman. He or she also incorporates arrows and boxes but in a more precise manner, taking great pains to make sure that all sides are of equal length and that angles contained in diamond or triangular shapes are also equal. Relevant associations and important data may, however, be overlooked for the sake of geometric accuracy.


•I won’t forget … honest I won’t


Perhaps you are one of a group who rarely takes notes during a lecture, relying instead on faith in your memory. You may think you know it all in the short term, but how good is your long-term memory? What references will you have to fall back on in the future if you don’t make notes now?


So what’s the big deal about ordinary, linear notes? They’re not that bad, are they? We get by on them, and besides, they’re accepted universally. That’s the way it is and things will never change.


Well, things are changing, and for the better. At this point it might be helpful to have a look inside our skulls.


THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF THOUGHT


Humans have an amazing ability to process information. The key agents in this process are the brain’s nerve cells, or neurons. It is tempting to compare these cells with the working parts of computers, but neurons are fundamentally unrivalled because they work on a unique blend of electricity and chemistry. Each neuron has a main tentacle called an axon, and a myriad of smaller tentacles called dendrites. The axon of one neuron sends messages, which are received by the dendrites of others. The point at which these messages are received and sent is known as the synaptic gap, a tiny space only billionths of an inch wide where electrochemical changes take place that give rise to the very essence of thought itself.


It is hard to begin to comprehend the scope of the brain’s thinking potential when one considers that:


1A single neuron can make a possible 1,027 connections.


2The brain contains about ten thousand million neurons.


It suggests that human thought is fundamentally limitless.


TWO BRAINS IN ONE?


The largest part of your brain, the cerebrum, consists of two hemispheres: the left and the right. Each hemisphere is covered with intricately folded “grey matter”, the cortex, which handles decisions, memory, speech and other complex processes. The left hemisphere controls the right side of your body; the right hemisphere, your left side. These two hemispheres are joined together by a central connecting band of nerve fibres, the corpus callosum.


An American psychologist, Roger Sperry of the California Institute of Technology, carried out work during the 1960s with split-brain patients (people who have had their corpus callosum surgically severed, often as a treatment for epilepsy). Sperry discovered overwhelming evidence that each hemisphere has specialised functions.
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