	Linkages Between Student Health and Academic Achievement

	[image: image1.png]




	[image: image2.png]





	Overview

CSBA recognizes that the good physical and mental health of school children is essential if they are to fully participate in education services being offered and if they are to concentrate and learn while in school. Although the primary responsibility of public schools is to educate students, CSBA realizes that the ability of children to learn can be significantly impacted by the conditions that confront them in their daily lives, including their health. For many students, implementation of the state's new curriculum standards and assessments, better-trained teachers and teaching techniques will help improve their overall performance in school. For other students, however, performance may be lower than expected because they do not come to school prepared to learn. Some of these barriers to learning are a result of the students' mental and physical health. These conditions often impact students' school attendance, their ability to pay attention in class, control their anger and restrain self-destructive impulses.

Nutrition

Nutritious eating in conjunction with regular physical activity is fundamental to the academic success of children and also reduces the devastating effects of obesity, diabetes, heart disease and stroke, cancer, high blood pressure and osteoporosis. Research shows that healthy, well-nourished children are more ready to learn and can take better advantage of educational opportunities. Moreover, according to the Center on Hunger, Poverty, and Nutrition Policy’s review of scientific literature, numerous studies have linked poor nutrition with lasting effects on children’s cognitive development and school performance.1 Other studies conducted in Minnesota and Massachusetts have shown that students who ate breakfast at school had increased standardized achievement test scores and class participation, improved attendance and reduced tardiness. 2, 3 Additionally, a study conducted by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services found that students who eat breakfast have improved academic, behavioral and emotional functioning.4 Like school breakfast programs, students who eat lunches offered by the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) have higher nutrient intakes than do students who make other choices at lunch.5 It's not only important for adolescents' to eat breakfast and lunch, but to also make sure these meals are high in quality. The quality of students' diet impacts their performance in school. Studies show that an appropriate diet can improve problem-solving skills, test scores and school attendance rates.6 Even moderate undernourishment was found to affect cognitive development and school performance.7 

Physical Health

The benefits of physical education are not isolated to good health. There is growing evidence that regular physical activity enhances learning and school achievement. Physical activity fuels the brain with oxygen, enhances connections between neurons and assists in memory. Children in daily physical activity have shown superior academic performance and better attitudes toward school. 

Schools that offer intense physical activity programs have shown positive effects on academic achievement, including increased concentration; improved mathematics, reading, and writing test scores; and reduced disruptive behavior, even when time for physical activity reduces the time for academics.8 A study conducted on the effects of reducing class time for increased physical activity found that test scores increased for those students. Specifically, when class time for academics was reduced in two schools by 240 minutes per week to enable increased physical activity exposure, mathematics scores in the experimental group were consistently higher than for others not in the program.9 In another study conducted by the California Department of Education Healthy Kids Program Office preliminary findings show that the lowest performing schools have lower physical activity levels among their students, with little difference across schools in the top three quintiles. This suggests that the lowest performing schools may benefit from physical activity programs. 

Mental Health 

The ability of children to learn can be significantly affected their mental health. Emerging evidence suggests exposure to violence has lifelong effects on learning and threatens students' academic performance. This is manifested in students' lack of interest and behavior problems at school, poor concentration, low grades, low self-esteem, high dropout rate and general decline in academic performance.10, 11, 12, 13

An investment in prevention and intervention services for school children can also help assist students in their development and well being. The California Association for Counseling and Development research findings indicate that school counseling programs have a significant influence on reducing discipline problems by ensuring that all students have skills in conflict resolution. Furthermore, elementary guidance activities have a positive influence on students’ academic achievement by ensuring that all students have learning skills. Finally, school counselors can be effective in assisting students in the development of career goals and plans.

Vision Care 

According to the Journal of Behavioral Optometry healthy vision is critical to a child’s educational success and learning ability. Studies indicate that 80 percent of all learning during a child’s first 12 years is obtained through vision.14 Undetected vision disorders can cause serious problems in a child’s mental and social development. Several studies examining the link between learning disabilities, delinquency, and vision have found that significant numbers of juvenile offenders had one or more visual deficiencies. 

Research indicates that among the 20 percent of school age children who have a learning disability in reading, 70 percent of them have some form of visual impairment, such as ocular motor, perceptual or binocular dysfunction, that may be interfering with their reading skills.15

A report by the National Eye Institutes indicates that in children, visual impairment is associated with developmental delays and the need for special educational, vocational and social services, often beyond childhood and into adulthood.16 

Studies have shown that prevention, diagnosing vision disorders in children at an early age, allows intervention at a time when these disorders are highly responsive to treatment. Eye exams can help prevent long-term medical expenditures arising from undiagnosed eye disorders, can reduce unnecessary placement of children in special education programs, and could also reduce social welfare spending by improving a children's ability to learn and succeed in life. 
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