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NARRATIVE 
The purpose of this presentation is to explain the evidence linking healthy eating, 
physical activity, and improved academic achievement. The purpose also is to explain 
how to use the evidence to engage stakeholders and get them to take action in 
supporting healthy eating and physical activity in schools.  
 
Following the presentation, participants from state, territory, regional, or local 
education and health agencies or other stakeholders will be able to: 
• Describe the evidence supports the link between healthy eating, physical activity, 

and improved academic achievement. 
• Identify key messages and benefits of addressing healthy eating and physical activity 

in schools to improve academic achievement and motivate stakeholders to take 
action.  

• Identify at least three actions that can be implemented by states, school districts, 
schools, parents, and/or students to support healthy eating and physical activity in 
schools and improve academic achievement.  

• Identify at least two resources that can be used to explain the relationship between 
healthy eating, physical activity, and academic achievement.  

 
Before we talk about the evidence, we will provide a rationale for health and education 
working together to ensure that students are healthy and ready to learn. 
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NARRATIVE 
Schools are an ideal setting for students to learn about health and healthy behaviors. 
More than 95% of young people in the United States are in school for 13 critical years 
of their development.1  
 
Health is academic because… 

• Helping young people stay healthy is a fundamental part of the mission of 
our schools. 

• Health behaviors are associated with academic achievement. 

• School health programs can help improve students’ academic achievement. 

 
Health behaviors clearly influence the quality of life for youth and their ability to 
contribute to and live productively in society. 
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NARRATIVE 
In the 2010 report, Healthier Students Are  Better Learners: A Missing Link in School 
Reforms to Close the Achievement Gap.2 This report articulates that educationally 
relevant health disparities, such as participation in and access to physical activity and 
eating breakfast, affect the educational opportunities and outcomes of students.  
 
In the report, Charles Basch clearly states that “No matter how well teachers are 
prepared to teach, no matter what accountability measures are put in place, no matter 
what governing structures are established for schools, educational progress will be 
profoundly limited if students are not motivated and able to learn. Health related 
problems play a major role in limiting the motivation and ability to learn…” 
 
While schools cannot address all of the conditions that cause educational or health 
disparities, there are evidence-based and promising approaches that can be applied to 
address the health issues of students and ensure they are able to learn and be 
successful. 
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NARRATIVE 
It boils down to the fact that students’ success in schools is more than just academics. 
Evidence indicates that education and health for students must go hand-in-hand in 
order for students to succeed.2,3 In addition to making sure students are learning, there 
are school health policies and practices that affect academic achievement that need to 
be in place such as offering healthy food options and providing opportunities for 
students to be physically active. 
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NARRATIVE 
Based on available evidence and purpose of this presentation, the remaining slides will 
focus on healthy eating and physical activity as they relate to academic achievement. 
Specifically, we will discuss:  
 

1. The evidence you should know about the link between healthy eating, 
physical activity, and improved academic achievement. While we are 
focusing on this direct link between healthy eating and academic 
achievement and physical activity and academic achievement, there could 
be other factors (e.g., positive peer relationships and support) that could 
affect these relationships,4,5 although these will not be discussed in this 
presentation. 

2. Then we will discuss what core and audience-specific messages should be 
shared with key stakeholders about the importance of addressing student 
health to improve academic achievement. 

3. And hopefully, knowing the evidence and sharing these messages will 
motivate key stakeholders to take action.  We will identify actions that each 
key stakeholder could implement to support healthy eating and physical 
activity in schools to promote positive academic achievement.  
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NARRATIVE 
The first step in making the case for addressing healthy eating and physical activity in 
schools is to know the evidence that supports the link between these behaviors and 
academic achievement.  
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NARRATIVE 
Let’s first define academic achievement. There are three aspects of academic 
achievement — academic performance, education behavior, and students’ cognitive 
skills and attitudes.6 

 
As shown on the slide,  
• academic performance includes class grades, standardized tests, and graduation 

rates;  
• education behavior includes attendance, dropout rates, and behavioral problems at 

schools; and 
• finally, students’ cognitive skills and attitudes include concentration, memory, and 

mood. 

