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Tony Buzan was in second year University and doing fairly badly. He found himself in the downward spiral of the student who just can’t keep abreast of the workload demanded. Feeling that the remedy lay in using his thinking skills better he went along to the University library and asked for a book on how the brain works. When the librarian directed him to the medical section he explained that he didn’t want to operate on his brain, but learn to use it. The librarian politely told him that they had no books on that topic. 

This incident is what set Buzan off on a search to find out everything he could about how to learn better. After all, he badly needed the information to get through University. That the basic way students obtain their information is through taking notes, he thought, and so began to investigate this process. He hoped to find out the best way of note-taking and started by studying the three most common techniques he observed that students use during a lecture:

	Writing a complete transcript. 

Writing a summary. 
Writing key words only. 

Buzan then tested how much was learned or remembered using each of these three methods. He came up with following results:

1. Complete transcript given to student.
2. Student writes complete transcript 
3. Summary given to student 
4. Student writes summary 
5. Key words given to student 
6. Student writes own key words.

In conclusion, using key words seemed to be the best way to take notes.  Buzan also found in those early days that when he used two colours in his notes he remembered the content 100% more efficiently. Gradually, he evolved the architecture of colour and words that he calls Radiant Thinking and which is illustrated in Mind Maps.

	Here is an example what a mind map looks like. It is actually the outline of this article in mind map form:
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As you can see it consists of a central word or concept, around which you draw the main ideas that relate to that word. You then take each of those child words and again add the ideas that relate to them. In this way an exponential number of related ideas can quickly be produced with virtually no mental effort. 

In fact the concept of  'writers block' is hard to understand once you have grasped the use of this simple technique as Anne Bartlett, a freelance writer, explains. She applies mind mapping to her writing projects and is currently writing biographies of several Australian Aboriginal elders using this tool. She says that the first time she used a mind map technique to organize her writing material she was trying to organize information for a joint biography of a married couple. The sources were diverse : several books, a pile of newspaper cuttings, brief snippets of information noted down in phone calls and library visits, taped interviews, medical reports, photos, and copies of various government papers. Following Buzan's procedure, she wrote the name of her subjects in the middle of the page. Then she made two branches, one for George and one for Maude. From there she drew more branches, each branch representing a section of each of their lives -- for Maude it was early childhood in the country, work, marriage, children, political involvement, and then a new major work she shared with George. For George there was his war experience and his different work situations, as well the overlap he had with Maude -- marriage, children, social involvement, and then the new work they did together.

	She wanted her map to be an index more than a planning tool so she referenced each branch to the source of information -- e.g. page numbers, interview                 numbers, photographs. It took her two days to map all the information. When she had finished, all the main topics and their subtopics (and sub- sub- sub-topics) were                          laid out in front of her and she could immediately see the gaps in the information. With that overview, the structure of the book became immediately clear, and she gained control of the material knowing where to find what she needed for each chapter. (You can contact Anne at abartlett@arcom.com.au).

It’s sound advice to remember that the best way to learn Mind Mapping is just to start creating maps as if you already knew how. However you might want to look at the following tips on mind mapping that The James Cook University in North Queensland, Australia gives to its students:

- Work quickly without analysing your work.  Edit only later.
- Use colour to organize information.
- Think weird: tape pages together to expand your map. Break boundaries.
- Expand the map over time (right up to an exam!)
 
See more tips at http://www.tsd.jcu.edu.au/netshare/learn/mindmap  
or the mind mapping FAQ at  http://www.gold.net:80/users/dx61/index.html

Mind mapping may come as a surprise to many because most of us have learned to organize our studies like this:

                                    I. First item 
                                    II. Second item
                                         A. sub item 
                                         B. sub item
                                               1.sub sub item 
                                               2.sub sub item 
                                    III. Third item 

This linear approach to presenting information is so prevalent that my word processor synonym for “information” is “in order”, “in rank” or “in a row”. It would seem that we expect news to be presented “in formation” like marshalling an army of recruits. The problem with this linear approach to organising information is that it is not the way our minds work.

Quite on the contrary, our minds work like web sites:  groups of pages, ideas or concepts are linked together, or even branch off on their own into other groupings or webs. Learning combines what you already know with what you want to know and links this new information within our store of knowledge. Our memories then process these new "links" and associations for later recall. In this sense mind mapping is a much more brain friendly way of sorting out information than processing it sequentially. In fact Buzan claims that the associative manner in which a mind map presents the structure of ideas is representative of how ideas are actually stored in the brain.

Mind maps are also brain friendly in the way that they encourage use of the right brain. By helping you understand the structure of the information being learned you see the big picture, you notice how the various ideas relate to each other. These connections may sometimes link the material to other ideas not presented by the author/lecturer thus giving you a new insight into the subject. 

Some researchers in Multiple Intelligence object that mind maps are only cater for students with a highly developed spatial intelligence. However, mind maps are not only spatial, they are essentially visual and indeed this may be one of the reasons they work so well. We are led to think this due to remarkable research findings first published by Ralph Haber in a 1970 issue of Scientific American. Haber conducted an experiment in which he showed 2,560 photos to subjects. Then subjects were shown 2,560 pairs of photos and asked in each case to say which photo had been in the original group of 2560 and which had not. The success rate at this test averaged between 85% and 95%. In another study, where 10,000 vivid pictures were used, a success rate of 99% was recorded. This led Haber to conclude that humans have an almost photographic visual memory.

Tony Buzan’s mind map system is based on a visual strategy. The idea is to make notes as brief as possible and also as interesting to the eye as possible. It is perhaps this very emphasis on the visual aspect that makes mind mapping so naturally brain friendly. 

