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Enhancing Academic Success 
through Healthy School 
Environments
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Presentation Notes
This presentation highlights information from the report recently released by GENYOUth Foundation in partnership with National Dairy Council, American College of Sports Medicine, and American School Health Association -- The Wellness Impact: Enhancing Academic Success through Healthy School Environments.The full report can be downloaded at www.GENYOUthFoundation.org.



• Today’s environment
• Connections between 

nutrition, physical 
activity and the brain. 

• Schools’ role more 
important than ever 

• Barriers 
• What can be done

Overview
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This slide outlines the topics in the presentation. 



Almost one-third 
of youth ages 2-19 are 
overweight or obese

Over 22% of 
children live in 
food-insecure 
homes
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While it is changing in some places, there are still almost a third of youth aged 2-19 that are overweight or obese.At the same time, nearly one quarter of children aren’t sure where their next meal will come from– and in both cases, youth are not eating a good diet.The 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans found most Americans, including children, have low intakes of one or more nutrients needed for normal growth and development as well as learning and cognition.Sources:Ogden CL, Carroll MD, Kit BK, Flegal KM. Prevalence of obesity and trends in body mass index among US children and adolescents, 1999-2010. Journal of the American Medical Association 2012;307(5):483-490.Nord M, Coleman-Jensen A, Andrews M, Carlson S. Household food security in the United States, 2009. Washington (DC): U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service. 2010 Nov. Economic Research Report No. ERR-108. Available at http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/err-economic-research-report/err141.aspx. Accessed July 24, 2012.  Hunger and Poverty. Food Research and Action Center. 2011. Available at: http://frac.org/reports-and-resources/hunger-and-poverty/. Accessed July 24, 2012.



Conditions such as:
• High Cholesterol
• Type 2 Diabetes
• High Blood Pressure
• Social Problems and
Poor Self-Esteem

• Sleep Disturbances
• Orthopedic Problems

Overweight or Obese Children Are at Risk for
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Today’s children are developing health problems that used to be found mainly in adults. Obesity in children and adolescents is linked with:High cholesterolType 2 diabetes High blood pressureSocial problems and bullyingSleep disturbances and sleep apnea, which result in shortened sleeping time.Problems in bones, joints, ligaments, tendons, muscles, and nerves.Source:Basics about Childhood Obesity. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2012. http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/childhood/basics.html , accessed July 24, 2013.



Each Helps the Other

HIGHER 
ACADEMIC 

ACHIEVEMENT

POSITIVE 
HEALTH 

BEHAVIORS 
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It is well established that healthy behaviors and education are mutually reinforcing. Healthy behaviors are associated with higher grades – CDC data from YRBSS shows students who report mostly A’s have healthier behaviors than those reporting C’s and D’s. Source:Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Division of Adolescent and School Health. Health and Academics. Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/health_and_academics/index.htm.  Accessed: July 24, 2013.



Schools can help.
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Schools may be one of the most effective settings in the community to decrease preventable health problems, such as obesity, among students. Most American children spend nearly 1,000 hours each year at school*, where not just teachers but peers and the general environment can foster positive (and negative) behaviorsSchools provide many opportunities to model and to communicate healthful eating and physical activity.�Source:Number of Instructional Days/Hours in the School Year. Education Commission of the States. 2011. Available at http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/95/05/9505.pdf. Accessed 7/24/2013.



Nutrition 
results are inNew
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Some research suggests brain functions can be enhanced by nutrition and physical activity in order to improve children’s ability to learn.  



What you eat 
or don’t eat 
matters to 
your brain
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From Wellness  Impact ReportChildren’s diet quality – the actual quality of foods children eat – is important to their overall growth and development.Normal brain development needs a wide variety of nutrients each day  Studies of school children with insufficient food showed poorer class performance, more days of school missed and a decline in academic achievement.   



