
This Month’s Focus- Brain Food 
Interest among nutrition educators and the scientific community has ramped up in recent 
years to emphasize the role of nutrition and physical activity to help people of all ages 
perform mentally at their best. Many studies are underway to define the connection 
between brain function and the impact of nutrition and activity, whether it’s among babies, 
school-age kids, or seniors. This field of research is relatively new and is exploring 
components of food (omega-3 fatty acids, vitamin E, L-theanine), meal and activity 
occasions (breakfast, physical 
education at school), and overall 
dietary patterns (high in fruits, 
vegetables, protein, and healthy fats, 
and low in soda pop, and refined 
carbohydrates). This emerging area 
of research is important for nutrition 
educators to follow as we support 
wellness policies in schools and help 
aging populations avoid dementia 
and other limits in mental function.  
In this issue of the Energize 
Newsletter for Nutrition Educators, 
we take a look at this emerging area 
which has the potential to 
dramatically improve quality of life 
for young and old.  
Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Academic Achievement in Washington Schools – 
Health risks are linked to academic risks, and the good news is that schools can make 
improvements in both. Those are the encouraging conclusions in a 2009 report jointly 
produced by the Washington State Department of Health, Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction, and State Board of Health. Author Julia Dilley analyzed data from the 
2006 Healthy Youth Survey conducted in Washington State, which showed that 
insufficient fruit and vegetable consumption, not eating breakfast, insufficient exercise, 
and ten additional health risks were linked with poorer grades. The report includes a 
literature review of evidence-based school health interventions that made a difference in 
improving both health and scholastic performance. To access the full report of the 
Research Review: School-based Health Interventions and Academic Achievement go to 
http://here.doh.wa.gov/materials/research-review-school-based-health-interventions-and-
academic-achievement/12_HealthAcademic_E09L.pdf. For a summary and examples of 
success stories, go to 
http://healthyschools.ospi.k12.wa.us/waschool/data_tools/documents/summary_sheet.pdf 
(Source: Lisa Rakoz, Program Supervisor, Health and Fitness Education, Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, 360-725-4977, Lisa.Rakoz@k12.wa.us). 
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Figure 1: Source: National Institute on Drug Abuse (1997). Mind Over Matter: 
The Brain’s Response to Drugs, Teacher’s Guide.
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High Schoolers’ Good Grades Go Hand-in-Hand with Healthy Diet and Physical Activity – In the National Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey (NYRSS) the grades that students typically earned in school (A’s, B’s, C’s, or D’s/F’s) were directly related to how active and well-
nourished they were. Physical inactivity, which was linked with poorer grades, included not getting 60 minutes of physical activity per day, 
not playing on a sports team, watching TV and using media three or more hours/day. It’s important to recognize that the study doesn’t 
show that inactivity and poor diet cause lower grades; the data simply shows an association. Washington State data is included in the 
NYRSS. For information see http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/health_and_academics/pdf/physical_inactivity_unhealthy_weight.pdf and 
for more information, go to http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/.  

 
Seafood as Brainfood – Folklore has it that eating fish will help make you smarter. Its origin 
may be attributed to a 19th century Harvard University scientist who found that the human 
brain is high in phosphorus. Because fish is also a good source of phosphorus, he proposed 
that a diet rich in seafood would increase human IQ. Although that premise didn’t hold water, 
newer research might: It appears that the omega-3 fatty acid in fish called DHA may improve 
brain development in children and also may reduce risk for Alzheimer’s and dementia in older 
adults. Nevertheless, there are many smart reasons to eat fish. The 2010 Dietary Guidelines 
recommend two servings per week.  http://www.choosemyplate.gov/food-
groups/downloads/TenTips/DGTipsheet15EatSeafood-BlkAndWht.pdf  
 

Learning Connection – Policymakers, educators, child health advocates, and nutrition educators are seeking ways to enhance students’ 
ability to learn in the classroom, and this can include nutrition and physical activity in the school environment. At a national summit, 
researchers presented studies showing that daily breakfast and an active school day can improve students’ classroom performance and 
academic achievement. In a Boston program that provided breakfast for all students, the greatest academic impact was on low-income 
and food-insecure children. With daily breakfast, these vulnerable students improved their math grades, had fewer absences, and fewer 
behavioral problems. Another researcher showed that aerobic fitness relates to the structure and function of the preadolescent brain. 
Teachers see multiple benefits of breakfast, particularly better ability to concentrate throughout the day, preventing headaches and 
stomachaches and better behavior. (Hayes, D et al “Proceedings of the learning connection summit: Nutrition, physical activity, and 
student achievement.” Nutrition Today 49(1):18-25, January/February 2014.) 
 