We can put this brain friendly tool to many practical uses. The next time you are reading a book or listening to a seminar, have several sheets of white paper at hand. Begin each page by turning it sideways and writing one or two words in the middle to indicate the subject. If a picture comes to mind, sketch that instead. As important information is presented, add keywords to your Mind Map that will help you remember these points. When a major theme is represented, draw it in large letters close to the centre. Add related ideas in clusters around this theme as they become available. If your information needs are different from those anticipated by the author or lecturer, you may want to use a completely unique method of
organising the material. Sometimes ideas will end up scattered around the page. In this case, use your first review period (10 minutes after the lecture or reading session ends) to draw a new Mind Map with your new organization. 

Most of the value of note-taking using Mind Maps comes from the process of creating them. Mind Mapping promotes active reading and listening. It encourages interaction with the information. This heightens interest and allows you to personalize the information to suit your particular needs. Another spin-off, of course, is that these Mind Maps will be useful in the review process, thus helping to boost memorisation. 

Reviewing, or revision, using mind maps works like this: What's your phone number? That was easy to recall, wasn’t it? That's because the information is stored in long-term memory where we put all the information important to us. Other information is stored in the short-term memory and after a time is no longer available. The trick is to decide which information we need in the long term and then take the shortest route from short-term memory to long-term memory. You can do this by using periodic reviews scheduled at the following intervals: 

     10 minutes after first learning the material 
     24 hours later 
     1 week later 
     1 month later 

The key to making these review sessions practical is to organize yourself so that they can be done in just two or three minutes. Mind Maps are ideal for making short review sessions effective. Use a yellow marker to highlight key ideas you want to transfer to long-term memory. 

After each study session, do something else for 5 or 10 minutes. When you return to your studies, quickly review the key points from the previous session before moving on to the next set of ideas. When you begin studying the next day, take a few moments to review key points noted on the previous day. Once a week schedule some time to review the prior week’s topics. Likewise, once per month, schedule a review of the prior month’s lessons.

Grouping review sessions in this way doesn't follow the recommended schedule precisely, but it is more practical in cases where a large number of new ideas are being absorbed. The best way to anchor new ideas into long-term memory is to actually use them for something.

If you don't invest the time to review what you learn, you will end up wasting time relearning the same material over and over. In addition, the more information you transfer to long-term memory, the easier it becomes to learn
new information. In other words, learning compounds just as interest in a savings account does. This occurs because often the most valuable aspect of drawing a Mind Map is the impact the process has on your understanding and memory of the material. It doesn't matter so much what it looks like on paper as much as what went on in your head while you were drawing it. 
 
Mind Maps are used by millions of people around the world. Boeing Aircraft Corporation in Seattle condensed its Aircraft engineering into a 25-foot long Mind Map to enable a team of aeronautical engineers to learn in a few weeks what would have taken a few years. The result: an estimated saving of $10 million. British Petroleum and Digital Equipment also use the techniques extensively in their staff training programs.

	Here are another couple of ideas to put that kind of expertise into practise:

	Meetings: As soon as you write something up on a white board you have immediately lost the creativity which everyone has. So any creative meeting should always start by people spending a couple of minutes individually mind mapping. Then as a way of running a meeting a mastermind map on a white board allows every idea or statement to be recorded and placed in an appropriate place so that it can then be discussed at a sensible time. Also no one feels ignored as all ideas are placed on the mind map. 
	
Presenting:  when giving a talk a set of notes in the form of a single mind map has several advantages over other memory aids: 
	Brevity: only a single page is needed.

Not reading: As ideas are reduced to single words you will be saying not 'reading' your speech. 
Flexibility: If someone asks a question you can move instantly to the place on your mind map which relates to that question and then return to where you were without loosing yourself in a pile of cards or papers.
Clarity: draw your mind map on the OHP as you give the talk. It will clarify concepts, guide listeners and remain as a summary at the end.
I know from experience that Mind Map clarity also contributes to easing pre-talk anxiety since you control all aspects of your subject at a glance.

The latest tool for Mind Mapping is the computer and it offers several major advances over the original paper mind map:
	
You can easily restructure your computer mind map, moving words and branches around in seconds. This makes the computer mind map even better for quickly creating new ideas and ordering old ideas into a meaningful structure.

	You can instantly highlight different features of a complex mind map. e.g. you might make all the 'expensive' options suddenly appear in bright red or all the 'positive' ideas appear in bold underlined type.

	Being brief and using single words is the key to a good mind map, but sometimes you need to write sentences of explanation for yourself or others. The computer mind map allows you to do this and to keep the extra information hidden until it is needed. This data also be used as learning information: you should be able to recite the 'comment' information without looking at it. When you can do this you have 'learned' the contents of the mind map and only need the key words to bring it back. 

	In this day and age it is not really acceptable to present your audience with a crayon drawing of your plans. A computer generated mind map gets past this problem by having the same high quality appearance as any other document. 

	With a computer mind map you can instantly export the mind map to a normal text file, to a word processor document or to a web page, ready to be faxed, photocopied, e-mailed or uploaded to Internet immediately.

You will find a shareware version of mind-mapping software at http://www.mindmanager.com. This is a useful tool, particularly for large maps, since the map automatically formats itself while under construction, so that it stays neat and tidy. It also provides a range of colours as you can see above in the map example given earlier in this article. It hyperlinks to other documents and, if you decide to buy the software, you can share maps in real time over the Internet. Another handy feature is that one click converts the whole map to a set of structured notes.

The applications of mind mapping are as broad as you want to make them. It is a solid organizational tool for learners and can help you organise information easily be it making lists, note taking, brainstorming, conferencing or planning. However, the best news of all is that this technique is fun.
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