Benefits of Breakfast at School

Fewer disciplinary 
referrals

Improved 
attendance
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From Wellness Impact ReportStudies on even students who are generally well-fed, but skipped breakfast, found negative effects on attention and memory. Some studies show that children who eat breakfast at school have higher math and verbal scores and perform better on standardized tests. Breakfast-eaters pay better attention, behave better in class and are less likely to be absent, late or see the school nurseBut because children may or may not care about the effects of skipping meals on their ability to learn, and/or their families may not be able to provide what’s needed, school meals like breakfast are really important.Sources:Rampersaud GC, Pereira MA, Girard BL, Adams J, Metzl JD. Breakfast habits, nutritional status, body weight, and academic performance in children and adolescents. Journal of the American Dietetic Association. 2005;105(5):743-760.Pollitt E, Cueto S, Jacoby E. Fasting and cognition in well- and undernourished schoolchildren: a review of three experimental studies. American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. 1998;67:779S-784S.Kleinman RE, Green H, Korzec-Ramirezd D, Patton K, Paganoe ME, Murphy JM. Diet, breakfast, and academic performance in children. Annals of Nutrition and Metabolism. 2002;46 (suppl 1):24-30.Murphy JM. Breakfast and learning: an updated review. Current Nutrition & Food Science. 2007; 3: 3-36.



Breakfast Comes in Many Forms
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Lots of schools already offer breakfast in the cafeteria before school. Other options include:Breakfast-in-the classroom: Kids eat together, and enjoy well-balanced foods like breakfast wraps, yogurt, low-fat milk and fruit, while the teacher takes attendance or collects homework.  Grab and go breakfast: These are easy. Students pick up bagged meals on their way into school and eat on the way to class, in the classroom or in designated areas. Both options have been shown to work in schools without disrupting learning time.



• Exercise 
increases brain 
activity – even just 
a short 20-minute 
walk

• Other research 
shows obesity 
may have 
negative effects 
on thinking

Physical Activity Matters to Your Brain, Too
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From Wellness Impact Report (based on research by Dr. Charles Hillman at the University of Illinois): Recent studies involving brain imaging are providing visual evidence of the impact of physical activity on children and their brain function. We’re learning that: Physical fitness may benefit brain health and academic performanceEven single sessions of exercise have been shown to benefit performance Obesity is linked to negative cognitive performance in school-aged children and teensOverall: There is a positive association between fitness and learningSources: Hillman CH, Erickson KI, Kramer AF. Be smart, exercise your heart: Exercise effects on brain and cognition. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. Nature Reviews Neuroscience. 2008;9(1):58-65.Hillman CH, Pontifex, M. B., Raine, L., Castelli, D. M., Hall, E. E., & Kramer, A. F. The effect of acute treadmill walking on cognitive control and academic achievement in preadolescent children. Neuroscience. 2009;159:1044-1054.Hillman CH, Buck SM, Themanson JR, Pontifex MB, Castelli DM. Aerobic Fitness and Cognitive Development: Event-Related Brain Potential and Task Performance Indices of Executive Control in Preadolescent Children. Developmental Psychology. 2009;45(1):114-129.Castelli DM, Hillman CH, Hirsch J, Hirsch A, Drollette E. FIT Kids: time in target heart zone and cognitive performance. Preventive Medicine . 2011;52:55-59.  Burkhalter TM, Hillman CH. A narrative review of physical activity, nutrition, and obesity to cognition and scholastic performance across the human lifespan. Advances in Nutrition . 2011;2(2).



Brain Studies Suggest Association

• Physical activity may 
positively impact academic 
achievement

• Some research indicates  
brains of aerobically fit 
children show superior 
executive brain functions 

• Some research indicates 
benefits include better 
attention and improved 
math and reading scores
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From Wellness Impact Report: Physically fit children exhibit better executive control functions when compared to less-fit children. The differences are related to both brain structure and brain function.Investigators are  discovering that the sizes of certain areas in the brain are larger in higher-fit children. These areas are related to working memory and the ability to block out unrelated information (in other words – to concentrate and/or pay attention).A study reported in 2011 found that a student's fitness level is positively related to brain function, achievement and better behavior.Sources:Chaddock L, Kramer AF, Hillman CH, Pontifex MB. A review of the relation of aerobic fitness and physical activity to brain structure and function in children. Journal of the InternationalNeuropsychological Society. 2011;17(6):975-985.Chaddock L, Erickson KI, Prakash RS, VanPatter M, Voss MW, Pontifex MB, Raine LB, Hillman CJ, Kramer AF. Basal ganglia volume is associated with aerobic fitness in preadolescent children. Developmental Neuroscience. 2010;32:(3) 249-256.Davis CL, Cooper S. Fitness, fatness, cognition, behavior, and academic achievement among overweight children: do cross-sectional associations correspond to exercise trial outcomes?Preventive Medicine. 2011;52(SUPPL.):S65-S69.



