
 
Information provided by the Alzheimer Society of B.C.  
Visit us online at www.alzheimerbc.org or call 604-681-6530. 

THE HEALTHY BRAIN – MIND 
 
 

“I have a fantastic memory: even elephants consult me”. 
~ Noel Coward 

 
 
 
 

 
There are mental faculties that we can expect to decline with age: 
• Remembering people’s names 
• Recalling facts and words 
• Recalling where they heard something and/or who told them 
• Remembering the location of household objects 
• Recalling events from recent past 
• The ability to multitask 
• Reaction time 
 
But there are things that do not have to decline with age: 
• Vocabulary 
• Decision-making 
• Creativity 
• Ability to learn 
• Word generation – being fluent and able to use language 
• Paired associate learning – a test of how well new info is remembered 
 
It is important that you take seriously any signs of 
declining mental faculties, even if it’s something that can 
be attributed to age. If you start to forget names, for 
example, make a serious effort to learn and remember 
them in the future. Do not allow the problem to slip and 
get worse.  Make the most of the skills that are retained 
and even improve as you age! 
 
For brain health, it’s not really the number of brain cells 
you have as much as their health and quality – and the 
number of connections between them – that matters. 
What you learn, and how you learn, will positively affect your brain health by increasing the number of 
connections between the cells. 
 

 
 
Be a Life-Long Learner 
Use your brain now and in varied ways to keep yourself mentally fit. We have long been aware that 
people with higher levels of education seem to be less likely to develop Alzheimer’s disease.  
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But there is now evidence to suggest that the amount of mental stimulation and learning in mid-life may 
be more crucial than university education. This suggests that you should not rely on a degree obtained 
twenty or thirty years ago when it comes to protecting your brain.   
 

If you didn’t go to college, you should stimulate your brain now so that it will be 
healthy and active throughout mid and later life. 
 
Brain training really works, and its effects are long lasting. Researchers found 
that when people with an average age of 73 years received 10 brain training 
lessons, they did much better on thinking tests and reasoning skills, as well as 
processing new information and memory. The results of this brain training lasted 
for up to three years. 
 
Playing mentally challenging games will help your brain to stay fit, and they’re a 
fun way to relax while giving your brain a gentle workout. A thirty-year study of 
700 nuns found that those who regularly played games and did crosswords were 
more likely to stay mentally alert as they aged. 

 
There are a number of websites that offer challenging games that you can play for free. Try these to 
start with and then explore the Internet to find more: 

• www.sudoku-puzzles.net/syndication.html 
• www.bestcrosswords.com/bestcrosswords/Home.page 
• www.uberarcade.com/zone/board_games.php 

 
The Alzheimer Society of B.C. is watching for the development of research-tested mental fitness 
programs for people with dementia, and we will update this information in the near future. However, 
there is no reason why people with dementia should not try these sites as well! 
 
Learning a new language – at any age – is an excellent way 
of increasing mental fitness. Some interesting studies by a 
team of Canadian researchers have found that the brains of 
bilingual people stay sharp for a longer period than those 
who speak only one language. It is thought that this benefit 
to bilingual people may come as a result of improved ability 
to shut out distractions.   
 
In distraction tests done as part of the study, bilingual people in their 70s did noticeably better than 
monolingual people. Learning a new language requires intense focus, which promotes a really good 
workout for your brain. Using two languages also seems to bolster rapid decision-making, multi-tasking 
and perhaps even memory. 
 
“Older bilingual people are better at paying close attention despite distractions,” said Ellen Bialystok, 
researcher at Baycrest Research Centre for Aging and the Brain in Toronto.   
 
When people are bilingual, she explained, they appear to get even greater protection, which seems to be 
linked to the fact that they must constantly decide which language to use and which to suppress. "That 
means you need a mechanism so that you're only drawing from the right pool (of words).  It's going be 
a mechanism that works extremely fast...while you're producing sentences," added Bialystok. 
 

Important tip: By shutting out 
distractions and really concentrating 
on what we are doing, we allow the 
brain to absorb the new information 
without having to take in superfluous 
‘noise’.   
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• An interesting web site to visit to find out about learning a language on-line: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/languages/ 

 
To help you to set goals for your mental fitness program, use the Healthy Brain worksheet. Choose the 
level of challenge that works for your lifestyle now (Gold, Silver or Bronze), and make the commitment 
to yourself to increase the level when you can. 
 

 
 
HELP IN SETTING YOUR GOALS   

Get inspired!  
• Monet didn’t paint his famous water lily panels till he was 76.  
• Cezanne kept refining and improving his style all his life, and his most 

valuable paintings are those painted in the last year of his life.  
• Will Durant won the Pulitzer Prize for History at 83.  
• Frank Lloyd Wright designed the Guggenheim Museum at 90.  
• Dr Michael DeBakey took out a patent for a surgical innovation at age 90 and 

continued to consult for NASA till he was 91.  
• Nirad C. Chaudhuri wrote his autobiography at the age of 54; he wrote a 

sequel to it at the age of 90; and he finished his next and final work at the 
age of 100! 

 
Bronze Level 
� Watch less television. Instead, read a book or play a social game (cards, Scrabble, etc.).  
� Make an effort to remember people’s names.  
� Try to remember at least a few of the telephone numbers you call most regularly (take them off 

speed dial).   
� Do something new and different: take a different route to work, expose yourself to new ideas or 

different cultures. 
 
Silver Level (In addition to doing tasks at the Bronze level) 
� Do mental arithmetic every day: make calculations at work, or mentally total your grocery bill as you 

go around the supermarket and see how close you get to the actual total.  
� Play word games. 
� Craft an original, polished, and professionally written document (i.e. not using a template, email or 

jargon).  
� Play a musical instrument. 
� Pursue art or craft work, especially something that involves counting or following a pattern (i.e. such 

as knitting, or woodworking). 
 
Gold Level (In addition to doing tasks at the Bronze and Silver levels) 
� Play a logic game, like Sudoku, or a numbers game. 
� Play word games, like crosswords, Scrabble, word find, or poetry. 
� Work to improve memory consistently: aim to remember more from each newspaper article you 

read, or from conversations. 
� Memorize a poem, a recipe, or the roster of your favorite sports team. Learn a language or take an 

educational course. 