Food to Help the Aging Brain – As nutrition educators, we guide people to establish healthy food choices to prevent chronic diseases 
such as type 2 diabetes, osteoporosis, cancer, and heart disease. Food choices also matter in helping to prevent Alzheimer’s disease, a 
progressive disease that destroys brain cells, and is the most common form of dementia. Vascular dementia follows Alzheimer’s, caused 
by damage to the blood vessels in the brain which prevents adequate blood supply. Researchers have found that the Mediterranean Diet 
appears to be linked to less small blood vessel damage and also less cognitive impairment as people age. Dietary guidance to prevent 
disease in the heart is good for the head, too: Heart-healthy eating plans promote healthy blood vessels that are open and free of 
atherosclerosis, so nutrients can travel freely to the heart, which in turn pumps oxygen-rich blood to the brain. Tea and coffee might 
protect the brain’s nerve function. The benefits may come from the amino acid L-theanine in tea, and from antioxidant or anti-
inflammatory effects of compounds in coffee. (Source: “A Brain-Boosting Diet,” Environmental Nutrition 36(9):1-2, September 2013.)  
 

Key Findings from Several Studies on Physical Activity and Kids’ Mental Function 
• Children who are more aerobically fit are better able to pay attention and less likely to make errors compared to less-fit kids. (Hillman, 

CH et al, “Aerobic fitness and cognitive development: Event-related brain potential and task performance indices of executive control 
in preadolescent children.” Developmental Psychology 45(1):114-29, January 2009.) 

• More than half of the studies in a review article of school-based physical activity show a positive effect on academic achievement, 
academic behavior, and cognitive skills and attitudes. (Rasberry, CN et al, “The association between school-based physical activity, 
including physical education, and academic performance: A systematic review of the literature.” Preventive Medicine, 52 (Supplement 
1):S10-S20, June 2011.)  

• Physical activity in the classroom where the academic lessons included moderate intensity of activity resulted in kids doing better on 
standardized tests of academic achievement. (Donnelly, JE, “Classroom-based physical activity, cognition, and academic 
achievement.” Preventive Medicine 52 (Supplement 1):S36-S42, June 2011.) 

• A good diet changes the brain by creating more brain cells, stronger connections, faster communication, more blood flow, more 
glucose and oxygen, and rapid repair. (Presentation by Robert Murray, MD, Washington-Idaho Academies of Nutrition and Dietetics 
annual conference, April 7, 2014, Spokane, Washington.) 

 

Figure 2: Photo courtesy of USDA Photo Gallery. 
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Figure 3: Photo by Ingrid Barrentine 

WASHINGTON GROWN 
Fresh This Month – It’s berry season in the Pacific Northwest! Beginning in May, raspberries and strawberries begin to show their ruby-
red colors in farm fields, soon to be trucked to farmers’ markets. As the season progresses, we will have blackberries, boysenberries, 
currants, blueberries, lingonberries and even gooseberries. In general, berries provide fiber, vitamin C, folate, and health-promoting 
phytochemicals which may protect against cancer and heart disease. These fragrant, low-calorie jewels are a perfect taste of the 
beginning of summer.  
 

DID YOU KNOW? 
It may come as a surprise but a strawberry is not in the berry family. Botanically, it is a member 
of the Rosaceae family, which includes roses. No wonder strawberries smell so good! Botanical 
berries have seeds and come from a single ovary. Examples of berries grown in Washington 
State are blueberries, currants, lingonberries, and cranberries, to name a few.  
 
 
 
 

EAT TOGETHER EAT BETTER – Family Meals Focus 
Because our readers have told us that Family Meals is a hot topic, in the May 2011 issue we began a small section on recent news 
relating to this topic and our long-standing signature program, Eat Together, Eat Better. 
 

 
Family Supper Club – One outgrowth of WSU Extension’s Eat Together, Eat Better program is a multi-
family supper club. The purpose behind this get-together is to give 
families some practice in family meals. Drew Betz with WSU 

Whatcom County commented that the families in a supper club with English Language 
Learners really enjoyed the final potluck dinner. Sandy Brown with WSU Clark County 
said that in their program in Vancouver, families met three times to cover the three 
themes in ETEB: Cook Together, Talk Together, and Celebrate Together. The families 
divided responsibilities so that one was in charge of the menu, another handled 
decorations, and the third planned things to talk about or do as an activity. By practicing 
the themes with other families, they built skills to use at home with their own families. 
For ETEB resources, go here: http://nutrition.wsu.edu/ETEB (Contact: Drew Betz, 
Faculty and Director, WSU Whatcom County Extension, 360-676-6736 x 51 or 
betz@wsu.edu, and Sandy Brown, WSU Clark County Extension Faculty,  
360-397-6060 x 5700, browns@wsu.edu). 

Figure 4: Family Supper Club image courtesy of  
Clark Co. Extension. 
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