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Mind Games: Seven Ways to Make Your Brain Better, Faster, Smarter
William Speed Weed

1. Move It Quick—what’s the No. 1 thing you can do for your brain’s health? The best brain
sharpener may be sneakers (izE#E ) . Once they’re on your feet, you can pump up your heart rate.
“The best advice I can give to your brain healthy and young is aerobic exercise,” says Donald Stuss,

PhD, a director of the Rotman Research Institute at Baycrest Centre for Geriatric Care in Toronto.

Mark McDaniel, PhD, professor of psychology at Washington University in St. Louis, agrees,
but adds, “I would suggest a combined program of aerobics and weight training. Studies show the

best outcomes for those engaged in both types of exercise.”

As we age, our brain cells, called neurons, lose the tree-branch-like connections between them.
These connections are essential to thought. Quite literally, over time, our brains lose their weight.
Perhaps the most striking brain research today is the strong evidence we now have that “exercise may
forestall ( Fii4cFH 1L ) some kinds of mental decline,” notes McDaniel. It may even restore memory.
Myriad animal studies have shown that, among other brain benefits, aerobic exercise increases capillary

(EB4IMEHR) ) development in the brain, meaning more blood supply, more nutrients and—

a big requirement for brain health—more oxygen.

2. Feed It Another path to a better brain is through your stomach. We’ve all heard about
antioxidants ( 158 {L7 ) as cancer fighters. Eating foods that contain these molecules, which
neutralize harmful free radicals, may be especially good for your brain, too. Free radicals have
nothing to do with Berkeley politics and everything to do with breaking down the neurons in our
brains. Many colorful fruits and vegetables are packed with antioxidants, as are some beans, whole

grains, nuts and spices.
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More important, though, is overall nutrition. In cooperation with a good workout routine, you
should eat right. High blood pressure, obesity and high cholesterol all make life tough on your brain,

says Carol Greenwood, PhD, a geriatric research scientist at the University of Toronto.

If your diet is heavy, and then you’re probably also heavy. The same weight that burdens your
legs on the stairs also burdens your brain for the witty reply or quick problem solving. The best things
you can eat for your body, Greenwood notes, are also the best things you can eat for your brain. Your
brain is in your body, after all. Greenwood’s recommendation is to follow the dietary guidelines from

the American Diabetes Association.

3. Speed It Up Sorry to say, our brains naturally start slowing down at the cruelly young
age of 30. It used to be thought that this couldn’t be helped, but a barrage of new studies show
that people of any age can train their brains to be faster and, in effect, younger. “Your brain is a
learning machine,” says Michael Merzenich, PhD, a neuroscientist at the University of California,
San Francisco. Given the right tools, we can train our brains to act like they did when we were
younger. All that’s required is dedicated practice: exercises for the mind. Merzenich has developed a
computer-based training regimen to speed up how the brain processes information. Since much of the
data we receive comes through speech, the Brain Fitness Program works with language and hearing
to improve both speed and accuracy. Over the course of your training, the program starts asking you
to distinguish sounds at an increasingly faster rate. It’s a bit like a tennis instructor, says Merzenich,

shooting balls at your faster and faster over the course of summer to keep you challenged.

To keep your brain young and supple, you can purchase software like Merzennich’s, or you
can do one of a million new activities that challenge and excite you: playing Ping-pong or contract

bridge, doing jigsaw puzzles, learning a new language, the tango and so on.

4. Stay Calm So you may be saying to yourself, I have to sign up right now for Spanish and

calculus ( {1432 ) lessons before my brain withers away! Stop! Breathe. Relax. Good.

While challenging your brain is very important, remaining calm is equally so. In a paper on
the brain and stress, Jeansok Kim of the University of Washington asserts, in no uncertain terms,
that stress is bad for your brain cells. Stress can “disturb cognitive processes such as learning and

memory, and consequently limit the quality of human life,” writes Kim.

5. Give It a Rest Perhaps the most extreme example of the mental power of staying calm
is the creative benefit of sleep. Next time you’re working on a comp]ex problem, whether it be a

calculus proof or choosing the right car for you family, it really pays to “sleep on it”.
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Researchers at Harvard University Medical School have looked at the conditions under which
people come up with creative solutions. In a study involving math problems, they found that a good
night’s rest doubled participants’ chances of finding a creative solution to the problems the next day.

The sleeping brain, they theorize, is vastly capable of synthesizing complex information.

6. Laugh a Little Humor stimulates the parts of our brain that use the “feel good” chemical
messenger dopamine. That puts laughter in the category of activities you want to do over and over
again, such as eating chocolate or having sex. Laughter is pleasurable, perhaps even “addictive”, to

the brain.

But can humor make us smarter? The jury is still out and more studies are needed, but the initial

results are encouraging.

7. Get Better with Age In our youth-obsessed culture, no one’s suggesting a revision to the
Constitution allowing 20-year-olds to run for President. The age requirement remains at 35. You’ve
heard about the wisdom and judgment of older people? Scientists are starting to understand how

wisdom works on a neurological level.

When you are older, explains Merzenich, “you have recorded in your brain millions and millions
of little social scenarios and facts” that you can call upon at any time. Furthermore, he notes, “you are

a much butter synthesizer and integrator of that information.”

