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Sensitivity to Senses: 

Wake Up and Realize New Insights 

By Charlotte Palmer, 
 Tampa Bay Area Brain Gym® Consultant 

  

Now that you have been introduced to Habits of Mind, http://www.habits-of-
mind.net/, through a S.M.A.R.T. Thinking self-assessment in our last issue, it is time to 
reveal the S.M.A.R.T. "S": Sensitivity to Senses.  Using your 5 senses of sight, sound, 
touch, taste, and smell plus empathy, gut feelings, and flexible perspectives; how can 
you boost your management of all the sensory input you take in daily?  Your goal is 
greater "high definition" clarity of whom and what is around you so you can make 
decisions with more confidence. 
  

Using our successful "habits of mind" research, let's consider the statement, "What you 
do speaks so loudly, I can't hear a word you are saying."  We do tend to judge a book by 
its cover.  First impressions get gut reactions from us.  Our brains have been storing 
emotionally-referenced sound bites and experiences since we were in the womb.  We 
have a lot of knee jerk responses built into our processing systems. 
  

An almond-shaped organ called the amygdala is a part of the mid-brain that is involved 
in expressing emotions such as anger or fear. It responds to remembered sights, sounds, 
tastes, touch, and smells.  Years ago I arrived in Caracas, Venezuela, in the middle of 
the night to begin a Peace Corps assignment the next day.  I was dazed, jet-lagged, and 
apprehensive as we registered at our hotel.  When I opened the door to my nondescript 



room, I breathed in a distinctly memorable smell.  For some unknown reason, the scent 
calmed me.  I walked into the bathroom, looked around, then smiled as I recognized a 
can of Bon Ami scouring powder under the sink.  That was the smell my brain 
remembered from my grandmother's home where I spent a week over ten years earlier. 
That experience caused me to relax into a peaceful night's sleep. 
  

Other smells, tastes, sights, and sounds can cause you to shy away from new 
experiences.  Honor these feelings and ask your brain to reveal what it remembers.  It 
will when you are in a calm, relaxed mood.  Then you can decide whether or not you 
need to reconsider your original reaction to the person or situation. 
  

How can you hone your senses heightening your awareness?  Try these: 
  

Sight: Keep your visual perceptions fresh 
and focused by consciously shifting your 
gaze from right to left, up to down, and near 
to far every time you feel fatigued.  Focus on 
different objects as you do this then see if 
you can name the first 5 of them, each time 
after that see if you can name one more than 
the previous time. Flutter your fingers in 
front of your eyes and see what you can 
recognize through them. Breathe in a deep breath, flutter your eyelashes as you breathe 
out slowly.  This improves your peripheral vision as it relaxes your eye muscles.   
  

Sound: Tune in to the specific sounds you 
hear.  Where are they coming from?  Listen 
to rhythms in speech, music, and 
background sounds.  Pick out different 
environmental sounds.  Look for their 
source.  Imagine the circumstances.  If you 
need a break from too many sounds, invest 
in a table-top recycling fountain, soft chimes 
or wave recording that soothes the 
atmosphere in a noisy, active room. 
  

Touch: Do you ever find yourself nodding off in a meeting or on a long monotonous 
drive?  Refresh yourself by rubbing together two 
fingers on one hand and two toes on the opposite 
foot then reverse hands and feet several times.  It 
takes both the right and left hemispheres of the 
brain to do this simultaneously so your frontal 
lobe which is your on board "navigator" will 
wake up and you will once again be turned on 
and tuned in to what's going on around you. 
While sitting in a meeting, put your hands on top 



of your thighs and draw little designs with your fingers.  You consciously refresh so 
lean forward, smile, nod to the speaker and act interested. Do you have an itch where 
you can't scratch? Rub your tongue across your teeth as you breathe in and out deeply 
several times.  Your attention is drawn to your mouth, and you have just given your 
brain an oxygen boost. Your body is under your control again. 
  

Taste: Since we taste sweet, sour, salty, and 
bitter on different areas of our tongue, it is 
possible to combine two tastes at once.  
Wake up your mouth with some contrasts.  
That's why cinnamon red hots, lemon drops, 
sour balls, barbecue sauce, sweet and sour 
sauce and many more condiments, wines, 
fruits, cheeses, etc. are such appealing taste 
treats. Texture also stimulates the the taste 
glands as more flavor is released during the 
chewing process. Our mouths are comforted by familiar tastes and surprised by new 
combinations.  Use crackers, bread, celery or water to clear the palate between tastes. 
You may have to let calorie counting be your guide, but satisfying to mystifying tastes 
abound. 
  

