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My passion and experience across a mix of careers have allowed me to pull together simple and highly effective strategies in Improve Your Memory that are focused on helping you progress your career and identify ways of using the ancient art of memory techniques in order to add real value to your life, be that for business or leisure.
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Mark Channon

www.memoryschool.com


Introduction

Interestingly, in the beginning I never really considered myself a ‘memory guy’, memory techniques were part of what I did. While I enjoyed the process of training to a high standard, competing in various championships and experiencing first-hand the positive impact that these techniques can have in many areas of your life, for me, memory improvement was always a means to an end. I think that sentiment still runs true and it is why I have been passionate about sharing the ideas in this book.

There have been many memory improvement books written over the years and I have read quite a few of them. When starting out, the thing that I looked for in most of those books was examples, ‘How do I put this into practice?’ This was a challenge and although there were some excellent books that gave a great insight into how memory techniques worked, I always felt there wasn’t enough guidance in real-world application and enough to chew on that would allow me to immerse myself so it became second nature.

Having an eclectic background and various careers (dancer, actor, developer, trainer, coach, product manager), it always seemed clear to me that to really understand something you have to experience it and take some form of action, to master something you have to immerse yourself in it. Through that mastery you can perform at a high level and create the changes you are looking for in your life.

I wanted to learn how to improve my memory so I could learn scripts more quickly for auditions, understand programming when I started developing websites back in the late 1990s, memorize names in meetings, remember key facts about people, consume information from conferences, put together presentations and memorize them at high speed, programme myself to remember things at a specific moment in time – the list goes on.

Almost from the very beginning I was so excited about what was possible I couldn’t help but talk to people about these amazing techniques and try to figure out how memory techniques could help them.

To that end the learning strategies and memory techniques throughout this book will take you on a journey from understanding and experiencing through immersion in the techniques to choosing how you can apply it to mastery in your own career.

This journey has four destinations:

•  Foundations – The ideas you learn in this section will set you up for how to approach the strategies throughout the rest of the book.

•  A new way of thinking – This is your toolkit; here you will learn your craft.

•  How to remember – An opportunity to immerse yourself in the application of these strategies.

•  Become an expert in your field – Make an real impact in your career or business, bringing these skills to your everyday life.

The book is packed full of ‘Try it now’ boxes. When you see a ‘Try it now’ box you should switch from passive reading to active participation; this will increase your understanding and memory of the chapter as well as your ability to look for opportunities for where to apply the strategy or concept in your own life. All ‘Try it now’ boxes have a Time limit: this is the set time for each exercise. While some can be completed more quickly and some take longer, the time limit constrains the amount of time you spend on each ‘Try it now’ to make sure you keep the momentum up through the book. Everyone is different so these are a rough guide. If you find you haven’t completed a ‘Try it now’ within the time limit, either come back to it later or run the time limit again.

Depending on your mode at the time, you may choose to do the ‘Try it now’ exercises as you go through the book and treat it as a training session or make notes on the exercises that capture your interest and come back to these later. Even if you feel a ‘Try it now’ exercise isn’t particularly relevant, you should read through and think about where you may apply this in your own life.

Try one now: each ‘Try it now’ consists of a short game or exercise to complete.
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Try it now: Your purpose




Time limit: 10 minutes

✽  Without thinking too hard, answer these questions (if you have a pen and paper, write them down):

–  Why are you reading this book?

–  What do you want to get from it?

✽  If you haven’t done so already – preview this book (take no more than five minutes); flick through and get a sense of what it’s about. Certain areas will catch your attention: notice these but don’t focus on remembering them.

✽  Make sure you do the above steps before reading on.

✽  Make a few notes about anything you remember that caught your attention, this could be as few as one or two things or as many as 20.

[image: image]

You already have the potential to remember anything you put your mind to. Since you are reading this book you are probably looking for ways to improve your current ability to remember or get some practical ideas about how it can help you in your everyday life, business or career.

Some of you may only want to become competent, extracting the key techniques that will allow you to do specific tasks. Others may want to go deeper, acquiring the ability to become effective on a personal level and use the techniques in your career.

You may want to achieve a level of expertise or mastery that is integrated throughout your life, where you no longer think in terms of techniques but it’s just what you do, how you learn, how you act and how you lead others.

There is no magic wand and although you will be able to memorize more quickly, remember more and retain it for longer, like any skill, expertise takes time and dedication.

The aim of this book is not to give a detailed view on ‘how your brain works’ but rather to offer you memory techniques and learning strategies that will add real value in your life and in your career or business. The intention is not to have you remember ‘everything’ you read or have done but to offer you the skills to remember ‘anything’ you put your mind to.

