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Your Brain Can Get Bigger and Stronger Every Day

Though we often don’t think of it this way, it turns out the more we learn about the brain, the more 
it is like a muscle in many ways.  Just like going to the gym and working out with weights can make 
a muscle in your arms and legs bigger, parts of the brain can change, develop, and grow just like a 
muscle.  In other words, you can make your brain bigger and stronger every single day!

How the Brain Works
New research is increasingly emerging as 
scientists from around the world discover more 
and more about the amazing brain.  Inside our 
brain’s cortex there are billions and billions 
of very tiny nerve cells named neurons, each 
with connective branches coming off of them 
connecting
them to other cells, thereby creating a very 
complex network of neurons in our brains. It is 
the communication between all of these cells that 
allows us to think, create, analyze, communicate, 
and problem-solve.  

Within the nerve cells, as you connect an idea or concept that you did not previously know or 
understand to one that you did know and understand, these tiny neural connections actually grow 
and multiply and get bigger and stronger.  This is the process of learning!  And the best part is that 
the more that you challenge yourself, work hard, and exert effort to learn, the bigger and faster 
these cells can become!  Even things that you might think are impossible, such as high level math 
problems, or writing long papers, or learning a new language all are possible because our brains are 
literally designed to get physically bigger and stronger if we take on challenges and work hard to 
learn from mistakes and get good feedback.  Our brains are made to grow!

Neuroplasticity- Learning and Memory
For a long time we believed that as we aged, the brain’s neural networks became fixed and could not 
adapt and grow; however, over the past couple of decades an enormous amount of research has 
revealed that the brain never stops changing and adjusting, even as we get older. 
According to the University of Washington, “Learning”, as defined by Tortora and Grabowski (1996), 
is the “ability to acquire new knowledge or skills through instruction or experience,” while  “Memory” 
is the “process by which that knowledge is retained over time.” https://faculty.washington.edu/
chudler/plast.html 

The brain’s ability to continually grow and change with learning is often referred to as  neuroplasticity. 
So how does the brain change with learning?  At first, newly learned information is “stored” in short-
term memory, which is one’s temporary ability to recall a few pieces of information.  Then after a 
period of time, information can potentially be shifted to long-term memory through practice and 
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multiple retrievals.  This is how we come to “know” stuff, and the amazing part is that as we come 
to “know” more stuff, our brain increasingly gets the capacity to learn and know even more stuff 
from there.  In other words the more you know, as you get older you have the ability to have your 
brain grow and get bigger and learn even more stuff, because all learning happens when your brain 
creates a new network based on something you previously knew and understood.  This means our 
brains can continue to get bigger and stronger, even as we get older!

How Did Scientists Figure This Out?
Scientists that were studying animals began to 
notice that animals that lived in more challenging 
environments that had other animals to interact 
with and toys and things to play with seemed 
to be different from animals that lived alone in 
barren cages.  While animals in the isolated 
cages tended to be pretty inactive and simply 
just eat and sleep a lot, the animals that lived in 
environments that were more challenging and 
stimulated tended to be far more active and 
figuring out how to interact with one another and 
how to engage and play with toys.  Consequently, 
when scientists studied their brains, they began 
to realize that the more active animals had far more neural connections in their brains and that, in 
fact their brains were about 10% bigger and heavier that the brains of the more isolated animals.  
And even when scientists then studied very old animals that were put in environments with younger 
animals and toys to explore and play with, it turns out that their brains also grew by about 10% too!

This research got scientists thinking then about the human brain.  We all know that babies are born 
without the ability to talk and understand language, so how do they then grow to being able to do 
this along with complex math problems, science experiments, and the countless other things that 
we do on a daily basis today?

Brain Growth- Practice with Challenges, Effort, Mistakes, and Feedback
From the very first day that we are born, we are constantly around people talking and communicating 
every single day; therefore, all babies are actually engaged in intense brain exercise and practice for 
learning to be able to speak and communicate.  And once a language is learned, with this occurring 
by three years old for most of us, it is generally stored and never forgotten.  Consequently, this 
means that each of our brains’ have gotten significantly bigger, stronger, and smarter, just like a 
weightlifter lifting weights week after week to get his/her muscles bigger.  Experiencing all of that 
language and communication and then practicing and trying it for ourselves as we age in those first 
few years is like the increasingly heavier weights that a weightlifter uses to get stronger over several 
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months and years.  All of those new words and expressions give us what our brains need to grow 
just like the row of heavier and heavier weights give the weightlifter what they need to make their 
muscles bigger.

There are four key components to help our brains get bigger and stronger: Challenges, Effort, 
Mistakes, and Feedback.  When we take on challenging (meaning not too hard and not too easy) 
tasks, work hard, and learn from our mistakes, missteps, and misunderstandings with good feedback 
from others, our brains can learn and grow; however, if we shy away from and avoid those four key 
things, then we often prevent our brains from growing like they could.

No Such Thing As “Smart” and “Dumb”
We would never look at newborn baby and say it was “dumb” because it was not reading, writing, 
speaking, and doing math yet, we all know that they just have just not built that ability yet.  The 
same is true for all of us.  Each of us may not know or be able to do things, but the key word here 
is “YET”, as it just means that we have not built that ability yet.  But we can.  Many of us miss out 
on the chance to do so because we don’t believe that we can.  We often don’t believe that we are 
“smart” enough, or that we are “dumb”, so we don’t even try.  This means that we then stay away 
from the four keys things that we most need to develop that ability: challenges, effort, mistakes, and 
feedback.  We all need to understand that there is no such thing as a person that is entirely “smart” 
or “dumb”, but instead just people that who have built up their brains to be big and strong enough 
to know and do that thing and people that haven’t.  YET.            