8 



NARRATIVE 
Evidence has shown that specific dietary practices and issues are related to different 
aspects of academic achievement. Specifically: 

• Student participation in the USDA School Breakfast Program (SBP) is 
associated with increased academic grades and standardized test scores, 
reduced absenteeism, and improved cognitive function (e.g., memory).7-14 

• Skipping breakfast is associated with decreased cognitive performance (e.g., 
alertness, attention, memory, processing of complex visual display, and 
problem solving) among students.10,11,13,15-20 

• Lack of adequate consumption of specific foods, such as fruits, vegetables, or 
dairy products, is associated with lower grades among students.21-23 

• Deficits of specific nutrients (i.e., vitamins A, B6, B12, C, folate, iron, zinc, and 
calcium) are associated with lower grades and higher rates of absenteeism 
and tardiness among students.3,7,12 

• Hunger due to insufficient food intake is associated with lower grades, higher 
rates of absenteeism, repeating a grade, and an inability to focus among 
students.7,12,22-26 

 
CDC and many national organizations recommend establishing a healthy school 
nutrition environment to support both student health and learning. A healthy school 
nutrition environment includes: 
• access to healthy and appealing foods and beverages available to students in school  
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meals, vending machines, school stores, à la carte lines in the cafeteria, fundraisers, 
and classroom parties;  

• consistent messages about food and healthy eating across the school environment 
and school curricula; and  

• opportunities for students to learn about healthy eating through health education.27 
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NARRATIVE  
Data from the 2009 Youth Risk Behavior Survey indicate that 22% of high school 
students with mostly A’s drank a can, bottle, or glass of soda or pop (not including diet 
soda or diet pop) at least one time per day, and 47% of high school students with 
mostly D’s/F’s drank a can, bottle, or glass of soda or pop (not including diet soda or 
diet pop) at least one time per day during the 7 days before the survey.28  In other 
words, of the students who drank soda pop at least once a day, more earned D’s/F’s 
than A’s.  
 
These kinds of associations do not prove causation. Further research is needed to 
determine whether low grades lead to health-risk behaviors, health-risk behaviors lead 
to low grades, or some other factors lead to both of these problems. 
 
Notes to Facilitator:  
Participants might question why the percentages for each of the health risk behaviors 
do not add up to 100%. This is because each bar shows the percentage of students 
getting that academic grade who engage in that behavior.  For example, 22% of 
students getting mostly A’s drank a can, bottle, or glass of soda or pop (not including 
diet soda or diet pop) — 78% of students getting mostly A’s did not. Among students 
getting mostly D’s or F’s, 47% drank a can, bottle, or glass of soda or pop (not including 
diet soda or diet pop) — and 53% did not. 
 



A total of 16,410 students responded to the 2009 national YRBS with valid data; of 
those, 14,362 (88%) responded to the academic performance question. The proportion 
of students responding to each category of academic performance was: 32.1% (29.6-
34.7) received mostly A’s, 41.7% (39.7-43.7) received mostly B’s, 20.1% (18.1-22.2) 
received mostly C’s, and 6.2% (5.2-7.2) received mostly D’s & F’s. 
 
The survey question about students’ academic grades is included periodically in the 
National YRBS and was asked most recently in 2009. Therefore, these analyses 
represent the most current data available. 
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NARRATIVE 

In 2010, CDC released a report on The Association Between School-Based Physical 
Activity, Including Physical Education and Academic Performance.6 This report examined 
how different physical activity contexts in schools, including physical education, recess, 
classroom-based activity, and extracurricular activities are associated with a variety of 
academic outcomes. 

 
First, an important result from this report is that increasing or maintaining time for 
physical education does not appear to adversely impact academic achievement (e.g., 
grades, test scores).   

 

There also was substantial evidence that school-based physical activity can:  

• Help improve academic performance (including grades and standardized 
test scores); and  

• Have a positive impact on education behaviors and cognitive skills. 
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NARRATIVE 
Taking a closer look at the evidence, specific physical activity practices are linked to 
different aspects of academic achievement.  