Memory techniques are very personal and will be interpreted in many different ways. Your goal should be to take what you read here, experience it and make it your own.

Whichever path you choose, the strategies in this book can help you make a difference in your life and your career. Have fun and enjoy the journey!


Part One

Foundations

‘Efforts and courage are not enough without purpose and direction.’

John F. Kennedy


1

Memory

[image: image]

In this chapter you will learn:

•  the importance of memory for you

•  the most common types of memory that people refer to

•  the building blocks of memory

•  about the art of memory.

[image: image]



The purpose of this chapter is not to give a detailed view of the brain but to let you reflect on the importance of memory in your life, the various types of memory you may be familiar with and your own capability. By making a ‘shift’ in your perception and therefore your beliefs about what is possible, you can start to unblock any pre-conceived ideas about the practical uses of memory techniques.

Your memory

It seems that in our current world, where we are expected to remember more and more, there should be more focus on not just the ‘what we remember’ but also the ‘how to remember’. We spend years learning to read and write and months or years learning to play a sport, but when it comes to learning, and specifically to learning techniques that can help with this, the commitment can be minimal. This may be because those techniques are not readily available at the right time or there could be a presumption that it wastes time or it’s easier just to press on; maybe there is a belief that it’s how you are wired: ‘You can remember this but can’t remember that.’
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Key idea: Mastering your memory




Memory is an art and like any other art it takes time to master; like most things you master, the benefits can be great. The trick is figuring out what level of expertise you need to get to in order to achieve your goals. How good do you need and want your memory to be? To answer those questions you need to identify how your memory currently helps or hinders you in your life.

[image: image]
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Try it now: Memory in your life




Time limit: 10 minutes

We all inherently know that memory is vital in order to function; without memory we have no understanding or context. Answer the questions below to identify your strengths and weaknesses:

✽  What frustrates you most about your memory?

✽  Where does your memory perform well?

✽  If you have used memory techniques before, how successful were they?

✽  If you have used memory techniques before, what was the biggest challenge?

✽  What do you expect to be able to do after reading and working through the actions in this book?

✽  On a scale of 1–10, how would you rate your current memory?

✽  On a scale of 1–10, where would you like your memory to be?

✽  What does 1 look like for you and what does 10 look like?

✽  Make a note of your scores and put it somewhere visible.

Try the online survey at http://improve-your-memory.memoryschool.com
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Memory types

There are lots of different terms used to describe various types of memory. Our aim is not to give an account of all the different memory types and meanings, or whether one term should be used over the other, but rather to give an overview of some basic terms in use, giving you some context as to where or how you might experience them. This pragmatic approach will give us a common language to refer to.
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Key idea: Types of memory




Concise Learning and Memory (John H. Byrnes, 2009), references the fact that Tulving (2007) identified 256 types of memory.

[image: image]

EXPLICIT (CONSCIOUS) MEMORY

With explicit memory there is a conscious effort to recollect, whether you are thinking about a past experience or some type of factual information.
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Try it now: Study the following words




Time limit: 5 minutes

  1  Spend the next minute just studying these words. Think about what they mean to you.



	Tree
	Co-ordinate
	Connection



	Stem
	Cerebellum
	Fornix



	Heart
	Satellite
	Ghost



	Medulla
	Thalamus
	Amygdala



	Feeding
	Control
	Elephant



	Pons
	Hypothalamus
	Hippocampus



	Movement
	Reptile
	Professor X



	Midbrain
	Limbic
	Cortex




  2  Cover the words above. Look at the list of words below and identify any words you have just studied.



	Fish
	Pons
	Medulla



	Cortex
	Cerebellum
	Amygdala



	Movement
	Thalamus
	Limbic



	Midbrain
	Reptile
	Hippocampus



	Fornix
	Ship
	Love



	Dinosaur
	Pirate
	Hypothalamus



	Cerebellum
	Awesome
	Remember




This is one example of explicit memory where you have made a conscious effort to recall.

[image: image]

IMPLICIT (NON-CONSCIOUS) MEMORY

Implicit memory covers several different types of memory that are all considered non-conscious, i.e. you are not making a conscious effort to recall the information, experience or skill.
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Try it now: Fill in the blank




Time limit: 2 minutes

Take a few deep breaths and clear your mind. As you breathe slowly count down from 10 to 1.

As you look at the following stubs of words, without thinking about it say the first word that comes to mind. Do this at speed. If nothing comes straight away, move on and come back to it. Write each word you come up with down on a piece of paper.







