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  INTRODUCTION





  


  





  So is this book supposed to make me smarter, turn me into a genius? Am I going to amaze my friends with incredible feats of mental gymnastics? And do I haw to solve a bunch of killer brain teasers, memorize Latin verbs, slog through Einstein’s theory of relativity until calculus equations start coming out my ears?




  Relax, The Brain Workout Book is not about getting your Mensa club card nor is it a cram course for better SATs. These exercises are about making the brain work better, smoother, easier, happier.




  Like a muscle workout, you can make the decision to tune your brain up, get the rust out, or you can take it into hyper-drive and build the body or, in this case, the mind beautiful. It’s entirely up to you.




  The Brain Workout Book exercises are designed to be useful, doable, and fun for everyone. It’s not about getting smarter, it’s about getting in shape.




  All right, brass tacks. What is it about the brain? How come I need to exercise it? My brain seems to work fine, at least most of the time.




  Start with this. Everything we are aware of, everything we know, everything we feel, everything we think happens inside a roughly three-pound, jellied mass we call the brain. This walnut-shaped organ is so delicate that without the bony mass of the skull to support it, it would simply gush away like so much melting Jell-O. And yet this amazing organ is what allows us our consciousness, our very sense of being. It is the seat of our existence, both worldly and inner worldly In a nutshell, here is where we truly live. So, clearly, it’s a good idea to keep this seemingly fragile and yet incredibly complex and powerful organ in top condition. After all, if it’s well cared for, it’s capable of operating non-stop for over one hundred years. If it’s not well cared for, well, look around you.




  Just consider for a moment all the things our brains are called upon to do for us. First of all, our brains allow us contact with that thing out there we call the world and with all the other people and creatures that appear to be inhabiting the realm just outside the lens of our eyes and just over the tip of our noses. It’s a noisy place that sometimes smells and also causes sensations in those weird extremities that are somehow connected down there below our chins in that thing we call a body.




  “A good mind possesses a kingdom.”—Seneca




  Amazingly, we can, simply by an act of will, make something down there, say a finger, wiggle! We can even set the whole mass in motion and walk across a room, a truly astounding feat, and all done by the power of the mind. In fact, by the age of four or five we become so used to making our body do our bidding that it ceases to amaze us. We begin to take for granted the extraordinary control we enjoy over our bodies and the physical world around us. It’s no longer a big deal to reach out and touch someone. But if you can remember back to when you were three or four, you remember it was a very big deal indeed.




  Which brings me to another remarkable brain feature, the ability to remember and to remember prodigiously. Forget volume, just think of all the different types of memories we are capable of storing in our brains. Memories of events, images, procedures, names, languages, perceptions like smell and taste, musical phrases, conclusions, stories, common sense, emotions, wisdom, jokes. In short, a whole lot of different things that ultimately shape us and make us what we are.




  We remember and we become the sum total of our memories. Take away our memories, which sadly does happen to some unlucky people, and we become a stranger to ourselves.




  And yet as important as memory is to us, we take the ability to process memories pretty much for granted. Most of us don’t even think about memory except when it momentarily fails us. With a modicum of exercise we can keep our memory systems operating in top form and avoid those embarrassing moments like when we suddenly can’t remember the name of a person we are about to introduce.




  “Bill Johnson, this is ... my good buddy ... we’ve worked together for years ... wives are best friends....”




  This is your brains way of saying it’s time to tune up the old memory system.




  We all know people who are talented in some way, artistically, athletically, or perhaps logically. We all have “gifts” for doing certain things well and conversely we are all klutzes at something—in my case, many things. These mental attributes and qualities also define and shape us just as memory does.




  But what most people don’t realize is that even if you don’t have a talent for something, you can still learn to do it and do it well. Conversely, a talent not exercised will fade away.




  In this respect, brain exercise is just as important as muscle exercise. Just like a muscle, if you don’t exercise the brain, it will atrophy, at least the part you’re not using. “Use it or lose it” is as true of the mental faculties as it is of the physical ones.




  “We are an intelligent species and the use of our intelligence quite properly gives us pleasure. In this respect, the brain is like a muscle. When it is in use, we feel very good. Understanding is joyous.”—Carl Sagan




  Fortunately, most of us do get plenty of stimulation in our daily routine, our jobs, our leisure activities, our relationships. The problem is our daily brain stimulation is often not very balanced. We may be exercising one part of our brain terrifically while letting other parts just sit there on the old couch and stare at reruns on television. This results in an imbalance which can actually effect our sense of well being. It can even make us physically ill.