• Students who are physically active tend to have better grades, school 
attendance, cognitive performance (e.g., memory), and classroom behaviors 
(e.g., on-task behavior).28-34 

• Higher physical activity and physical fitness levels are associated with 
improved cognitive performance (e.g., concentration and memory) among 
students.34-39 

• More participation in physical education class has been associated with 
better grades, standardized test scores, and classroom behavior (e.g., on-task 
behavior) among students.40-43 

• Time spent in recess has been shown to positively affect students’ cognitive 
performance (e.g., attention, concentration) and classroom behaviors (e.g., 
not misbehaving).44-48 

• Brief classroom physical activity breaks (i.e., 5-10 minutes) are associated 
with improved cognitive performance (e.g., attention and concentration), 
classroom behavior (e.g., on-task behavior), and educational outcomes (e.g., 
standardized test scores, reading literacy scores, math fluency scores) among 
students.32,49-54 

• Participation in extracurricular physical activities such as interscholastic 
sports has been associated with higher GPAs, lower drop-out rates, and  
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fewer disciplinary problems among students.55-67 
 
CDC and many national organizations recommend a comprehensive, school-wide 
approach to physical activity that provides opportunities for students to be physically 
active throughout the school day and after school.68 This comprehensive approach 
provides a variety of physical activities to help all students attain at least 60 minutes of 
physical activity each day.68 

 

Notes to Facilitator:  
For this presentation, the term physical activity includes physical education. Physical 
activity is any bodily movement that is produced by skeletal muscle and that 
substantially increase energy expenditure; whereas physical education provides 
students with the knowledge and skills necessary to perform a variety of physical 
activities, maintain physical fitness, and to value and enjoy physical activity as part of a 
healthy lifestyle. Physical education includes curriculum, instruction, and assessment 
that is sequential from pre-kindergarten through high school. 
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NARRATIVE 
Data from the 2009 Youth Risk Behavior Survey indicate that 33% of high school 
students with mostly A’s did not play on at least one sports team run by their school or 
community groups, and 60% of high school students with mostly D’s/F’s did not play on 
at least one sports team run by their school or community groups during the 12 months 
before the survey.28 
 
This supports other evidence showing that student involvement in extracurricular 
activities such as playing on a sports team is linked to better grades. 
 
These kinds of associations do not prove causation. Further research is needed to 
determine whether low grades lead to health-risk behaviors, health-risk behaviors lead 
to low grades, or some other factors lead to both of these problems. 
 
Notes to Facilitator:  
Participants might question why the percentages for each of the health risk behaviors 
do not add up to 100%. This is because each bar shows the percentage of students 
getting that academic grade who engage in that behavior. For example, 33% of students 
getting mostly A’s did not play on at least one sports team — 67% of students getting 
mostly A’s did play on at least one sports team. Among students getting mostly D’s or 
F’s, 60% did not play on at least one sports team — and 40% did. 
 



A total of 16,410 students responded to the 2009 national YRBS with valid data; of 
those, 14,362 (88%) responded to the academic performance question. The proportion 
of students responding to each category of academic performance was: 32.1% (29.6-
34.7) received mostly A’s, 41.7% (39.7-43.7) received mostly B’s, 20.1% (18.1-22.2) 
received mostly C’s, and 6.2% (5.2-7.2) received mostly D’s & F’s. 
 
The survey question about students’ academic grades is included periodically in the 
National YRBS and was asked most recently in 2009. Therefore, these analyses 
represent the most current data available. 
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NARRATIVE 
Now that you know the evidence, the next step is to use it to support messages you 
share with your audience — this could be someone from the state, school district, or 
school as well as parents and students. You also want to share with these different 
audiences how it benefits them to address healthy eating and physical activity in 
schools. 
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NARRATIVE 
First, we will review core messages. These are broad messages that state the 
importance of healthy students and link to academic achievement. They connect to 
common values in our communities.  
 