	For
	_________



	Lim
	_________



	Po
	_________



	Mid
	_________



	Cer
	_________



	Amy
	_________



	Hip
	_________



	Tha
	_________



	Cor
	_________



	Med
	_________



	Hyp
	_________



	Ele
	_________




Although slightly contrived in this situation, since you have previously been primed with potential words for the above stems (Ele – Elephant, etc.), there is a higher probability that this will be one of the words that come to mind. This is called the priming effect.

[image: image]

Whereas explicit memory is conscious recall, implicit memories are related to non-conscious recall. An example of explicit memory would be trying to remember a list of words you have previously seen; an example of implicit memory is knowing how to drive your car, dance or play a sport.

SHORT-TERM MEMORY

In order to keep something in short-term memory, you need to rehearse it in your mind, a new PIN number, for example. With repetition you will be able to transfer that number to long-term memory. Pure short-term memory tends to involve things you don’t have some knowledge of (e.g. a phone number). In most cases you will be performing a task that involves manipulating information in your short-term memory while reflecting on information in your long-term memory. This mix is generally known as working memory, ‘as short-term memory merges with longer-term memory and experience’ (The Brain: A Neuroscience Primer, Richard F. Thompson, 1993).
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Try it now: Number test…




Time limit: 30 seconds

Remember this number:

5 7 4 0 3 9 1 8 6 6 7 2 9 8 5 1 1 4 0 5

Write down as many of the digits as you can remember in sequence.

Time limit: 10 seconds

Remember this car registration:

BD02 GYU

Unless you are already versed in some form of memory techniques you will probably say this number over and over again as previously mentioned, trying to keep it in your mind through rehearsal. If you happen to get distracted while trying to memorize or recall, it will be hard to keep it in your mind. Most will be able to remember seven numbers, plus or minus two, and without rehearsal short-term memory will last a short amount of time.

In The Brain: A Neuroscience Primer, Thompson refers to case studies where people were prevented from rehearsal by counting backwards from 10. The length of time a short-term memory took to decay without rehearsal was about 10 seconds.

[image: image]
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Remember this




You could think of short-term memory as one of those aquadoodle mats with water pens. If you haven’t seen one, it is basically a drawing mat for kids. You fill a special pen with water and as you draw on the mat the water from the pen makes a colour come through. Like short-term memory whatever you draw fades away unless you keep on going over it. Although an aquadoodle mat may last longer than your short-term memory, it’s a nice image to remember how it works.

[image: image]

LONG-TERM MEMORY

Long-term memory is used to cover many types of memory and there are several ways to classify this. We will take a broad view and look at it from the perspective of declarative (explicit) and non-declarative (implicit).

•  Declarative – knowing that/what (explicit)

Declarative memory and explicit memory are sometimes used interchangeably. Declarative memory includes ‘knowing that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet’, ‘knowing what you had for breakfast yesterday’ or ‘knowing what ingredients make up pancakes’.

Declarative memory is understood fairly well. In 1953 a patient referred to as H.M. had part of his brain removed that included an area of the brain called the hippocampus due to suffering from severe epilepsy. After having surgery, he was still able to remember events and facts from his past. He also still had the ability to remember a string of digits up to the point where he was interrupted. He could also form new implicit memories by being able to perform tasks that were taught to him. However, he could not remember learning to do so. The fact that he could not create new declarative memories led scientists to believe that the hippocampus played an essential role in forming these types of long-term memories. We can break declarative memory into episodic and semantic.

Episodic memory
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Try it now: Where have you been?




Time limit: 1 minute

Answer the following questions and write down some key words that capture your answers:

✽  What was one of your favourite holidays?

✽  What was the last film you went to see?

✽  What did you have for breakfast yesterday?

[image: image]

Episodic memory relates to experiences or events that are time-tagged and include spatial information.

Semantic memory
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Try it now: What do you know?




Time limit: 1 minute

Answer the following questions and write down your answers

✽  What is the name of the author of the Harry Potter books?

✽  What is your partner’s or family member’s birthday?

✽  What does mnemonic mean?

[image: image]

Semantic memory is about your knowledge of facts. This could be the elements of the periodic table or knowing that karova is Russian for ‘cow’. One of the differences between episodic and semantic memory is that semantic memory is not time-tagged to a specific event: you will know that Rome is the capital of Italy but unless you have been there you will probably not have an experience linked to that.
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Case study: Believe in the power of memory




Beth was studying Acupuncture and Hermione wanted some general improvements to her memory. Shortly after the workshop I received a letter from each of them. Beth talked about how she had previously failed an acupuncture exam a number of times and after attending the memory workshop she had managed to pass with 100%. This sounded great and started to change my own beliefs about the real world value of learning how to use your memory.