  The good news is that a brain, unlike a muscle, doesn’t want to turn into Jell-O. A brain puts up a fight. It lets us know we are not giving it enough proper exercise.




  We’ve all had that sense of irritability that comes from too much routine, too much drudgery. We’ve all said on occasion, “I need a change—I’ve got to shake things up—I’m bored—I need stimulation.” Yes, that is your brain talking, and it’s talking to you.




  The question is what kind of stimulation and how much? This book provides exercises for all the major brain functions and at several different levels. You should be able to discover what’s been missing for you, what part of your brain needs more exercise, or simply more stimulation.




  You don’t have to do all the exercises or do them in any kind of order. The idea of the exercises is to help you obtain a balance, a sense of well being. We’ve all experienced that warm glow in the body from a hard physical workout. Brain Workout exercises can provide that same glow for the brain and you won’t even break a sweat.




  (Incidentally, many of the Brain Workout exercises can be done simultaneously with a physical workout.)




  The best idea is to try all of the different exercises and find the ones that work well for you. Who knows, you may even discover some native talents that you never realized you had, some long dormant skills that were just sitting there waiting to be developed. There’s only one way to find out. So let’s get started!




  





  CHAPTER 1




  WHAT’S TRUE; WHAT’S NOT





  A Few Basic Facts




  There are many common myths and misconceptions about our brains and how they work. Let’s start with our current fascination with computers. Some scientists think that computers will one day be just as smart as we are and even “think” as we do.




  “Is my brain just a real smart computer?”




  The answer is a definite no. Computers operate in a slavishly logical fashion and are unable to do what we call “reason.” That is to say, they can’t really think in the human sense of the word.




  Computers do computations in an orderly step-by-step process in which no deviation from the “program” is allowed. Human brains act more like a large committee coming to a consensus after having considered all the relevant information and taking input from many different sources. We call this method of processing information a neural network.




  

    Fact: The Pentium processor, the current brain of the common desktop computer, is composed of about five million transistor. The human brain has more synaptic connections (similar to transistors) than the number of known stars in the universe.




    The Intel company has been making computer processors for about twenty years. The current model of the human brain has been in production for at least two hundred thousand years.


  




  The advantages are that we don’t need every “committee member” to contribute equally all of the time. Some may be absent from a particular decision and yet the committee continues to function.




  Still, the best committees are the ones where every member pulls his or her own weight. The exercises in this book are designed to stretch out and strengthen the various parts of our neural network just as if our brain were composed of a group of muscles.




  Our brain power, like our muscle power, is derived from the sum total of all the units and, just like our body, certain parts of our brains are underutilized or out of shape. We can be mental couch potatoes just as easily as physical ones. This book is designed to help us burn some synaptic calories and in the process feel more alive and successful.




  Since we’re on the subject of how our brains work, what about all this talk of right brain and left brain? The right brain being our supposedly creative and emotional side and our left brain being our supposedly logical and coldly rational side.




  “Do I really have two brains?”




  A qualified yes. You do have two distinct hemispheres which are specialized for different types of information processing. These two major systems can more or less “think” by themselves, for awhile at least, and sometimes even hold opposite opinions. (Ever feel conflicted?)




  “Okay, so who’s in charge, right or left?”




  The key thing to remember is that the two halves are connected. They exchange information and work together, in concert, to make one whole, we hope, well-rounded human being. Neither “half” dominates and both are absolutely essential to real-world problem solving.




  “Yeah, well, I know some people that are definitely left-brain oriented.”




  People often think they have no talent for the artistic. Others think that their logical powers are deficient. This simply isn’t true. They are just not utilizing the full potential of their brains.




  The parts of our brain we use the least naturally aren’t going to be wry well developed But that doesn’t mean that the ability wasn’t there to begin with.




  Okay now, I’m not saying you are secretly Picasso or Einstein, but you aren’t completely without talent, either. All of us have the same basic brain (with a just a few trillion trillion or so wiring variations).




  That’s why we can all appreciate things we ourselves can’t do, such as hit a major league curve ball or write a moving line of music or come up with a clever way to build a mousetrap. We can certainly imagine doing those things and conversely, we can do a lot more than we imagine. All it takes is proper exercise.




  “Is the old adage you can’t do two things at once true?”




  Yes and no. No, you cannot do two logical tasks at the same time because that would involve one specific neural network working on two problems at once. No can do.