CDC assessment of school-
based activity and achievement 
found: 

• Using school time for PE does 
not hurt academic performance

• There is a lot of evidence that 
shows school-based physical 
activity can: 

School-based Physical Activity
and Academic Achievement 

• Improve grades and standardized test scores
• Help students have better attitudes toward 

school and academic behavior
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From Wellness Impact Report:In 2010, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention released a report that concludes that increased time in PE does not have a negative relationship to academic performance. In other words, time spent in PE does not take away from a school’s overall academic achievement. In fact, it can help.Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Division of Adolescent and School Health. The association between school-based physical activity, including physical education, and academic performance. Atlanta, GA: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; 2010. Available at http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/health_and_academics/pdf/pa-pe_paper.pdf. Accessed July 24, 2013.



Physical Activity In the Classroom

- Adding activity breaks to 
class time can improve 
performance without 
disrupting learning time

- Students were more active when teachers 
participated in activities, too

- Students who were more active improved 
academically more than students who were not
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From Report (based on research by Dr. Joseph Donnelly at the University of Kansas): A recent three-year study of second- and third-graders looked at the relationship of physical activity to academic performance, with a specific focus on physical activity in the classroom. Among the findings: Students who were more active during school and on weekends performed better on standardized tests for reading, math and spelling.Classroom physical activity breaks were reported to be fun and easy to do and did not interfere with learning. In fact, students in the active group had higher test scores than those in the control group.43Physical activity was integrated into lessons, and teachers participating in the activity made a positive impact. Their students were more active. Even if the activity breaks were short, the total time spent physically active per week had a positive impact on students’ body weight and school performance. Source:Donnelly JE, Greene, J.L., Gibson, C.A., Smith, B.K., Washburn, R.A., Sullivan, D.K., DuBose, K., Mayo, M. S., Schmelzle,K. H., Ryan, J. J., Jacobsen, D. J.,Williams, S.L. Physical Activity Across the Curriculum (PAAC): a randomized controlled trial to promote physical activity and diminish overweight and obesity in elementary school children. Prev Med. 2009;49(4):336–341



Common Barriers to Wellness 

• Lack of:
• Time
• Money
• Support

• Wellness not a priority
• Need for tools and training
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There are a lot of reasons school wellness hasn’t become a priority in schools. But these barriers are being overcome because of committed organizations, government agencies, and individuals.  



What We Can Do

•Take a leadership role in setting tone 
and vision for healthy schools

•Let more people know about the link 
between nutrition, physical activity and 
achievement

•Establish a wellness council and create 
a strong wellness policy

• Involve students!
•Track and share progress and results
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Create a Support System for WellnessMake wellness a priority.Create a wellness council, and give members time to coordinate activities and meetings.Get a variety of students involved and incorporate their opinions and ideas.Fuel Up to Play 60’s School Wellness Investigation (based on CDC’s School Health Index) can help identify gaps and opportunities for improvement.There are grants available that can help. Fuel Up to Play 60 engages students to lead and make healthy changes in their schools, and Funds for Fuel Up to Play 60 provides up to $4,000 per school per year to help make sustainable changes happen. 



Specific Action Ideas

• Expand school breakfast, and offer alternative 
breakfast opportunities at school 

• Make sure all food served and sold at school is 
appealing and nutritious – and promote healthy 
choices to all students

• Offer high quality P.E. to all students in all grades   

• Provide a variety of physical activity opportunities, 
like dance clubs, walking clubs and in-class 
physical activity breaks for all students
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Communicate and Promote WellnessMake sure everyone knows about the connection between nutrition, physical activity, and school success. Get information out to all the key groups:StudentsSchool staffParents and community leadersAdministrationUse the Fuel Up to Play 60 Playbook for ways to make these ideas happen



Resources



• Build schools’ capacity for implementing wellness 
policies  

• Places students at the forefront in helping to 
make and participate in healthy changes

