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“Bye, don’t worry about me,” I said to my mom as I grabbed my new lunch box and ran off, eager to settle in to my first day of first grade.  As I entered the classroom, I observed the mini-dramas of other youngsters: some unwilling to leave the safety of their parents, and others, like me, anxious to leave their parents behind for the excitement of a new school year.


Although the Mickey Mouse backpacks have probably been traded in for Eddie Bauer shoulder bags and the new box of crayons for a laptop computer, this same scene is repeated at each new stage of education:  at the entry to high school and – even more profoundly – when going away to college for the first time.


For college freshmen, one of the biggest health transitions is the lack of home-cooked meals.  How do you stay healthy when your parents aren’t there to make sure you eat your lima beans?  It’s not impossible.  Here are some smart strategies for A+ health all semester long.

Revving Up for Morning Classes


You were out late last night, but now it’s time for your 8 AM class.  Don’t even think about just getting by with coffee and a donut; what you need are some real energizers.


Of course, in an ideal world, energy would be stored by a wholesome diet and plenty of sleep.  But let’s face it, this is the real world in which late-night study dates, fast food on the run and burning the candle at both ends ate derigueur.  Even so, making time for a decent breakfast (or a facsimile thereof – it can be as simple as grabbing a banana and cold cereal with milk) – is a must.  People who skip breakfast, even if they “catch up” with a well-balanced lunch, suffer from sapped energy reserves all day long.


Since almost every vitamin and mineral plays a role in the complex process that burns food and oxygen into energy, a daily multivitamin / mineral supplement is another important way to start the day.  Even slightly depleted stores of vitamin C can lead to fatigue, while vitamin C-related fatigue is easily remedied by modest doses of vitamin C.


Other important nutrients to watch for are the B-complex vitamins and iron – a lack of any of these manifests itself flagging energy.


Ginseng also helps boost energy levels, and has the added benefit of countering the effects of stress and enhancing intellectual and physical performance.  Ginseng works best as a tonic, taken in small amounts over a period of time, rather than in large doses for a stimulant effect.


Like their cousin coffee, caffeine-containing herbs such as guarana and kola nut, and the herb ephedra are stimulants.  In moderate amounts, these herbs enhance alertness and endurance, but side effects such as cramping, diarrhea, insomnia, headaches and even heart problems can develop in sensitive people or those taking high doses.  For this reason, these herbs should be used cautiously, if at all.

Smart Supplements for Smart Students


After relaxing all summer, many people find that their brain cells need a kick-start.  Although there are many exotic brain tonics available, basic vitamins (in the form of a moderate-dosage daily multiple) may be just the ticket for staying on the mental fast track.


Diets low in the brain-preserving minerals iron and zinc are all too common in young people, especially women.  Low iron levels affect energy, clear thinking, job performance and even IQ.  However, only those who have been found to have low iron levels should supplement with this mineral.


The herb ginkgo is a well-regarded brain booster.  Ginkgo works by increasing the availability of oxygen to the brain and improving the transmission rate of information at the nerve-cell level.  In one double-blind study of healthy young women, ginkgo extract was found to significantly improve reaction time in a memory test – which would presumably translate into better performance during finals week.


Choline, a B-vitamin-like compound found in lecithin, is a building block for acetylcholine, the most important neurotransmitter for memory function.  Without adequate levels of acetylcholine, the brain cannot store or retrieve information.  For this reason, lecithin granules are taken by some students to help pack in information.


Phosphatidylserine (PS) is a special kind of fat used by the body to help build and maintain healthy brain cells.  PS sharpens the mind by helping the membranes of the brain’s nerve cells to function better.

Give Your Cold the Cold Shoulder


Back-to-schoolers are at their most vulnerable just about the time cold and flu viruses are at their most prevalent.  Accordingly, now is the time to shore up immune defenses with a good diet, plenty of rest and immune-boosting supplements.


Vitamin C deserves the medal of honor in the war against colds and flu.  An exhaustive review of the research confirms that taking vitamin C (1,000 to 8,000 mg in divided doses throughout the day) at the onset of a cold cuts down the time spent “under the weather” and even makes you feel a little better while you have the cold.  You don’t have to wait until the sneezing starts to take vitamin C; regular use of this vitamin (250 to 1,000 mg daily) keeps the immune system running strong.


You may also want to keep zinc lozenges handy, since recent research shows that these can greatly shorten the life of a cold.  When people just starting to develop cold symptoms sucked on zinc lozenges every two waking hours, their colds lasted only an average of four and a half days.


Solid research demonstrates that echinacea bolsters the body’s defenses against colds, flus and other infections.  Echinacea is also useful once symptoms of a cold or flu develop; it helps keep your misery brief.  Other great herbal immune boosters include garlic and goldenseal.


Recently, elderberry has been in the spotlight as an effective treatment for the flu.  Anyone who has had a nasty bout with a flu bug will be eager to keep this herb on hand.  A clinical trial of elderberry found that it eased fever, muscle aches and other flu symptoms within 24 hours.