Smell: This is the age of aroma therapy.  Find a scent that 
has pleasant memories attached to it.  I used to have in my 
desk drawer a small rectangular pin cushion stuffed with 
pine needles.  When I needed a scent lift, I would take it 
out, squeeze it and breathe in deeply. I was hiking through 
a fragrant pine forest far removed from that desk and 
chair. Let's go deeper than hearing sounds now. 
Listen...with empathy. It is so easy to switch off listening 
to someone speaking if you have to do a lot of it during the 
day.  It is such a letdown for the speaker who figures out 
that you are there in body only. Our society says it is 
respectful to make eye contact with the speaker.  In many other cultures, though, eye 
contact is disrespectful, not something to be expected let alone demanded as it is by 
some.  How do you let someone know you are listening?  Be able to paraphrase or 
demonstrate what they told you.  I tell the grocery bagger I want the heavy cans and 
milk double bagged and the eggs and bread in separate bags.  She obligingly does it 
and asks, "Like this?"  We communicated! Someone would rather have you ask 
questions to clarify directions than to find out the hard way that you didn't get their 
message.  Do you want to increase your ability to empathize with more people in more 
situations?  Make more personal "connections" about situations and circumstances you 
two have in common.  Pleasure read autobiographies and memoirs, poetry and 
travelogues about people from different cultures, gender, historical periods, 
professions, sexual orientations, and ages to round out your awareness of the human 



tribes and their conditions.  Photo collections like The Family of Man and M.I.L.K create 
insight.  Radio programs like NPR's "This American Life" stretch your awareness of the 
quandaries that everyday people face living their lives bravely and creatively. 
  

Check yourself on these empathy-blocking alternatives to listening: 
  

Are you too busy composing a response to hear what's being said to you? 

Do you assume you already know what the speaker is going to say next? 

Are you busy rating the speaker on a scale from 1-10? 

Are you listening just for what you agree or disagree with? 

Are you judgmentally labeling the speaker as a liberal, conservative, geek or dingbat 
for example? 

Are you dreaming away in la-la land? 

Are you identifying with the speaker's experience as so similar to yours, like your car 
got towed last week, too, that you are back in your experience again? 

Do you get inwardly involved in preparing some piece of advice for the speaker so that 
you don't hear him out? 

Are you primed to argue with the speaker and focused on a rebuttal in righteous 
indignation? 

Do you disconnect, tune out the speaker's statement because you know that you are 

right and she is wrong? 

Do you decide to derail the conversation over to one that pleases you more? 

Do you find yourself agreeing to everything the other person says just to keep peace 
and  maintain a sense of camaraderie? 

Do you focus on the details of the speaker's statements cross-examining them like a trial 
lawyer while the gist of the point she was making gets hopelessly lost? 
  

If you listen, paraphrase, let the speaker confirm the paraphrase and then add your 
comments, you will both have a much more meaningful, productive conversation. Now 
that all those roadblocks to understanding have been cleared away, how are you at 
thinking flexibly?  If you can see a situation from different points of view, you will 
come up with more relevant options from which to make a solution.  My son used to 
have a landscape rendering computer program to build scenes in his graphics work.  
The tools included wire-frame models of hills, mountains, rivers, lakes, trees, rocks, etc.  
Another tool enabled the programmer to vary the position of the light source in the 
finish scene.  After a scene had been completely "rendered" to look real, the light source 
illuminated some objects and left others in shadows.  If the resulting mood of the scene 
wasn't one that pleased you, you could simply change the location of the light source to 
a position that now accentuated what you wanted. This completely delighted me! I 
realized I could do that in my own life.  I could look at things under a microscope or 
zoom out for a bird's eye view.  I could illuminate the people and things that were 
important to me and leave the detractors in the shadows.  Now that was self-
empowerment! 
  



If you aren't happy with the way things "appear to be" in a given situation, shine your 
light on the part you want noticed.  As others join you in the process, the whole 
situation will take on a greater clarity for the stakeholders. Now you can better come 
together on your shared vision. 
You now have some more tools for increasing your sensitivity to senses. Go forth and 
truly "listen" to others. Look for more than one solution to problems. Use all your 
senses.  It seems like the quality of your experiences just got better. You are in control! 
  

(Habits of Mind ideas mentioned here are taken from Activating and Engaging Habits 
of Mind. Edited by Arthur L. Costa and Bena Kallick, Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development Press, Alexander, VA; 2000) 
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