• Developed by National Dairy Council and 
National Football League in collaboration with 
USDA and other organizations

FuelUpToPlay60.com
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Fuel Up to Play 60 helps encourage schools to create wellness policies and puts students at the forefront.  National Dairy Council and National Football League collaborated with USDA and other organizations – including students and educators – to develop the program.Fuel Up to Play 60 encourages students to “fuel up” with nutrient-rich foods and to “get active and play” for at least 60 minutes daily. The program is designed to get students to take action for their own health by working with adults to make long-term, positive changes for themselves and their schools. 

http://www.fueluptoplay60.org/


www.genyouthfoundation.org
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The GenYouth Foundation is on a mission to get kids to improve their nutrition and increase physical activity.  The Wellness Impact Report referenced throughout this presentation shares information and ideas for making that happen.The full report is available on the GenYouth site, and there are briefs available for key groups like students, parents, and the school administration.Fuel Up to Play 60 is GenYouth’s flagship program.

http://www.genyouthfoundation.org


Let’s Move
www.letsmove.gov
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 Let’s Move! �http://www.letsmove.gov/�This comprehensive initiative, launched by First Lady Michelle Obama, aims to solve the problem of obesity within a generation, so that children born today will grow up healthier and be able to pursue their dreams. Let’s Move! includes a “Teacher Toolkit” and a five-step school action plan.

http://www.letsmove.gov


Presidential Youth Fitness Program
www.pyfp.org
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 Presidential Youth Fitness Program (President’s Council on Fitness, Sports and Nutrition)http://www.pyfp.org/ The Presidential Youth Fitness Program helps schools assess, track and reward youth fitness and physical activity. 

http://www.presidentialyouthfitnessprogram.org


Breakfast in the Classroom Resource Center
docs.schoolnutrition.org/SNF/BIC/
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Breakfast in the Classroom Toolkit (School Nutrition Foundation)�http://docs.schoolnutrition.org/SNF/BIC/�The Breakfast in the Classroom initiative takes the traditional school breakfast approach and improves it with one key ingredient: the classroom. The Breakfast Resource Center has lots of ideas that can help.

http://docs.schoolnutrition.org/SNF/BIC/


Team Nutrition
http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn

HealthierUS School Challenge
www.fns.usda.gov/tn/healthierus/
index.html

USDA

http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn
http://www.fns.usda.gov/tn/healthierus/index.html


CDC: School Health Index and 
Other Resources

www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/shi/
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CDC has been involved in creating a range of resources that can help schools as they address children’s nutrition and physical activity needs. The School Health Index is a tool that anyone can use to evaluate policy and practice in their local school. It’s easy to use: it’s a checklist format. We recommend that people do it about every six months so that they can continue to track their progress in terms of improving policy and practice. There’s a version for elementary schools and a second version that covers middle and high schools. Fit, Healthy, and Ready to Learn is a policy guide, including a number of best practice policies for physical activity, healthy eating, and it was produced cooperatively between CDC-DASH and the National Association of State Boards of Education. And finally, the Physical Education Curriculum Analysis Tool and the Health Education Curriculum Analysis Tool focus on the various critical aspects of the physical education curriculum and health education curriculum. You can look at the various things that we have found through our evidence and through research that are the most important aspects to have, and then you can make local decisions about which things you think will work in your area. Most of these resources are available for free online at the CDC website: www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth. Fit, Healthy, and Ready to Learn is available at nasbe.org for a minimal fee. 

http://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/shi/

	The Wellness Impact:
	Overview
	Slide Number 3
	Overweight or Obese Children Are at Risk for
	Each Helps the Other
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Benefits of Breakfast at School
	Breakfast Comes in Many Forms
	Physical Activity Matters to Your Brain, Too
	Brain Studies Suggest Association
	School-based Physical Activity� and Academic Achievement 
	Physical Activity In the Classroom
	Common Barriers to Wellness 
	What We Can Do
	Specific Action Ideas
	Resources
	FuelUpToPlay60.com
	www.genyouthfoundation.org 
	Let’s Move
	Presidential Youth Fitness Program
	Breakfast in the Classroom Resource Center
	USDA
	CDC: School Health Index and �Other Resources

