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Introduction

Memory is central to everything you do – and the great news is that it can be improved, quickly and easily. We’ve written this book to give you practical advice about taking control of every aspect of your memory and using it to the full, starting today.

When you know how to remember, how to tap into your brain’s amazing power and apply it to all your learning needs, you feel confident about a range of challenges, at work and at home. You retain key information and access it easily, saving time and achieving more. Whether it’s names, numbers, times, dates, individual facts or complex documents, you know how to remember everything you need, making you more organized and helping you in many different tasks. You impress people by remembering their names, improve your ability to communicate from memory, and do the right things to make other people remember you.

Memory training also helps your whole brain work better. The key techniques encourage you to organize your mind, improve your creativity and speed up your thought processes. You get a new awareness of what you can achieve, even under pressure, and see just how effective and enjoyable it can be to take charge of the complex set of processes that makes up your memory.

Small steps can make big differences. This book begins with a guide to adopting the right mindset, revealing how any negative thoughts that have been holding you back can quickly be replaced by a confident and open approach to memory. You may well have got out of the habit of engaging with information and enjoying the learning process, but that can easily change. By exploring how your memory works, and adapting your learning techniques to match, you can activate the full power of your brain and start making your mind do exactly what you want.

Most of the strategies explained in this book have been around for thousands of years, but they’re more relevant than ever. All of them can make you better at the things you need to do today. You’ll learn how to switch on your imagination, use the power of pictures, tell stories and go on mental journeys… to engage with the very real and important information you have to handle every day. Improving your memory is a fun process with seriously big benefits.

There are challenges we all face: dealing with the ever-rising tide of information, taking on new roles, coping with change. We also have our own particular learning needs, at work and at home, predictable and unexpected, enforced and chosen. Memory skills don’t just help you survive the tests you face every day – they inspire you to set ambitious new targets, and to shine in everything you do.

In just one week you can start feeling different about your memory, and use it with a whole new level of confidence and skill.
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How you feel about your memory can have a big impact on how you use it. All your learning experiences up to this point have given you an opinion about your memory: the way you use it, how well it works, what sorts of things it can do. There will be some positive points, but it’s likely that there are also plenty of negative ideas: for example, from the times when memory has felt hard or seemed boring or just plain let you down. It’s easy to think that you’ve explored every avenue for your memory, when you’ve probably only scratched the surface; yet the thought habits are ingrained, and they’re probably limiting the way you use your memory now.

If you can open your mind, you can re-evaluate your views and change your habits, breaking down barriers to learning that you may never even have noticed were there. It can seem like going backwards, because you may have to unlearn certain behaviours and recapture an approach that used to come naturally. But it’s the way forward, and the necessary first step in setting up your thinking skills for success.



Brain power

There’s never been a time when memory power was so important, and so neglected. It’s undeniable that the workplace is changing at a pace never before witnessed. All of us are inundated with new information: new names, techniques, procedures, rules, facts, ideas. Stress levels are high, the need to communicate quickly and to think creatively is greater than ever – and yet few people feel mentally equipped to deal with it all.

How often do you hear or, worse, find yourself uttering the following mantras:

•  ‘I’ve got a terrible memory’

•  ‘I can’t cope with this new software’

•  ‘I can’t remember where I left that package’

•  ‘Everything’s just too chaotic’

Stop. Within your head is more than enough brain power to cope with all the new data you face, all the changes you encounter in your working life. Your brain can deal with millions of pieces of information in the blink of an eye. You just have to use it properly.

Learn how your brain works, practise making it do what you want, and you can start tapping into its enormous potential.

The first step will always be to focus on the present – the way you try to think, learn and remember now. It’s important to consider your current approach to learning, in order to highlight the bad habits and start focusing on the things that can be changed. Here’s a learning task that you’re unlikely to have to do in real life, but one that can help you to see the memory strategies you naturally employ.


How would you go about memorizing the following number?

2821594434142463122635724



You have one minute to learn as much of the 25-digit sequence as you can. When the minute has passed, cover up the numbers and see how much of the order you can recall. This chapter ends with a technique for remembering the whole sequence with ease; but let’s begin by considering what might currently be stopping you making the most of your brain’s potential.

Negative mindsets

You are the product of your experience. From childhood you’ve been on the receiving end of lessons, instructions, guidance and orders, from a number of sources. Parental influence led to that of teachers, your wider family, other adults, peer groups, and society at large. From that array of experiences, your view of yourself and the world has been formed.