These core messages can be incorporated in all communication (e.g., conversations, 
PowerPoints, webinars, meetings, presentations, web content, emails, newsletters, 
print documents) to support state, school district, and/or school strategies for healthy 
eating and physical activity.  
 
Here are four core messages that should be consistently shared:  

1. Healthy students are better learners 
• Healthy students are better on all levels of academic achievement: 

academic performance, education behavior, and cognitive skills and 
attitudes. 

2. Schools can influence eating and physical activity behaviors 
•  Students spend much of their time at school, and may eat as many as 

2 out of 3 meals per day  and may get much of their physical activity 
at school. 

3. Healthy, successful students help build strong communities. 
•  Investing in the health of students contributes to healthy 

communities in the future. 
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4. All students deserve the opportunity to be healthy and successful 
• Providing access to healthy foods and physical activity plays an 

important role in the academic achievement of students.     
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NARRATIVE 
In addition to the core messages, it is important to have and disseminate audience-
specific messages that explain how they can benefit if they support healthy eating and 
physical activity in schools. This table identifies the specific benefits for each audience. 
For example, schools that are addressing healthy eating and physical activity should 
have decreased rates of student absenteeism, fewer behavioral problems, and higher 
school-wide test scores and grades. This is important to both schools and school 
districts. 
 
The audience-specific message should also resonate with the audience’s core values. 
For example, when talking with schools, you might want to mention that promoting the 
healthy eating and physical activity of staff and students helps schools to meet their 
educational goals and enables students to become better learners. When talking with 
school districts, you might want to say that schools are an important part of the 
community and the place where all students can have a healthy start.  
 
These audience-specific messages should be added to the core messages when 
communicating to specific stakeholder audiences (e.g., conversation, PowerPoints, 
webinars, meetings, presentations, web content, emails, newsletters, and print 
documents) to support state, school district, and/or school strategies for healthy eating 
and physical activity. For example, if you were talking with someone in a school, you 
might say to them providing students with healthy foods and opportunities to be  
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physically active throughout the school day help them to be healthier and better 
learners. This could also help decrease your schools’ rates of student absenteeism and 
help increase school-wide test scores and grades.  
 
Notes to Facilitator: 
• You can go through the benefits for each audience or highlight a few of them as 

mentioned in the narrative. 
• You might want to note that schools and school districts have diverse staff  including 

administrators (district directors, program coordinators, administrators, and school 
principals), instructional staff (teachers, paraeducators, physical education specialists, 
and special education staff), and other personnel (coaches, school nurses, health 
assistants, counselors, before- and after-school staff,  and school resource officers) all 
of whom can share the message.  
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NARRATIVE 
Addressing healthy eating and physical activity in schools matters. The goal is for 
stakeholders to take action, but to get them to this point, we need to make a strong 
case for why they need to be involved. This is done by getting them to understand the 
link between health and academics and sharing the core and audience-specific 
messages that are relevant to them.  
 
Here are some ways to share the message:  
• Consistently share the evidence, key messages, and benefits with key stakeholders — 

this can be done in conversation, PowerPoints, webinars, meetings, presentations, 
web content, emails, newsletters, and print documents. This also can be shared at 
any meeting that addresses the academic success of students. 

• Include this topic in professional development — many school administrators and 
classroom teachers have not learned about the evidence or benefits of addressing 
healthy eating and physical activity in schools. This would be opportunity to not only 
share the evidence and messages but also to ask them to take action. 

• Ask parents to support and promote the healthy eating and physical activity as a way 
to improve academic achievement — parents are great advocates and could create 
awareness among other parents of the importance of healthy school nutrition 
environments and opportunities for physical activity as a way to improve academic 
achievement.  

• Use meaningful stories that support this link — many schools have implemented  
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healthy eating and physical activity policies and practices that have made a difference 
in their students’ academic achievement outcomes. Identifying and sharing these 
stories should garner support in the school community to address these health 
behaviors and issues in school. 
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NARRATIVE 
The goal of knowing the evidence and sharing the core and audience-specific messages 
is to get folks to take action. The next few slides highlight key actions that states, school 
districts, schools, parents, and students can take to support strategies for addressing 
healthy eating and physical activity in schools. 
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NARRATIVE 
Who can take action? States, school districts, schools, parents, and students can all play 
a role in making sure that health is addressed in schools.   
 
