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The Role of Sound Nutrition and 
Physical Activity in Academic Achievement 

 
Factors related to overweight in schoolchildren negatively influence a child’s readiness to learn 
and overall achievement. Poor nutrition and lack of physical activity are not only root causes of 
overweight and obesity, they are also factors associated with lower academic achievement. 
Studies demonstrate that when children’s basic nutritional and fitness needs are met, they attain 
higher achievement levels. Schools have a critical role in helping students learn and practice 
healthy eating habits, and in providing the knowledge, motivation, and skills children need for 
lifelong physical activity [1]. 
 
Poor nutrition hampers academic achievement. 
Recent studies demonstrate:  
 

• In a New York study, many students experienced malnutrition that was too slight for 
clinical signs yet still affected their intelligence and academic performance. This 
impairment can be corrected through improved nutrition [2], [3]. 

• Among fourth grade students, those having the lowest amount of protein in their diet had 
the lowest achievement scores [4]. 

• Iron deficiency anemia leads to shortened attention span, irritability, fatigue, and difficulty 
with concentration. Consequently, anemic children tend to do poorly on vocabulary, 
reading, and other tests [5]. 

• Children who suffer from poor nutrition during the brain's most formative years score 
much lower on tests of vocabulary, reading comprehension, arithmetic, and general 
knowledge [6]. 

• Six- to eleven-year-old children from food-insufficient families had significantly lower 
arithmetic scores and were more likely to have repeated a grade. Families were 
classified as food-deficient if they self-reported as sometimes or often not having enough 
food to eat [7].  

• Even moderate under-nutrition (inadequate or sub-optimal nutrient intake) can have 
lasting effects and compromise cognitive development and school performance [8]. 

• Morning fasting has a negative effect on cognitive performance, even among healthy, 
well-nourished children. A test of the speed and accuracy of response on problem-
solving tasks given to children who did or did not eat breakfast found that skipping 
breakfast had an adverse influence on their performance on the tests [9]. 
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Proper nutrition enhances academic performance. 
School breakfast programs have shown the effective role of nutrition in enhancing academic 
performance. Studies demonstrate participation in School Breakfast Programs: 
 

• Improves school performance and reduces absenteeism and tardiness Relieves hunger 
and improves children’s ability to succeed at school [10],[11],[12];   

• Improves academic, behavioral, and emotional functioning and leads to increased math 
grades, lowered absenteeism, and improved behavior [14], [15]; 

• Increases composite math and reading scores, improves student behavior, reduces 
morning trips to the nurse, and increases student attendance and test scores [16]; 

• Strengthens children’s psychosocial outcomes, lowering anxiety, hyperactivity, 
depression, and psychosocial dysfunction [17]; 

• Raises scores on basic skills tests and reduces tardiness and absenteeism among 
participants [18]. 

 
Increased physical activity leads to higher academic achievement. 
Recent studies show: 
 

• Academic achievement improves even when the physical education reduces the time for 
academics. A reduction of 240 minutes per week in class time for academics to enable 
increased physical activity led to consistently higher mathematics scores [19], [20]. 

• A recent study has shown a correlation between the SAT-9 test results with the 
Fitnessgram indicating that the physical well-being of students has a direct impact on 
their ability to achieve academically. Students with the highest fitness scores also had 
the highest test scores [21]. 

• Intense physical activity programs have positive effects on academic achievement, 
including increased concentration; improved mathematics, reading, and writing test 
scores; and reduced disruptive behavior. [22]. 

• Aerobic conditioning may help to improve memory. Exercise may strengthen particular 
areas of the brain, and oxygen intake during exercise may enhance greater connections 
between neurons [23]. 

 
The links between schoolchildren’s nutrition, physical activity, and achievement was a key topic 
addressed at the Healthy Schools Summit, held in Washington, D.C. October, 2002. Chaired by 
former U.S. Surgeon General David Satcher, MD, PhD, with First Lady Laura Bush serving as 
Honorary Chairperson, the Summit kicked off the nationwide initiative.  
 
David Satcher, MD, PhD is the founding chair and along with other members of the board, 
provides expertise and oversight to AFHK, a non-profit organization with 501(c)(3) status. The 
collaboration includes more than 40 national organizations and government agencies 
representing education, physical activity, health, and nutrition—such as the National Association 
of State Boards of Education, the National Association for Sport and Physical Education, the 
American Academy of Pediatrics, the United States Department of Agriculture, and the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention and the National PTA. In addition to providing ongoing 
guidance, these organizations contributed to the development of the October 2002 national 
Healthy Schools Summit, as well as to the formation and on-going guidance and direction of 51 
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AFHK State Teams. These teams are comprised of volunteer health professionals, teachers, 
administrators, parents and other concerned community leaders.  
 
The National Dairy Council, the National Foot Ball League and the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation have provided funding and support for Action for Healthy Kids. 
 
 
 
 

 
For further information about Action for Healthy Kids,  

or to become involved in an AFHK State Team, 
visit our website at www.ActionForHealthyKids.org 
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