Older people are better at solving problems, because they have more mental information to draw
upon than younger people do. That’s why those in their 50s and 60s are sage. They are the ones we

turn to for the best advice, the ones we want to run our companies and our country. (1105 words)
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Directions: Each of the following statements contains information given in one
of the paragraphs in the passage above. Identify the paragraph from which
the information is derived. You may choose a paragraph more than once. Each

paragraph is marked with a letter.

1. Exercises can enhance our minds.

2. When we meet difficulties, we often resort to older people.

3.1t is very beneficial to have a good rest for people to come up with a creative
idea.

4. The most beneficial thing for our brain is aerobic exercise.

5. According to Jeansok Kim, stress can hurt our brain cells so that it can influence
our life quality.

6. Fruits, vegetables and some beans are beneficial for our brains.

7. According to Mark McDaniel, aerobics and weight training are beneficial for our
brains.

8. According to the writer, elder people are better than young people in solving
problems.

9. Exercise can prevent our brain from mental decline.

10. Laughing is good for the health of our minds.

R e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e e e g
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Why Smart Brains Take Humor Seriously

Danferber

Humor is so clearly central to the human adventure that it is surprising how little attention
science has paid to it until recently. “No one takes humor seriously,” jokes Ed Dunkelblau, PhD, a
psychologist, humor consultant. Nonetheless, Allman and other scientists have proceeded, probing

minds and brains to find our funny bones.

Humor, it turns out, is a whole-brain experience, with networks of brain parts, which are called
“humor muscles”, passing signals quickly and efficiently to help us get a joke. We need relatively few
of those muscles to comprehend simple humor. But complex humor, such as the jokes and cartoons

of funny stories, puts more of our brains to work.

Today, using the tools of neuroscience and psychology, researchers are beginning to understand
exactly how our brain’s humor muscles figure out what’s funny, and how exercising them may
sharpen our minds. A growing body of research suggests that humor can tune our minds, help us
learn, and keep us mentally relax, limber ( ZEARH), 4 ) and creative.

Neuroscientists suspect that separate humor muscles are responsible for how humor works. By
exercising them, we learn and develop. “Each humor event you experience makes you grow a little

bit—as the brain has expanded and taken on new connections,” explains William Fry, MD.

In studying patients with brain injuries, neurologists came to suspect that the right frontal lobe
(4%iH- ) was critical for appreciating what’s comical. In 1999, Donald Stuss, PhD, and Prathiba
Shammi, PhD tested that idea. They identified 21 patients with damage limited to either their right

frontal lobes or another brain region; then they had the patients read humorous statements.

To locate other humor muscles, neuroscientists have recently begun placing healthy people in
functional MRI scanners, then showing them cartoons or television sitcoms. The scans reveal blood

flow to several different brain regions, which shows how hard they’re working.

Other brain-scan results are painting a new picture of the brain’s humor system. Here’s how

scientists think it works: When you hear a joke, a language center on the left side of your brain makes

AR IR - [T 2



sense of the words, then sends the message across to the right side of the brain. There, the right
frontal cortex ( #7{lI%fH-FZ /57 ) goes into regions including those that store emotions and social
memories, then shuffles ( ¥77%L) the information until it clicks and you get the joke. Next, a structure
deep in the brain pumps out dopamine ( 2 Jl% ) , a “reward system” chemical that makes you feel

good, and a primitive region near the base of your skull ( 3k#: 7 ) makes you laugh.

At Caltech, Allman and Watson discovered an important new humor muscle by scanning Allman’s
brain, as well as those of 19 other people. Inside the scanner, each subject viewed 47 Far Side cartoons
and 53 New Yorker cartoons, while pushing buttons on a handheld device to rate how funny each was.
The results suggested for the first time how humor might change our brain to sharpen our intuition.
Allman and Watson had already focused on two parts of the frontal lobe ( &) that work when we
react intuitively. The results of the experiment, which were published in March in the journal Cerebral

Cortex, showed that the funnier the subjects rated the cartoon, the harder those two brain parts worked.

But the same two regions also activate when we experience complex emotions, such as love
and guilt. Since both intuition and emotions come into play when we make social decisions, Allman
suspects that the two new humor muscles play a role in the fast, intuitive (and sometimes wrong)

judgments we routinely make about others.

Allman believes that complex humor may actually adjust our intuition, allowing us to make

better social decisions. “I think we’ve hit upon the mechanism of that,” he says.

Meanwhile, psychologists have come up with other reasons to look for the lighter side of life.
For starters, humor can improve memory. Ron Berk, PhD, a psychologist who taught statistics at
Johns Hopkins University, has put such knowledge to work in the classroom, using jokes and funny
examples. Each semester he’d put a cigar in his mouth and a base ball cap on his head, and show up
to his statistics class with a dressed, somewhat formal female colleague. “I’'m Oscar and this is Felice,
and we’re going to talk about relationships,” he said, as the theme from The Odd Couple played.
The students laughed because their professors looked ridiculous. But as they listed the couple’s

similarities and differences, the humor helped them learn an important statistical concept.

Humor can also loosen up our minds, allowing us to play around with ideas and be more
creative. That’s according to years of psychological studies, many of which got people to laugh,
then asked them to come up with creative things to do with a brick. After years of brick studies,
psychologists were still skeptical, so in 1987, Alice Isen, PhD, a professor of psychology and
management at Cornell University, began using what she says is a better measure of creativity: She

challenged undergraduates to nail a burning candle to a corkboard ( X AHx ) .
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