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HOW THIS HANDBOOK CAME ABOUT

Both authors of this book have worked with older adults for many years; Kathy with people in the community, Gloria with people both in the community and in care facilities. We have been struck many times by the concerns and anxieties voiced by seniors about their changing abilities to remember.

This led us to explore what has been written about memory and aging, what has been written specifically for older adults on the subject, and what is being done about memory training courses for older people. We discovered that there is a growing amount of research on memory and aging, quite a bit of it still in the “wait and see” stage. But there is very little written directly for older adults and there are few classes dealing with their memory changes.

In 1978 we conducted a ten-hour program in memory training at the Summer Session for Seniors at the University of British Columbia. The response was quite startling. Many more people than we could accommodate wanted to enroll in the program. Some of the people on the waiting list were very insistent about their need for such a course.

Since that time we have offered many courses separately and jointly, revising and reworking material to meet the needs of the people we have taught. As time passed, we began to consider writing a book specifically for older people on normal memory changes. We reviewed the literature, spoke to other professionals, and discussed our ideas with older people. We also did a considerable amount of soul searching about the relevance to older adults of much that is offered as memory training. From all this emerged Dealing With Memory Changes as You Grow Older.

WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

This book is written for adults who are in reasonable health and living independently. It is not intended for people who are suffering from serious brain disorders, or are severely handicapped, clinically depressed, or on heavy dosage of medications which affect the central nervous system. The book is for people who are experiencing the normal memory changes of aging and are interested in learning more about them and how to handle them effectively.

WHAT THE HANDBOOK IS ABOUT

We have come to realize that a book written specifically for older adults must contain much more than the techniques to a better memory which are offered in memory training books aimed at the general public. While some information in these books is useful, much of it is not relevant to older people.

Our book has taken a broad, inclusive approach to the subject of normal memory changes because there are many physical and psychological influences which play a part in those changes. The purpose of the book is threefold: 1) to give the reader an understanding of the basic principles of how the memory works; 2) to offer the reader a range of memory aids which can be useful in certain circumstances; 3) to explore the issues of remembering as they relate to aging and to personal lifestyle.

This is a handbook, defined by the dictionary as “a small guidebook, reference book, or book of instructions.” We have organized it for easy reference and hope that it will serve as a guide to the reader. We have also included a number of quizzes, exercises and examples relevant to our readers to help explain various points and ideas. We invite the reader to get involved with the material rather than simply to read through the book.

We have been assisted by a group of advisors, older men and women who have helped us in early revisions of the manuscript. We have also received help from members of classes in two senior centers. They supplied many ideas for the chapter on practical strategies for remembering, and told us a lot about how they feel and what they do when they have problems with forgetting. One of the pleasures of writing this book has been working with the people who contributed directly to some of its pages from their own experiences with remembering and forgetting.

A word about the use of “he.” Most readers of this book were no doubt trained, as we were, to use the pronoun “he” to represent both men and women in general (as in “To each his own”). We agree that it is important to recognize women as women, and we also recognize that there are many more older women than men. The more precise and egalitarian use of pronouns would be she/he or he/she. But in our opinion this is clumsy to write and quickly becomes tedious to read. Therefore, for ease of style we have usually used “he” and sometimes “she” to stand for men and women in general. We have also used various ways to include both sexes at once in our sentences.

MANY THANKS

This book could not have been published without the financial assistance of the Health Promotion Director-ate of Health and Welfare Canada. We are very grateful for this support. The ideas in the book are the authors’, or come from our research, and do not necessarily reflect the official policy of Health and Welfare Canada.

We also wish to thank the Council of Senior Citizens Organizations (COSCO) which as our official sponsor administered the contribution of the Health Promotion Directorate and gave us their encouragement and support. Some of their members served on our advisory committee and followed our progress with interest.

We appreciate the important contribution made to this book by our senior advisors who patiently read through the manuscript, pointing out problems and making suggestions for improvements. Members of this group are Charles Bayley, Clifford Fenner, Evelyn Olson, Mary Rupp, Marjorie Smith and Arthur Sweet. We are also grateful to our professional colleagues for their advice and support.

Our thanks to Margo Palmer of the Health Promotion Directorate, whose encouragement and keen editorial eye have helped us along the way. We also thank Elliott Gose for several contributions to the book, both general and personal, for clear-headed readings of the manuscript, and helpful suggestions for revision.

Working jointly on a book such as this has had its highs and lows. We thank our families and friends, who have heard about both, sometimes in great detail, and who have always supported and encouraged us.
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CHAPTER I
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You and Your Memory

HOW MEMORY SERVES US

“I’ve a grand memory for forgetting,” said Alan Breck in Kidnapped. As we grow older many of us know what Robert Louis Stevenson’s character means. Our own memories seem good at forgetting.

Although we may be concerned about changes in our ability to remember, our memories are still remarkable. Throughout our lives memory plays a major part in defining who we are. Memory serves us in many ways.


• It is the basis of all knowledge we have about ourselves and the world.