  However, some people can give the illusion of doing two logical tasks at the same time by training themselves to rapidly switch back and forth between two or even more tasks. (In much the same way a modern computer can multi-task by dividing up processor time.) Professional athletes do it for a living. But it is an illusion.




  The human brain simply cannot think of two things to do at once without confusion and mis-coordination of information sent to the muscles. Witness the famous sports adage about the football player who is thinking about running for the touchdown before catching the ball and as a result flubs an easy catch and drops the ball.




  Okay, so what about the yes answer?




  We can indeed do two things at once as long as they don’t involve the same brain hardware.




  For example, we often listen to music while, say, balancing our checkbook; or view a work of art while discussing it. Both things are happening at once. We can take in emotions, music, visual and spatial concepts while operating our logic or language centers. In fact, we do it all the time.




  It’s so commonplace that we don’t even realize we are doing it and we don’t think of it as doing two things at once. But as we shall see in the left–right exercises to come, it is this dual functioning, this two things at once, that is the very basis of what we call creativity.




  “What does it mean to be intelligent?”




  There are strong myths as well as confusion when it comes to the subject of intelligence. Most people believe that intelligence can be tested and quantified. The test of choice is known as the IQ test. It is supposedly designed to measure your native or inborn intelligence. Your score, once established, is regarded as unchangeable throughout your entire life no matter what you do. But is this the whole story? Nowadays, researchers are not so sure.




  “Isn’t it true that some people are just born smart and the rest of us are stuck being plain old average?”




  Not necessarily. You certainly can inherit skills and personality traits that last your entire life, but intelligence is a complex concept incorporating social beliefs and dogmas. For example, we base the IQ test on our own Western cultural values and on what we think of as common sense.




  The trouble is, these values change from society to society and even from individual to individual within a society. For example, what is intelligent to an engineer or a scientist might seem like nonsense to a composer or a philosopher and vise versa. The rating of intelligence therefore is subjective. No test yet devised can accurately predict what a given brain is capable of doing across all the fields of human endeavor. Even a one-on-one comparison is usually meaningless.




  Suppose we ask the question who was more intelligent, Michelangelo or Newton? The answer we get could depend on whether we ask a scientist or an artist. Of course, a really intelligent person understands that comparison between the two is impossible.




  Personally, I like to think of intelligence as an individual measure of how we employ the brain power and the talents we have been given. In other words, intelligent people make the most of what they have. They often seem much smarter than they might test out to be. Many of the most successful people in all fields do not think of themselves as any smarter than you. They just use what they have to the fullest and, by the way, so can you.




  Which brings us to a few quickly disposed of myths.




  “Does brain power have to do with brain size?”




  Nope. Smart people have all different size brains.




  There is absolutely no correlation between brain or head size and intelligence or talent or anything mental.




  “Do identical twins have identical brains?”




  No. Because the brain continues to form throughout childhood and some researchers think throughout life, two brains that started out the same would quickly diverge. No two brains that ever existed since the dawn of time are the same and no two will ever be. We may look alike, but brain-wise we are all truly unique. There will never be another Shakespeare or, more comfortingly, another Hitler.




  “Do mental powers decline with age?”




  Not unless you are unfortunate enough to contract Alzheimer’s or some other mentally debilitating disease. At one time researchers believed that brain cells slowly died off as we aged, leaving us old and inevitably senile. But it is now recognized that brain cells do not normally die off. The brain, it appears, can retain its full powers throughout life.




  We can of course elect to kill lots of brain cells on our own by taking drugs, legal and illegal, and by poor nutrition. However, if we live a healthy, mentally active life, our brain should last at least as long as our body.




  And as for teaching an old dog new tricks, current research shows that the human brain remains capable of learning new things well into the nineties and on a par with much younger brains.




  And neither does memory necessarily fade with age. It’s just that as you get older, you have more to remember and naturally more to forget.




  By the way, forgetting is almost as important as remembering. We do it all the time. It’s a way of cleaning house, getting rid of mental clutter. After all, we don’t need to remember the vast majority of what we take in every day Besides, there are some things we would all dearly love to forget. The good news is that if we keep our brains active and continually learning new things, we just might.




  “Do video games have any value as brain exercise?”




  Actually, yes. Video games improve hand-eye coordination, a definite brain function. They can also improve spatial visualization abilities, anticipation and reaction skills, rapid decision making, pattern recognition, and to some degree, short-term memory.




  The problem here is a tendency to over-exercise, sometimes to the point of addiction. Video games can offer tremendous stimulation, particularly to the younger, developing mind. But unless you plan to be a fighter pilot or are involved in a field m which these skills need to hyper-develop, you want to be careful not to overuse selected areas of the brain while underusing some other equally important areas, such as those dealing with social interactions, imagination, and language, to name a few.




