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TODAY’S AGENDA

• Cognitive Changes in Aging: What is Typical/Atypical Cognitive Aging?

• Research on Cognitive Intervention Strategies: What Do We Know?

• Practical Suggestions: What to Consider?

• Cognitive Engagement: What Can You Do?



COGNITIVE AGING



COGNITIVE AGING: 
What is Typical?

• Occasional forgetting of names

• Occasional difficulty finding 
words

• Forgetting the date by a few 
days

• Forgetting to do something



COGNITIVE AGING: 
What is Atypical?

• Mild cognitive impairment (MCI); dementia 

• Persistently forgetting names of close 
relatives or common words

• Major change in personality and/or mood

• Difficulty acquiring and recalling 
information

• Assistance in managing daily activities 



https://www.mind.uci.edu/dementia/mild-cognitive-impairment/



COGNITIVE AGING:
Cognitive Reserve Hypothesis

• Concept: The unique structure and function of 
one’s brain may buffer the effects of 
neuropathology 

• Neural network = synaptic 
organization/functioning

• Greater cognitive reserve = more efficient 
utilization of neural network 

• More efficient utilization of neural network = cope 
more successfully with age-related changes

• What are some predictors of cognitive reserve? 

Stern, 2002



COGNITIVE AGING:
Neuroplasticity

• Concept: the potential for morphological 
changes in the brain (e.g., new and 
strengthening neural connections) 

• Neuroplasticity plays a role in increasing 
cognitive reserve 

• Repeated exposure to stimuli that promote 
learning challenges existing neuronal 
connections to adapt, resulting in a more 
efficient neural network 

• Evidence that neuroplastic changes occur 
during older adulthood, even when cognitive 
function has begun to decline



COGNITIVE INTERVENTION 
STRATEGIES



COGNITIVE STRATEGIES: 
Cognitive Training

• Cognitive training (CT): exercises intended to improve 
cognition in a particular domain, measured via standard 
neuropsychological tests

• Example: ACTIVE study 

• Consensus of effectiveness: 

• May be effective for healthy older adults and 
adults at risk of developing dementia; 
improvement on tasks closely related to the 
trained task (i.e., near transfer)

• Mixed findings for individuals with Alzheimer’s 
disease; unknown for older adults with depression 

• Must address limitations to existing research

Ball et al., 2002



COGNITIVE STRATEGIES: 
Cognitive Training

A note on “Brain Games”

• A billion-dollar industry; activities 
intended to train core cognitive 
processes

• Exaggerated claim: training will lead to 
broad improvement in many different 
mental activities

• More research is needed to support 
claims of effectiveness



COGNITIVE STRATEGIES: Modifiable 
Health Factors

• Diet:
• Antioxidant-rich foods 
• MIND diet

• Exercise
• Aerobic exercise
• Do what is right for your own body!

• Mood
• Pharmacotherapy/psychotherapy
• Engaging in fulfilling activities
• Stress management



COGNITIVE STRATEGIES: 
Skill Building Activities

• Leisure activities have been 
positively associated with 
memory performance and 
may be beneficial for 
cognitive aging and delaying 
the onset of dementia 

• Chess

• Musical instruments

• Theater training 

Noice et al., 2004; Richards et al., 2003



COGNITIVE STRATEGIES: Socializing 

• Having a socially integrated lifestyle is 
associated with reduced risk of 
dementia in older adulthood 

• Social support has been positively 
associated with psychological, 
cardiovascular, endocrine, and immune 
system health



PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS: 
WHAT TO CONSIDER?



PRACTICAL 
SUGGESTSIONS

• There is no “right” or “wrong” activity 

• Choose activities that are stimulating but not 
overly challenging (in order to continue your 
engagement)

• Choose activities that bring you joy/fulfillment 

• Consider activities that involve more than one 
cognitive intervention category

• Choose a novel activity

• Re-engage in an activity that you used to 
enjoy

• Quality over quantity



COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
WHAT CAN YOU DO? 



COGNITIVE 
ENGAGEMENT: 
Switch It Up

• Embrace your hobbies and 
strengths

• If it’s been a while, revisit it!

• Challenge your brain by modifying 
your preferred activity

• If you like to read non-
fiction, try a science-fiction 
novel

• If you like to play guitar solo, 
try harmonizing

• If you like to draw, try 
painting



COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
Lifelong Learning

• Learning in the community:

• Osher Lifelong Learning 
Institute at the University 
of Washington (OLLI-UW)

• Community College 
(Central, North, South)

• Parks and Recreation 
(YouTube channel)

https://www.osher.uw.edu/programs/
https://learnatcentral.org/
https://conted.northseattle.edu/
https://southseattle.edu/programs/continuing-education
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLAwCwKoesrp6GbPB6Wze6wxJV25zU_n56


COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
Lifelong Learning 

• Online:

• Coursera

• edX

• Harvard University

https://www.coursera.org/
https://www.edx.org/
https://online-learning.harvard.edu/catalog/free


COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
Music and Culture

• Google Arts and Culture
• American Museum of Natural 

History
• National Nordic Museum
• The Museum of Flight
• Burien Actors Theatre:

• Script Club
• Live Plays

• Seattle Symphony Live
• Seattle Opera

https://artsandculture.google.com/
https://www.nordicmuseum.org/collections/online-collections
https://museumofflight.org/Explore-The-Museum/Step-Inside
https://burienactorstheatre.org/get-involved/join-script-club
https://burienactorstheatre.org/shows/shelter-in-place-season-2021/shelter-in-place-season-3-2021
https://seattlesymphony.org/live
https://www.seattleopera.org/inside-look/opera-at-home/


COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
Utilize Your Library

• SPL online resources

• Online book clubs

• SilverKite art classes

• Explore your 
genealogy

• Need a library card?

• KCLS online resources

• Need a library card?

https://www.spl.org/
https://www.spl.org/programs-and-services/authors-and-books/book-groups
https://www.spl.org/programs-and-services/adults-50-plus
https://www.spl.org/online-resources/genealogy-resources
https://www.spl.org/using-the-library/get-started/get-started-with-a-library-card/library-card-application
https://kcls.org/older-adults/
https://kcls.org/library-cards/


COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT: 
Make It Social

• Accountability!

• Join a group

• Do an activity with a friend

• Learn a skill, teach a skill

• Conversation starters

• Volunteer

https://storycorps.org/participate/great-questions/
https://www.volunteermatch.org/


TAKEAWAY

•It’s never too late to learn

•Think holistically

•Set achievable goals

•Enjoy yourself



THANK YOU!