The second letter from Hermione was even more revealing as it talked about a major increase in confidence, how it had changed her life and she now felt she could study and do anything she wanted. Reading it I remember thinking, ‘But these are just a bunch of tricks’, however as I read on, it made sense that having the ability to remember anything if you applied yourself could have a positive effect on a person’s belief system.

[image: image]

Living with a belief that your memory works well when you take on a different way of thinking, is fairly significant. Hermione had an ‘experience’, a new set of memories that changed how she thought about herself and would potentially affect future decisions about what she may choose to do.

•  Non-declarative – knowing how (implicit)

Non-declarative is a label grouping various different types of non-conscious memory including:

•  Procedural – Knowing how to dance or drive a car or play a sport (motor skills).

•  Priming – ‘A stimulus influences the response to another stimulus.’ There are several examples of implicit memory, we will delve deeper into priming in the next chapter. One example of implicit memory is the test you completed where you received the information (in this case certain words) prior to seeing a stem of those words that resulted in you non-consciously recalling some or all of them.

•  Conditioning of responses – e.g. Pavlov’s dogs, where they were conditioned to salivate when they heard a bell ring.




	[image: image]

	
Case study: Swim like a dolphin




Emi (CEO of Brainient, an advertising startup) was looking to improve his memory for statistics, presentations and to gain a competitive edge.

In one coaching session the subject of triathlons came up. It turned out that he was having a challenge with the swimming part of the event; he was a good swimmer and understood all of the mechanics, however he needed to get to the point where he could do 25 lengths and he was only doing about seven. Physically he knew he should be able to do more however he was getting caught up in the mechanics.

At first it may not seem that relevant that improving one of the various memory types could help you go from seven to 25 laps. In the session I talked about the idea of implicit learning (Masters, 1992). Implicit learning occurs where the learner is given no explicit verbal instruction, yet still acquires the skills to perform. When working with someone on implicit learning you can offer various metaphors that help reduce ‘over thinking’ or paralysis by analysis, which was what seemed to be happening with Emi.

Through a series of questions, he came up with a visual metaphor for how he wanted to swim - he was a dolphin! The next day I received a text saying ‘I’m a dolphin’; he had just swam the 25 lengths! He didn’t suddenly gain more stamina in this 24-hour period, this metaphor was rapidly teaching his body how it was supposed to feel and act thereby removing over analysis and allowing him to go with the flow.

[image: image]

WORKING MEMORY

Bryden (2007) refers to Baddeley (2001) on working memory as a type of memory used to hold information for short periods of time while it is being manipulated. This also encompasses the idea of short-term memory. The picture of working memory involves a central executive that manipulates the information and three storage components:

•  the phonological loop (subvocal rehearsal)

•  visuospatial sketchpad (visual and spatial information)

•  the episodic buffer (information retrieved from long-term episodic memory).

Working memory is essential in evaluating and making decisions.
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Try it now: A working memory story




Time limit: 3 minutes

To help remember this model of memory you might imagine yourself as an executive in a large office. To your left is a phonogram. You turn it on and it starts playing the same words over and over again. In front of you is a large canvas with a map of your home town. You paint pictures on different spaces. To your right there is a large HD TV with DVDs that capture episodes from your life. As the executive, you can use these three resources to work with and store new information.

Read this through two more times, letting the images come to mind.

Close your eyes and recite the main points.

Now write down Baddeley’s model of working memory.

This is a small taster of creative memorization.

[image: image]

Making connections
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Key idea: Building blocks




The building blocks of who we are were apparently discovered by accident after a section of brain was knocked into a petri dish with silver nitrate. It lay there for two weeks before it was found by Camillo Golgi, who with the aid of a microscope was able to identify what is referred to as the neuron. The neuron is the basic information-processing unit, making possible our understanding, memories and behaviours (Diamond, Scheibel, Elson, 1985).
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Case study: Brain soup




You may have heard that there are 100 billion neurons in the brain? In actual fact there are around 86 billion. In Dr Suzana Herculano-Houzel’s Ted Talk ‘What is so special about the human brain?’, she describes how they discovered this 86 billion number (Azevedo et al., 2009), by essentially creating a brain soup through a process of dissolving the cell membrane of cells into a homogenous mixture, differentiating neurons from glia, which allows counting of the neurons.

To make it easy to remember this key number, simply imagine that there is a brain soup which you ate (8) with a stick (6). Not very nice, I know but hard to forget.

These 86 billion interconnected neurons make up what we refer to as the structures of the brain. A single neuron can have between 5,000 and 10,000 connections, a potential quadrillion neuronal connections (Sprenger, 1999). This image gives a clue to the vast potential of the human brain.