  The catch word here is judicious. If you enjoy video games, by all means play them. But limit the time spent daily or weekly and balance it out with other exercises.




  Also, consider interactive games with real live people. And I don’t mean two-person video games. For an interesting change, try something low-tech like a card game, a board game, or a mind game like “Dictionary.” (If you don’t know about mind games, ask somebody born before 1955 for a complete list.)




  These kinds of interactive games will pit you against much faster and craftier opponents than a mere computer. You’ll develop many of the same brain areas to a much higher level.




  As an added bonus, you’ll also be exercising social and communication skills at the same time.




  “What about television? Does it really turn my brain into cookie dough?”




  Well, maybe not cookie dough, but something close. Okay, television is really not such a bad thing. It actually can be mental exercise and, no, I don’t mean you have to watch “educational programs” (although they certainly don’t hurt).




  In the Lazy Man’s section there are exercises you can do while watching your favorite episode of “Seinfeld.” No kidding.




  However, the normal way of watching television falls under the heading of mental relaxation rather than mental exercise. But this is also an important brain function.




  Television watching can be a useful way to cool down or turn it off altogether after a hard day. Muscles need rest periods and so does the brain.




  The good news is that the majority of programming today most definitely falls into the category of brain resting. So when you need to, rest away. Again, as with video games, don’t overdo it.




  “Can drugs make me smarter?”




  The mechanics of brain operation, as far as we know, is an electrochemical process. This obviously means that chemicals or drugs can have an effect on how the brain operates. We are still learning about how and what these effects are, but in general they have to do more with mood and perception than with actual performance.




  It appears that psychoactive drugs like Prozac, Lithium, and others, properly administered, can be genuinely helpful to those unfortunate brains that have severe emotional problems. But can drugs make a normal brain perform better? Well, they might make you think you are performing better or, like caffeine, make you feel sharper, more alert, but these are really just mood changes and not performance enhancements.




  Sure, I feel much more alert and ready to go after a cup of coffee, but if coffee is not available, I still manage to get going. And, in terms of stimulation, an exciting experience or event will get my synapses firing far more rapidly than a cup of Moca-Java at the local Starbucks.




  As for other common stimulants like nicotine and alcohol or the illegal street drugs, the question becomes, “Are the perceived benefits worth the very real danger of damage those drugs can do to our bodies as well as our brains?”




  And, since we can experience most if not all of the feelings produced in this artificial fashion by safer and more conventional means—that is by living life with our brains awake and alive—why seek a chemical solution?




  All drugs can basically do for you is artificially increase your state of alertness or, conversely, dull it. Despite the claims of charlatans, drugs can’t give you a super-charged memory or suddenly turn you into a math whiz.




  My advice is, if you want to alter your mood for the better, do something different, something stimulating, like one of the exercises in this book. And if you’re having serious problems with your moods, such as constant depression, then by all means, seek medical help. It is available. It does work.




  As for really getting smarter, just exercise your brain, that’s all it takes.




  





  CHAPTER 2




  EVALUATING YOUR BRAIN FITNESS





  This section is designed for those who want to discover exactly what kind of shape their brain is in and set up a tailored exercise regime to improve it.




  It is not necessary to go through this process if you already have an idea of the areas you would like to work on, or if you have the type of brain that prefers to explore and poke around on it’s own. Just like down at the old exercise gym, not everybody likes to work out the same way. We try to accommodate all comers.




  For convenience, the following chapters will begin with an explanation of what the particular exercises contained within them are designed to do. This should give you plenty of guidance if you just want to browse first before diving in.




  What are we trying to do here?




  A fit brain is reflected in a sense of general well-being, and in an eager willingness to experience fresh ideas and explorations. A fit brain welcomes new interactions, new challenges, new experiences. A fit brain quite simply enables us to enjoy life more completely and a fit brain lets us realize the full potential of our own particular gifts. Remember, we celebrate our mental uniqueness by utilizing our talents and our special abilities, not by keeping them dormant. Don’t let them sit there like a bunch of flabby muscles.




  Okay, the first task is evaluation. We need to know what kind of shape our brain is in, and which kinds of exercises might be most useful for our particular brain. Then it will be on to waking up those lazy, underused synapses and forgotten nodes. Time to do a little neural net conditioning!




  Start by asking your brain the following questions. (Don’t worry, even flabby brains can get though this.)




