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The process of learning begins when you're born and

continues your whole life. But we tend to associate learning more
with children than we do with older adults. You may have heard
the phrase, “You can't teach an old dog new tricks!” The
implication being that it's impossible to learn new things in

old age.

This is a myth!

Ageing is associated with structural and functional changes in
the brain. Some changes in cognition are normal with age, such
as slower reaction times and reduced problem-solving abilities.
Age-related diseases will also speed this up. However, your
cumulative knowledge and experiential skills don't just fade away.
In fact, many older adults outperform their younger

counterparts on intelligence tests that draw on these skills. And
your brain maintains its ability to grow new cells and adapt. That
Means you can keep learning no matter your age. Doing so can
even delay age-related decline.




We know children have great capacity for learning. They are
motivated do so and lack the shame adults may feel about not
already knowing all the answers. We also expect children to learn,
and they know this. We make many efforts to encourage their
learning. But what if we recreate these conditions for adults? If we
encourage their learning and express optimism for their ability? It
appears, in that case, adults can show similar capability.

Older adults are capable of learning multiple skills at the same
time. (According to a study last updated in 2023.) And it's not only
possible, but beneficial too. Learning these skills was found to
increase cognitive abilities. To performance levels rivalling
middle-aged adults.

The authors say a follow up study showed participants had
maintained these gains. In fact, they had even improved more.

After 1 year, their cognitive abilities began to rival adults 50 years
younger. Possibly because they had learnt how to learn and felt
empowered to keep up the practice. The practice of learning new
skills has increasing returns in confidence and capability.
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Learning’s many benefits

So, learning has the benefit of exercising your brain. This means it
helps you build your cognitive reserve. Which makes you more
resilient to cognitive decline and diseases such as dementia. In
fact, it strengthens neural connections, improving your memory.

Learning also creates opportunities to socialise. You can join a
club and discuss your new knowledge with others. For healthy
ageing, it's important to keep connected with your community.

And learning gives you feelings of accomplishment. It can help
you stay adaptable in an ever-changing world, such as
embracing new technologies. It also helps you overcome difficult
challenges. It makes you feel good about yourself, and it inspires
others. Learn more about the benefits of lifelong learning.

Learning how to learn

Through practice, you can gain something transferable about the
learning process. This is demonstrated by the fact that

older adults can learn to learn new motor skills. What this means
is that learning is a skill you can learn. And like any other skill,
practice makes perfect. In other words, learning new skills helps
you to learn other new skills more efficiently.

This could be part of what makes kids so good at learning. The
fact they spend so much time doing it. It explains why children
backslide in their academic progress after long school breaks.
Even children can get out of practice when it comes to learning.
But when you're an adult, especially an older one, people aren't
pressuring you as much to go to school anymore. So, what can
you do to take charge of your own learning?

Learn about what interests you

You could take an online or in-person class. Follow your curiosity
and study what you find interesting and fun. Perhaps an art
history course, a computer science tutorial, or a cooking class. For
some online independent study options, check out USA Online.
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You could join a dance class or sport team to learn a new sport.

Find a board games club and learn the rules to new
games regularly.

You could even learn to play some video games with your
grandchildren. It seems there’s a positive relationship between
play time and cognitive performance. (According to a

2023 study.)

Learn about unfamiliar things

It's good to pick up new hobbies. The more challenging and
unknown to you, the better. Being challenged by a new skill is
better for your brain than doing something you're already
good at.

A 2021 study found that white matter neuroplasticity is modulated
by novel experiences. That means introducing strange new things
makes your brain more adaptable.

In a 2015 study, older people learned high-challenge skills in
photography and quilting. The benefits recorded included
improvements in memory, attention, and semantic processing.
Some benefits were observed to last for at least a year as well.
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Exercise makes learning easier

So, there you have it. Learning about fun and unfamiliar things
makes learning in general easier. But what else can you do to
help your brain learn new skills?

Keeping active is one thing you can do. Regular exercise is as
good for your brain as it is for your body. And it relieves stress!

Exercise helps release certain chemicals in your brain. These
promote the growth of new brain cells and synapses.

Learn more about exercise and healthy ageing.

By picking up a new hobby or study habit, you can impact how
well you age. You can improve your brain health even if you are
already experiencing cognitive decline. It's never too late to

get started!

For ideas and inspiration, explore these articles about older
Australians actively living life on their own terms.

More helpful information

If you would like to find local exercise classes, social activities, and
helpful tips, take the LiveUp guiz or get in touch with one of our
helpful team on 1800 951 971.

CONTACTUS

Website: liveup.org.au

Email: communities@liveup.org.au
Phone: 1800 951 971

Facebook: facebook.com/LiveUpAus

LiveUp is a healthy ageing initiative funded by the Australian Government
Department of Health and Aged Care.
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