[image: image]

To picture a neuron in its basic form, you can break it down to the cell body (soma), the tree-like branches (dendrites) sprawling away from the soma in search of incoming information from other neurons, and the longer trunk (axon) looking for other neurons to communicate with and send signals to.

As you look at a neuron, you will see there are many dendrites and only one axon. Signals are sent through the axon and are received by the dendrites. Signals can also be received by dendritic spines (the small spines on the dendrite), axon to soma, axon to axon, dendrite to dendrite and soma to soma (Diamond, Scheibel, Elson, 1985).

[image: image]

Figure 1.1   A neuron.
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Figure 1.2   A neuronal network.

The purpose of the neuron is to transmit information to other cells. The neuron communicates with other neurons through chemicals reacting and producing electrical signals. As these ‘signals’ are passed on, the neurons create networks. In real life these networks represent how we perceive the world around us: a particular set of neuronal networks will fire when we try to remember the name of the person standing in front of us; neuronal networks will be constantly firing as you read this book. The amazing thing about the brain is that neuronal networks can change; a particular neuronal network that fires every time you get up to talk in front of people, making you nervous, can be interrupted and changed. If you change the network, you change the behaviour.

As the axon splits into smaller fibres, they end at the axon terminal. When a fibre makes a connection with another cell, it is called a synapse. Between the axon terminal and another neuron or its dendrite is what is called the synaptic cleft (a small gap). In order for a signal to cross over the gap, it needs help from a neurotransmitter, thus the signal can continue on. These signals are constantly firing across the brain.

The art of memory

Memory techniques have been with us since the ancient Greeks over 2,000 years ago. In Frances Yates’s non-fiction book The Art of Memory, she tells the fascinating story of memory techniques throughout the ages, beginning with Simonides of Ceos who, after giving a poem in honour of his host, a Thessalian named Scopas, was given a message that two men were waiting for him outside. Upon leaving the banquet hall, he found there was no one there. At that moment the roof collapsed and killed everyone inside.

As the bodies were indistinguishable in the rubble, relatives who came to identify them could not recognize them. However, Simonides remembered where everyone had sat by the fact that each person was at a particular place or location and was able to guide their family to them. It was from this experience and the realization that his memory of the guests was connected to the place where they had sat that gave him the reputation as the inventor of the art of memory. The techniques that grew from this point were passed down through the ages from the Romans to European tradition, going on to give particular focus to Giordano Bruno and his works on memory.

Techniques that allow for the storage of a huge range of information are perhaps even more relevant today, in a world where information comes at us from every angle and a multitude of sources. Having been passed down through the ages, in current times these techniques are mostly recognizable through memory experts but are rarely thought of as something which could help children at school or in a business context. As we move forward, you will recognize that there are many opportunities where you can utilize some of these age-old traditions in a modern way.

While this chapter has focused on types of memory, neurons and inside the brain, it has also been an opportunity to prime yourself with some basic creative memorization concepts. Depending on how actively you participated, you will potentially remember the story about working memory and the story about the brain. Even if you don’t, some ideas will have set seed and will grow to support ways of thinking in subsequent sections of the book.
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Focus points




✽  Identify how good your memory is on a scale of 1–10 and how good you would like it to be (you will reference this at the end of the book).

✽  Explicit memory is conscious (remembering the capital of Ireland or the last movie you watched); implicit memory is non-conscious (riding a bike).

✽  Priming is when one stimulus influences the response of another stimulus, as in the implicit memory test: what word comes to mind when you see, Ele________. If you thought of a big creature with a trunk, it’s because you were primed for this earlier in the chapter.

✽  Working memory allows you to manipulate information within your short-term memory and work with information in long-term memory; it enables you to evaluate and make decisions.

✽  Declarative (explicit) memory is about knowledge (semantic) and experience (episodic). Non-declarative (implicit) memory is about learned skills such as driving a car (procedural) or buying a particular cereal from the supermarket because you have seen it that morning in an advertisement (primed).

✽  The information-processing units of your brain are the neurons: they make you who you are, allowing you to understand, remember and act. There are around 86 billion neurons, each with a possible 5,000–10,000 connections.

✽  Signals are passed between neurons, sent via the axon and received by dendrites (signals can also be received by dendritic spines, soma and axon).

✽  Simonides of Ceos was renowned as the inventor of the art of memory.

✽  There are huge opportunities to use our understanding of types of memory and the art of memory in our modern lives.
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Next steps




By understanding why you want to improve your memory, what it can do for you and the various memory types, you start to understand the positive impact of a better memory. Imagine being able to remember anything, influence your own behaviours and master skills in any area of your life?
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