The problem is, you almost certainly received far more negative messages than positive ones. Research suggests that, on average, 90 per cent of the messages a child hears are critical or negative. It’s hardly surprising then that many adults have deeply rooted negative beliefs about themselves, and life in general. How often do you hear people say things like ‘I’m not clever enough for that’, ‘I always failed in that in school’, or ‘I’m too long in the tooth to change’ – and how often do you secretly agree with them?

‘Whether you think you can or whether you think you can’t, you’re right.’

Henry Ford

One of the inevitable outcomes of a negative mindset is that you’re setting yourself up for failure even before you start. In many cases, you never even try something: fear of failure keeps you trapped in a familiar – but limiting – ‘comfort zone’.

Yet we’ve all read about or spoken to people who are not limited by negative thoughts, not held back by fear of failure, not frightened to try something new. Focus on your negative ideas and challenge them.

The latest research calls into question the assumption that memory automatically deteriorates with age. If you can use it properly and keep it in trim, your brain can do things you never thought possible – and keep doing them.
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Habit

Humans are creatures of habit in what they do, and how they think. We like routine, doing things the way we’ve always done them – too often not the best way, just the way we’ve got used to. Generally we don’t even realize that we’re operating in an habitual way, cutting ourselves off from options that could dramatically improve our success.

Think of a habit you’ve broken in the past. A habit has to be learned, so it can be unlearned. It might have been tough, it might have taken a while, but remember the satisfying feeling of success when you achieved it.

To improve your mental performance, and to start learning and remembering effectively, you need to identify the ways of thinking that serve no useful purpose; thinking that might be holding you back; thinking that you would like to change.

As an example, imagine you’d decided to do something about your habitual failure to remember people’s names. The process of change would be built on the following key steps:

•  Accepting that your thought processes are simply habitual: you’ve got into the habit of forgetting, and have no extra memory strategies to help you out.

•  Telling yourself that this particular habit serves no useful purpose: even when you struggle and strain to remember, you still fail to recall key names at the crucial time.

•  Acknowledging that you can change, because you want to: a habit learned can be unlearned.

•  Knowing that you can change, however old you are: ingrained habits are harder to shift, but it’s never impossible. Remember, the longer you’ve failed at something, the greater the benefits will be when you start to succeed.

•  Seeing the advantages of change: in this case you’d concentrate on the social and professional situations where remembering names is crucial. Imagine the feeling of confidence you’d enjoy, and the sort of impact you could have on others.

•  Confirming to yourself that, from this moment on, you’ll actively work on remembering names, using the techniques explained in this book.

Congratulations: you’re on your way!

The way you’ve been taught in the past

When it comes to taking in new information, people have different natural tendencies. Three key learning ‘modalities’ have been identified:

  1  Visual – seeing

  2  Auditory – hearing

  3  Kinesthetic – doing

Although we all rely on a mixture of the three, we have our particular, preferred learning styles.

Imagine you’d been given a barbecue kit to put together. How would you go about it? Would you read the instruction booklet? Would you ask someone to read the instructions to you? Or would you feel happiest simply playing around with the component pieces, exploring their construction through trial and error?

Your choice reveals a lot about your preferred modality. However, there are those who use all three to great effect. In doing so they’re practising a form of holistic learning.

It makes sense to know which is your preferred modality so that, in any learning situation, you try hard to engage with information in that form.

It’s also a good idea to practise other modalities in order to strengthen the learning and train your brain.

By taking a multi-modality approach, we can become progressive thinkers, creating a self-perpetuating circle of creative, challenging thoughts and positive feelings about ourselves.

To recap:

You have at your disposal an enormously exciting mechanism for learning and remembering – your amazing brain. But you may well be limiting your brain power because of:

•  a negative mindset

•  force of habit

•  trying to use it in the wrong way.

So much for blockages to remembering and learning. What are the steps forward – the starting points for making this book work for you?
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You need to be motivated

You won’t succeed in anything if you can’t see what’s in it for you. Just as an athlete limbers up before an event and focuses on the goal, before you begin your journey to effective memory you need to prepare yourself mentally.

What will you get out of improving your brain? Your list might include:

•  dealing with information more quickly and more effectively

•  saving time

•  impressing others

•  enjoying learning

•  using new skills to boost promotion prospects

•  increasing confidence.