• It registers, stores, and makes available information about countless things we have experienced in life, from childhood to a moment ago.

• It records our emotions and feelings.

• It is used in the performance of all the skills we have, from riding a bicycle, knitting, driving a car, to speaking our own, or a foreign language.

• It records our sensory experiences and makes it possible to recognize something we have seen before, or can see in the mind’s eye; something we have heard before, or can hear in our minds; or to recognize an odor, a taste, a touch.




Everything we know is in our memories.

Our memories have the capacity to store more than any computer yet invented.

Our ability to remember makes each of us a unique person.



It is easy not to notice all that we remember—to take all this for granted. We tend to dwell on what we forget; but the fact is, we have trouble remembering only certain things from our vast stores of memory.

Still it is irritating and sometimes disheartening to find that you have forgotten a name or a fact that you heard only yesterday. Many older people notice that their memory plays more tricks on them than it did when they were younger. This can sometimes be upsetting and worrisome. It is not possible to strengthen your memory the way you might strengthen your muscles, but it is possible to make it work more efficiently.

WHAT THIS HANDBOOK IS ABOUT

If you are looking for ways to improve your memory, this handbook can help you. The handbook includes:


1. Information about how memory works.

2. Information about how aging affects memory.

3. Practical suggestions for remembering which are used by older people.

4. Instructions about how to use certain memory aids.

5. Information on the impact of health and lifestyle on memory.



To help you understand how memory works the handbook explains the Three R’s, REGISTERING, RETAINING, and RETRIEVING. The book also looks at some of the reasons why people forget.

You will find practical suggestions by older people that may help you cope with everyday forgetting. They may also make you aware of how well you are already managing.

Memory aids, or mnemonic techniques, which can be used in certain circumstances, are also introduced.

The book gives a perspective on the changes in memory which come with increasing age. It considers the effects of energy levels and stress on memory, and discusses intelligence and learning during later life. The subject of senility and related disorders is also explored.

The book deals with the relationship between lifestyle and memory. The way you live—eating, resting, moving about, playing and working—all affect memory. The handbook emphasizes the interconnectedness of body, mind, and spirit. Finally the book explores the significant role of memory in the development of the whole human being and in the gaining of wisdom.

A narrow approach to improving your memory by learning a few memory aids may prove disappointing to anyone interested in the effects of aging and memory. A broad understanding of how your mind, body, and spirit work together provides a firm basis for making long-lasting gains in dealing with memory changes. This book can act as a guide. Choose what works for you.


THINGS EASILY REMEMBERED


[image: ] Names of favorite family members

[image: ] An important and desirable appointment

[image: ] Reading and writing skills

[image: ] Stories, verses or songs from the past

[image: ] Your birthdate

[image: ] Paying the rent or mortgage payment

[image: ] Some of the contents of an interesting lecture, article or favorite TV show

[image: ] Physical skills such as riding a bicycle or knitting

[image: ] Routine and habit





Pinpointing Your Difficulties in Forgetting

You may have selected this book because you are concerned about your memory changes. In everyday matters you may be experiencing some forgetting. Do you forget specific things or things in general? Some things are easily remembered and some easily forgotten.


THINGS EASILY FORGOTTEN


[image: ] Where things are

[image: ] Changed routine

[image: ] Things you believe you cannot remember

[image: ] Things you don’t want to do

[image: ] Names

[image: ] Trivial information

[image: ] Things forgotten under stress, fatigue, feeling low or sick

[image: ] Boring information

[image: ] Dates





It might be helpful to pinpoint your forgetting difficulties. The following questionnaire asks about everyday memory slips. It asks you to look at how often you forget certain things, what your feelings are when you forget, and what you do when you forget.

QUESTIONNAIRE ON FORGETTING

Rate yourself on these common memory problems:


1. Put a check in the appropriate box, indicating how often this kind of forgetting happens to you.

2. Comment on how this makes you feel.

3. Comment on what you do when this happens.



[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]


1. What kinds of things do you forget more than others?
Names?
Things you intend to do?
Where things are?
Things that have happened?

2. Were you surprised by the things you usually remember? Usually forget?

3. How do your feelings play a part in how well you function when you forget?

4. Are you satisfied with what you do when you forget?



Your answers to the questionnaire on forgetting tell you something about how well your memory works in everyday situations, how you feel about forgetting in these situations, and what you do when you forget certain things.

Feelings and Forgetting

A REALISTIC LOOK
AT UNPLEASANT FEELINGS

It is easy to be concerned if you find yourself becoming more forgetful. And it is easy to contrast present forgetfulness with your past abilities to remember. Forgetfulness causes unpleasant feelings which can range from embarrassment and frustration to anxiety, humiliation, loss of self-confidence and sometimes even fear. People who are forgetful may begin to feel that they are losing control and





















ATTITUDE IS EVERYTHING



Registering, Retaining, Retrieving

THE THREE STAGES IN REMEMBERING









A BREAKDOWN IN THE 3 R’S
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