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Rewires the Brain for Focus and Happiness

We know that the brain changes its structure as
a result of experience all the time. Called
neuroplasticity, this capacity for change in
neuronal patterns occurs in response to a
variety of stimuli, from the navigational
knowledge that London taxi drivers must
acquire to learning a new motor task like
juggling to meditation practice. Mindfulness
has been shown to produce measurable
structural and functional changes in the brain.
Areas of the brain associated with mind
wandering, stress and anxiety are less active;
areas of the brain associated with cognitive
control and positive mood are increased:

* A study at Yale University found that
mindfulness practices decreases activity in the
brain network responsible for mind wandering
and self-referential thoughts. Sometimes
called the “me centre” or “default mode
network,” this area is active when we’re not
intentionally thinking about anything in
particular. Activation in this default mode
network (or “default attentional network™) is
typically associated with being less happy,
ruminating and worrying about the past or
future.10

* Sarah Lazar and her team at Harvard
demonstrated that eight weeks of mindfulness
training increased cortical thickness in the
hippocampus, an area of the brain that governs
learning and memory, and also in areas of the
brain that play roles in emotional regulation
and self-referential processing. They also
found decreases in brain cell volume in the
amygdala, the part of the brain implicated in
processing fear, anxiety and the responses to
stress. Participants reported feeling less
stressed after the training program. A follow-
up study indicated that changes in brain areas
linked to mood and arousal were associated
with improvements in reported well-being.11

Tai Cau Tric lai Ndo Bo dé Tang Kha Ning
Tap Trung va Cam Xuc Hanh Phuc

Chiing ta biét rang ndo c6 kha ning tai ciu tao
nhu mét co ché hoc tap va thich nghi véi cac
thong tin, kinh nghiém méi goi 1a kha bién than
kinh. Day 1a ning lyc thay ddi cac mbi lién két
no-ron than kinh khi ndo phan tmg véi nhimng
dang kich thich khac nhau, tir kién thirc diéu
huéng “ranh duong” ma cac chu tai xé xe 6m
hay xe taxi phai c6 t61 nhirng ki nang vén dong
nhu tung hing hay nhao 16n r61 dén ca viéc
thyc hanh thién dinh. Nguoi ta phat hién ra
rang chanh niém c6 thé thuc day qua trinh nay,
tao ra cac thay ddi dang ké vé mat cdu trac va
churc ndng cua ndo bg. Cac vung trong nao chiu
trach ni¢ém cho tinh trang tam tri lang thang,
cing thang va lo 4u dan it hoat dong hon; va
cac khu vuc ndo chiu trach nhiém kiém soat
nhén thue va tdm trang tich cyc dugc gia tang:

. Mot nghién ctru tai Pai hoc Yale da
phat hién ra rang viéc thuc hanh chanh niém
gitip mang ludi ndo gay ra tinh trang “hon treo
nguoc canh cay” va cic suy nghi tiéu cuc dan
vat ban than tu tham chiéu—hay con dugce goi
la tm vién y ma trong Phat gido—it hoat dong
hon. Vung nay trong ndo thuong dugc goi véi
nhitng cai tén nhu “vung t61 trung tdm” hay
ving mang lu6i than kinh mac dinh, thudng
hoat dong khi chung ta khong chu dich suy
nghi vé bat cir chuyén gi cu thé. Ving “mic
dinh” nay duoc kich hoat ddn dén viéc tam tri
lang thang thuong sé& khién cho chung ta khong
ngimg nghi ngoi, uu tu vé nhitng chuyén da
xay ra trong quéa khir hodc sap sira dién ra trong
tuong lai, tir 6 giam di nhirng cam x0c vui vé,
tr¢ nén it hanh phtic hon (10).

. Nhom nghién ctru ctia Gido su Sarah
Lazar thuoc Pai hoc Harvard da chirng minh
duoc rang tam tuan thyc hanh chanh niém gitp
tang do day vo ndo vung hai ma, khu vuc chi
phdi kha nang hoc tap va tri nhd, va ca cac khu
vuc khac trong ndo dong vai tro diéu hoa cam




* A central claim of mindfulness is that it
improves concentration and focus. Cognitive
neuroscientist Dr. Michael Mrazek of the
University of California, Santa Barbara, has
corroborated this. A few weeks of mindfulness
practice improved focus and memory
equivalent to sixteen percentile points during
the verbal reasoning portion of the GRE
(graduate and business school test).12

Some studies focus on longer-term impacts:

* A UCLA study found that the brains of long-
term meditators experienced a diminished
reduction in grey matter in regions throughout
the brain, suggesting that mindfulness may
offset cortical thinning brought on by aging.13