Notes to Facilitator: 
You might want to note that schools and school districts have diverse staff including 
administrators (district directors, program coordinators, administrators, and school 
principals), instructional staff (teachers, paraeducators, physical education specialists, 
and special education staff), and other personnel (coaches, school nurses, health 
assistants, counselors, before- and after-school staff, and school resource officers) all of 
whom can be involved and take action.  
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NARRATIVE 
The purpose of making the link between healthy eating, physical activity, and improved 
academic achievement is to implement sustainable changes to policies, practices, and 
programs. That is, use the message that healthy students do better in school as a 
strategy to gain support for addressing healthy eating and physical activity in schools.  
 
There are several types of actions that can be implemented or supported. These 
actions include: 
• Establishing an agenda to support health in schools. 
• Developing and implementing key policies for school health, particularly related to 

healthy eating and physical activity. 
• Providing appropriate guidance, technical assistance, and professional development 

for health-related topics such as healthy eating and physical activity. 
• Implementing effective, high-quality programs and practices. 
• Ensuring accountability supported by data and software systems.  
 
Currently, CDC funds all 50 states through the State Public Health Actions program to 
provide support for policy development, technical assistance, professional 
development, and programs and practices related to healthy eating and physical 
activity. 
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NARRATIVE 
Here are some examples of actions that can be taken by states: 
• Create a partnership between departments of health and education as well as with 

other key stakeholders to support the connection between health and academic 
achievement at a national level. 

• Provide professional development and technical assistance to school districts and 
schools on healthy school nutrition environments and a comprehensive approach to 
physical activity in schools, which includes quality physical education programs, 
physical activity before and after school (e.g., walking and biking to school program); 
physical activity during school (e.g., recess, physical activity breaks in and outside the 
classroom); school employee wellness programs; and parent and community 
engagement. This will ensure that school districts and schools are using evidence-
based practices.  

 
Here are some examples of actions that can be taken by school districts:  
• Establish, implement, and monitor local school wellness policies that support 

healthy school nutrition environments and a comprehensive approach to physical 
activity in schools.  

• Collect data on health and educational behaviors and outcomes to assess the 
benefits of school health (e.g., nutrition, physical activity, and chronic disease 
management) policies and practices. This will help school districts identify what is 
being done well and areas for improvement. 
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Notes to Facilitator:  
Depending on who the audience is, you might want to tailor the actions to that specific 
group(s). You can also get more examples of actions for each group in the overview 
document. 
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NARRATIVE 
Here are some examples of actions that can be taken by schools: 
• Establish a school health advisory council or wellness committee that includes 

school staff, parents, students, and other community members and that meets 
regularly to develop and implement a school-wide plan for addressing healthy eating 
and physical activity in schools.  

• Provide healthy food options for breakfast and lunch, in other school venues (e.g., 
school store, vending machines), and at school-sponsored events. This will improve 
the school nutrition environment and help kids make the healthy choice.  

• Provide physical education programs, recess for elementary students, classroom-
based physical activity, extracurricular physical activities (e.g., sports programs or 
physical activity club). This will help students achieve the nationally recommended 
guidance of 60 minutes each day of physical activity. 

 
Parents can also take action.  
• They can be involved in school health activities at their child’s school — this can be 

done by attending classes on health topics supported by the school, communicating 
with the school about health issues, volunteering to support health activities, 
making decisions related to school health policies and practices, reinforcing health 
messages taught in school at home, and taking advantage of health services 
provided by the school.  

• They can ask the school to provide educational opportunities for them to learn  
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about the connection between health and academic achievement and the 
importance of a healthy school nutrition environment and physical activity and 
physical education.  

 
Students can help lead change in their school.  
• Students can participate on state, district, and/or school health advisory councils or 

other health-related committees. This will give them the opportunity to be part of 
the discussion and help make health-related decisions for the school. They can be a 
voice for the student body. They can also lead activities in the school that promote 
eating healthy and being physically active. Students are creative and know what will 
engage their classmates in these health-related activities.   