  1. How often do you describe an experience as exciting?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  2. How often do you say to yourself “I’m bored”?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  3. How often do you purposely do something different, something outside your daily routine?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  4. Do you fully engage yourself mentally in whatever you are doing?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  5. Do you fear making mistakes or errors of judgment?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  6. When you meet someone new, either at work or socially, are you concerned about appearing stupid, or foolish, or ignorant?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  7. Does the idea of a mental challenge such as being given more responsibility at work make you uncomfortable?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  8. Do you avoid tasks that require aesthetic judgment or artistic skill?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  9. Do logical tasks like mathematics, puzzles, or problem-solving make you cringe?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  10. Do you have trouble making up your mind?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  11. Do you have difficulty remembering information or events?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  12. Do you enjoy playing games with other people?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  13. Do you have trouble visualizing something that is being described to you, such as an object, a behavior, or perhaps an event?




  

    	A Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  14. Do hand-eye coordination tasks make you feel like a klutz?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  15. Do you have trouble with organization either at work or in your personal life?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  16. Do you actively plan and initiate what happens in your life?




  

    	Almost never




    	Once in a while




    	Often




    	Most of the time


  




  The purpose of these questions is primarily evaluation, so I will discuss the questions in some detail and make recommendations for a program tailored to your particular needs.




  But for the benefit of those over-achievers among you who feel you must be rated, here is a scoring system that will give you an idea of what kind of shape “the little gray cells” are in (to quote that fictional master of mental aerobics, Hercule Poirot).




  For questions 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, l3, 14, and 15, an A answer is worth four points, a B answer three points, a C answer two points and a D answer one point.




  For questions 1,3,4,12, and 16 (in other words, all the rest) give yourself one point for an A answer, two points for a B answer, three points for a C answer, and four points for a D answer.




  Now for the tricky part, add it all up. Come on, I promise this is the only required math in the whole book.




  Okay, here’s the short answer.




  If you scored 60–64, give this book to a needy friend, you’re in great shape. In fact, I bet people line up just to feel your massive frontal lobes.




  45–59: Very good, you’ve reason to be proud of that little bundle of nerve fibers you got up there, but you can still benefit from some tune-ups in specific areas.




  33–44: Like most of us, you’ve been spending much too much time on the couch. You need to get in the game. It’s time to start doing some stretches, get that brain aerobicized, and make those sorry synapses start popping! You need to feel some burn. Fortunately, I’ve got a program for you.




  20–32: Very bad shape. In fact, I’m assuming you’ve just woken up after being in a coma for at least seven years because the lowest you can score is a fifteen (which would mean you were still in a coma). Go very slowly, but the good news is you’ve got nowhere to go but up.




  Okay, now the step-by-step evaluation. Questions one and two are, of course, very general and designed to make you think about how you view your mental state overall.




  1. Whereas few people outside of stunt doubles and maybe major rock stars can truthfully answer that most of their daily experiences are exciting, it is a question of perception.




  However, if your brain is working up to it’s potential then most of what you do feels exciting to you simply because you are reveling in using that wonderful organ.




  I can liken it to a person who does regular body exercise and derives a strong high from it. Since you employ or should employ your brain with even greater frequency, you should experience most of life as at least stimulating, if not downright exciting. If you’re not, then it’s time to shake things up. You need to have your interest seriously piqued, so do any and all of the exercises that your poor, deprived synapses find stimulating.




  “It is not enough to have a good mind; the main thing is to use it.”—Descartes




  2. Conversely, the second question should be an unequivocal A—Almost never.




  If you are bored even as often as B—Once in awhile—then you need to find some more mental stimulation. You are probably sitting on a couple of major areas of brain function that you don’t even realize are there.




  You will benefit by trying some of the exercises that seem most foreign to you, most out of the ordinary, most unusual. You need to try some things that you are convinced you cannot do and surprise yourself.




  Once you open up these new channels, you’ll have to really work at being bored from now on.




  3. Question three deals with how much “different” you allow into your life.




  The brain thrives on new situations, new problems, new explorations. This is where you really see how strongly the brain differs from a mere computer.




  Computers need very specific parameters. Our brains need only very general parameters and thrive on experiencing the unusual.




  We need to constantly expand our horizons, expose our brain circuits to new challenges.




  Now, of course, we don’t have to explore the Amazon basin or trek across Tibet on a camel in order to shape up our brains, although that is one great way to do it, assuming your finances allow.




  It is also possible, however to have “exotic” experiences closer to home and even to lit them into a tight schedule.
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