Looking Good on Campus


Dorm living, cafeteria food and the excitement of a new school year can take its toll on your body – including your skin.  Right about now, you may be coming to the unwelcome realization that acne doesn’t always end with adolescence – in fact, it’s not uncommon for pimples to rear their ugly heads well into a person’s 20s.


Caring for your skin from the inside is important to help minimize breakouts.  Supplements of B-complex vitamins are a great way to clear up the complexion, especially for women whose acne flare-ups coincide with menstrual periods.  Beta-carotene supplements can also help zap the zits, while others report success with supplements of vitamin C, vitamin B6, zinc or brewer’s yeast or tea tree oil applied topically.

Making the Mental Grade


After the initial thrill of being away from home starts to wear off, a touch of homesickness or even out-and-out-depression can set in.  The next best thing to calling home may be St. John’s wort.  According to Michael Murray, N.D., in his book Natural Alternatives to Prozac (Morrow, 1996), “St. John’s wort extract is the most thoroughly researched natural anti-depressant.”


Another B vitamin, folic acid, is also implicated in depression.  As many as one-third of depressed individuals have marginal or deficient folic acid levels, and moods improve with folic acid supplements.  When blood levels of folic acid are compared in healthy people of all ages, those with the highest levels report the best moods, while those with lower levels are more likely to be depressed.


If you’re missing one B vitamin, chances are good that others are also on the low side, which is why it makes sense to take a B-complex supplement to cover all the bases if you’re feeling down in the dumps.


Minerals can also account for mood ups and downs.  For example, when researchers track the moods of people fed a low-selenium or high selenium diet, they find that moods match the selenium level of the diet.

Special Concerns for Women


Yeast and urinary tract infections are fairly common occurrences for women in their late teens and early 20s.  Yeast infections are caused by an overgrowth of the fungus Candida.  Lactobacillus acidophilus is a friendly bacteria that helps to keep the fungus in check, thereby preventing and treating infection.  Garlic, echinacea and tea tree oil (used topically) can also be helpful, especially for strengthening the immune system of women who have recurrent infections.  Boric acid (available in powder form at pharmacies) can be packed into a gelatin capsule and used as a vaginal suppository to treat yeast infections.


Cranberry juice to treat urinary tract infections has been recommended by herbalists for more than a century.  Modern research confirms its folk reputation as a healer.  Drinking the juice (at least 50 ml per day, unsweetened) or taking cranberry extract supplements acidifies the urine and prevents the adherence of bacteria to the urinary tract lining.  Vitamin C (5,000 mg per day) has also been used by natural medicine practitioners to acidify the urinary system and help prevent and treat infections.

Fighting the Freshman 15


The dreaded extra pounds known as the “freshman 15” does not have to be an inevitability of higher education.  Practicing a few basic guidelines can ensure that you remain the weight you were at the start of fall term.


Food choices, of course, are the first piece of the weight-management puzzle.  Calories from dietary fat are more easily stored as body fat than calories form carbohydrates or protein.  Therefore, a sensible diet is essential to achieving and maintaining a healthy weight.


Lifestyle is another puzzle piece that can either make or break weight goals.  Physical exercise works off extra-calories before they can be deposited as body fat, but physical activity does not need to be extreme to result in weight loss.  In fact, for improving body composition, moderate exercise is just as effective as strenuous exercise.


Many promising dietary supplements can aid weight loss and management.  Supplements of chromium picolinate have been shown in research to enhance fat loss while improving lean body mass.  HCA, extracted from the Southeast Asian fruit Garcinia cambogia may slow the enzymatic process that converts food into fat and suppress the appetite as well.


Fiber crowds other, fattier foods out of the diet, suppresses appetite and partially blocks the absorption of calories.

The Stress Factor


In addition to vitamins C and E, which are two of the first nutrients to be affected by physical or emotional stress, vitamins are also closely linked to how the body handles life’s ups and downs.  Since most B vitamins play important roles in a smooth-running nervous system – and the nervous system is sent into hyperdrive during stress – a B-complex supplement can help to keep the nervous system ready to face the challenges of a stress-filled life.


Several minerals help the body combat stress.  When researchers examined magnesium levels in people with “type A,” stress-prone personalities, the subjects were found to have more stress hormones circulating in the bloodstream, but less magnesium, than more relaxed people did.  To make matters worse, as stress hormones are pumped into the body during times of stress, cells begin to lose magnesium.  If the body becomes deficient in magnesium, the stress response is aggravated, and a vicious cycle develops.  For these reasons, people under stress might consider supplementing with magnesium.


Kava leads to physical and mental relaxation and feeling of well-being.  One of the best things about kava is that it is very effective at relieving anxiety while leaving mental acuity intact.  Studies show that taking kava sharpens concentration and memory, even while bestowing peacefulness.


Ginseng, astragalus, schizandra and ashwagandha are adaptogenic herbs that help increase the body’s resistance to stress and have a balancing effect for all of the body’s systems.  Adaptogenic herbs are best taken in small amounts for long periods of time, to build up a stress-resistant body.

TIU’s comment:

Before you take any of the above supplements, it is still best to consult first your family doctors.
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