* Dr. Richard Davidson of the University of
Wisconsin—Madison has demonstrated that
long-term meditators show changes in the
neural circuits involved in resilience,
experiencing a speedier recovery from
amygdala arousal. (Caution: This can take six
to seven thousand hours of practice.)14

Some newer studies are comparing the effects
of mindfulness meditation with a placebo:

* In January 2016, Carnegie Mellon gave
thirty-five unemployed men and women three
days of intensive training. Half practised
mindfulness meditation at a retreat centre for
three days; the other half spent three days
engaged in relaxation training. At the end of
three days, everyone said they felt less
stressed, but follow-up brain scans showed
differences only in those who underwent
mindfulness meditation. Four months later,
those who had practised mindfulness showed
lower levels in their blood of a marker of
unhealthy inflammation than the relaxation
group, even though few were still
meditating.15

xtc va xay dung nhitng tiéu chi ty tham chiéu
ctia con ngudi. Ho con phat hién ra rang thién
dinh 1am giam thé tich té bao ndo trong hach
hanh nhan, cum té bao trong nao chiu trach
nhiém xtr li cac cam x1c s¢ hai lo léng va ddi
pho véi cang thiang, kich thich ndo bg va co thé
phan ung véi nhiing m01 nguy Ay. Nhirng
ngudi tham gia cho biét ring ho cam thiy bot
cang thang hon sau chuwong trinh thuc hanh
chanh ni€ém. Mot nghién ctu theo sau cua
nhém ndy ciing chi ra rang nhimg cai thién vé
mat sic khoé dugc bao lai nhu trén co lién
quan dén nhimg thay d6i trong cac ving cia
ndo chi phdi tim trang va sy hung phén (11).

. Mot luan dé vé chanh niém 13 n6 giap
cdi thién kha ndng tap trung va nang luc chu y.
Tién si Michael Mrazek thugc nganh than kinh
hoc nhan thirc ctia dai hoc California tai Santa
Barbara d3 xac thuc diéu nay. Mot vai tuan
thuc hanh chanh niém gitp cai thién stc tép
trung va tri nhé twong duong véi muoi sdu
phan trim s diém trong phan thi ngén ngit cia
bai kiém tra GRE, mot bai thi danh gia diéu
kién dau vao bac sau dai hoc va cac khdi nganh
kinh té tai Mi (12).

Mot vai nghién cuu lai dét trong tm vao cac
thay do6i mang tinh lau dai hon:

. Mot nghién ctru ciia Pai hoc California
lai Los Angeles (UCLA) phat hién ra rang toc
d6 chat xam giam trong cc ving ciia nio cua
nhitng nguoi hanh thién 1au dai cham hon so
v6i nhitng nguoi khong tap thién, tir d6 suy
doan r’fmg chanh niém c6 thé lam cham lai qua
trinh vé ndo méng di do 1ao hoa (13).

. Tién si Richard Davidson cta dai hoc
Wisconsin-Madison d& chi ra rang nhiing
ngudi thién dinh ldu ndm c6 nhitng thay d6i o
cdc mach than kinh chi phdi kha ning thich
mg va phuc hoi, giip cho ho c6 thé hoi phuc
hodc gianh lai quyén kiém soat ban than nhanh
hon sau khi bi hach hanh nhan “danh Gp” véi
ndi so, lo ling, hay cam gidc nguy hiém. (Luu




y: Dé lam duoc nhu vy s€ can tir sau dén bay
nghin gi¢ hanh thién (14).)

Vai nghién ctru gan day hon dang so sanh cac
tac dung cua viéc thién chanh niém vdi higu
ung gia duoc:

. Thang mot nam 2016, DPai hoc
Carneigie Mellon da moi ba muoi lam nguoi
c4 nam 1an nit khong di lam tham gia mot khoa
dao tao chuyén sau kéo dai ba ngay. Mot nura
s€ tap thién chanh niém tai mot trung tam tu
thién; va nira con lai s& danh ba ngay 4y dé hoc
cac ki thuat thu gidn. Sau khi thoi han nay két
thiic, moi nguoi déu néi rang ho cam thay bét
cang thang hon, nhung ban chup céng hudng
tir sau do lai cho thiy chi nhitg ngudi tham
gia hoc thién chanh niém méi c6 sy thay d6i
khac biét trong cu tric ndo. Bén thang sau do,
x6t nghiém mau cho thay nhitng ngudi da tham
gia thién chanh niém c6 noéng d6 viém nhiém
¢6 hai trong mau thap hon so nhom thu gian,
du ring chi con s it van tap thién (15).