Spend a few minutes compiling your own motivating list, and make a point of looking back at it regularly.

You need a multi-faceted approach to learning

There was a time when we knew instinctively how to get it right. Think about the ways small children assimilate new information. They:

•  engage all their senses

•  give their imagination free rein

•  ask lots of questions

•  have little or no concept of failure

•  remain enthusiastic and positive

•  become totally engrossed in an activity

•  try a variety of approaches.

This is sometimes called ‘global learning’, since it involves the whole brain: the left, logical side, which deals with organized thinking, decisions and lists; and the right, random side, which attends to imagination, creativity, pictures and ideas.

As adults, we tend to limit our thinking processes, designating one thing as a problem requiring logic, and another as a challenge requiring imagination. The trick to effective memory and learning is to use both sides at once, and to benefit from all the options available.

You need the right learning environment

Today’s workplace is often open-plan, busy, full of noise, movement and interruptions. It’s fine if you can concentrate in that sort of environment – some people even prefer it – but it makes it difficult for those who need peace and quiet to think effectively. Just as we all take in information in different ways, we also have our own preferred places and conditions for learning.

Whenever possible, you need to take control of your learning environment. What sort of place would be ideal for you? Would it be:
•  noisy or quiet?

•  a small room or a large, open office?

•  inside or out?

•  heated or air-conditioned?

Experiment with the conditions, and be aware of all the tricks at your disposal for boosting focus and concentration.

•  Tackle important information when you’re most alert.

•  Let people know when you need private time and space to think.

•  See if a particular kind of music boosts your thinking power.

•  Surround yourself with visual images that please you, and be aware of how colours affect your mood.

•  Keep your workplace as organized and as calm as possible.

You need to practise

All too often we abandon something without giving it a fair chance of working. We don’t try as hard as we might to change an old habit and replace it with a new strategy, and reach for excuses to avoid practising it and putting in the work: ‘I’m too busy’, ‘It’s too difficult’, ‘Nothing’s happening’. Suddenly the old, safe ways seem very appealing.
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There’s no magic wand or instant fix. Look back at your ‘motivations’ list – the things you could get out of having a powerful brain. Isn’t it worth a little effort?

PMA – Positive Mental Attitude

We’ve already highlighted the debilitating effect of the negative drip-feed many of us have been on. The following points will help you start to change negative into positive, and begin building the right attitude to learning.

Remember:

•  change is possible

•  the techniques for tapping into your true mental potential are simple to learn

•  learning can be fun

•  the benefits of a trained brain are immense.

Stop:

•  limiting yourself

•  talking yourself down

•  expecting failure.

Start:

•  trusting in your abilities

•  seeing problems as challenges

•  enjoying the rewards of your efforts.

So, you need to ask yourself five key questions:
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  1  What’s in this for me?

  2  How do I learn best?

  3  Where do I find learning easiest?

  4  How can I start to practise?

  5  How can I boost my beneficial thoughts?

Answer each of these questions in a positive way and you take a big step towards becoming a powerful and effective learner.

Learning habits may be deeply ingrained, but they can be changed – and when they are, the results are dramatic.

Near the start of this chapter you tried to learn a sequence of digits, using the approach that came naturally to you. Now, try learning it in a different way. It’s possible to change information: to make it memorable. In this case, changing the numbers into words. All you need is to remember the first two lines of a couple of very famous songs:

‘I’m dreaming of a white Christmas,

Just like the ones I used to know’

and

‘Should old acquaintance be forgot

And never brought to mind’.

Spend a few moments repeating the lyrics from memory, checking you can recall them accurately. If you can, then you now know the complete number sequence. Simply write down the number of letters in each word.

‘I’m’ has two letters, so you write down 2.

‘Dreaming’ has eight letters, so the next number in the sequence is 8. ‘Of’ has two letters, so next you write down 2… and so on. See how quickly you can write out the entire 25-digit number from memory.

This is clearly an artificial experiment, but it proves an important point. By adopting the right frame of mind, and showing a willingness to learn in a new way and to change information into a more memorable form, you can remember anything. It’s even easier when you’re motivated, and learning real information that’s useful to you.

You’ve made a commitment to finding new and improved learning techniques – and now it’s time to get to grips with how your memory works.
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