 
Notes to Facilitator:  
Depending on who the audience is, you might want to tailor the actions to that specific 
group(s).  You can also get more examples of actions for each group in the overview 
document. 
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There are resources available for you to use to make the case for healthy eating and 
physical activity and improving academic achievement.  
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NARRATIVE 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has a web page on health and 
academics. On this page, you can find fact sheets and presentations on the link 
between health behaviors and academic grades, as well as evidence reports.  
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NARRATIVE 
These are the CDC fact sheets. There are a total of six fact sheets — there is one 
overview fact sheet, and others address specific health-risk behaviors including alcohol 
and other drug use behaviors, physical inactivity and unhealthy dietary behaviors, 
sexual-risk behaviors, tobacco use behaviors, and unintentional injury and violence-
related behaviors. You can get to these fact sheets from the main health and academics 
web page, or directly from the link provided on this slide. 
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NARRATIVE 
CDC has released three new resources for health and academics. These include: 

• A Health and Academic Achievement overview document. The purpose of this 
document is to 1) become familiar with the evidence linking health and academic 
achievement; 2) incorporate key, evidence-driven messages when communicating 
with states, school districts, schools, parents, and students about the benefits of 
better health and better grades; 3) convey specific, feasible, and effective actions 
that each group can take to support health in schools; and 4) access key resources to 
learn more. 

• This PowerPoint presentation, which is a short, but comprehensive presentation on 
making the case for health (specifically, healthy eating and physical activity) and 
academic achievement. 

• Two podcasts on health (specifically, healthy eating and physical activity) and 
academic achievement, which are approximately 60 seconds in length. 
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NARRATIVE 
Health in Mind is a new report from Healthy Schools Campaign (HSC) and Trust for 
America’s Health (TFAH). The report details immediate solutions that can help close the 
achievement gap and create a healthy future for all children. Health in Mind focuses on 
several federal initiatives and policies that can broadly benefit the health, well-being 
and education of the nation’s students.  
 
This document provides recommendations that can be addressed at the state, district, 
and school levels. Some of the recommendations include: 
• Prepare principals and teachers to promote student health and wellness through 

professional development programs and in-service training that equips them to 
identify and address student health issues while creating classroom and school 
environments that support all students’ wellness. 

• Provide schools with strategies to partner with parents as agents of change for 
integrating health and wellness into education. 

• Incorporate health and wellness into school metrics and accountability systems to 
allow schools to make data-driven decisions about how health and wellness impact 
student learning. 

• Re-think the role schools can play in our nation’s prevention efforts and the ways 
that the Department of Health and Human Services can support schools in creating 
the conditions for health. 
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NARRATIVE 
The Learning Connection: What You Need to Know to Ensure Your Kids Are Healthy and 
Ready to Learn is a report developed by Action for Healthy Kids. This report 
demonstrates that physical activity supports academic achievement, well-nourished 
kids learn better, and that healthier practices in schools can increase school revenue.  
 
The report is a roadmap for parents, educators, school administrators and school 
volunteers to create healthier school environments so the kids in their lives are better 
positioned to learn. It is a follow-up to Action for Healthy Kids' landmark 2004 report 
The Learning Connection: The Value of Improving Nutrition and Physical Activity in Our 
Schools. 
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NARRATIVE 
The report, produced by National Dairy Council, in partnership with GENYOUth 
Foundation, American College of Sports Medicine, and American School Health 
Association, highlights that improved nutrition and physical activity can help lead to 
better academic performance.  
 
This report serves as a launch pad to ignite the conversation about how all sectors of 
society can work together to create an atmosphere where children have the 
knowledge, options, and opportunities to help them reach their full potential.   
 
There is an available corresponding executive summary. There also are fact sheets 
customized for key audiences including parents, students, and school administrators. 
Resources are available at: 
http://www.nationaldairycouncil.org/ChildNutrition/Pages/The-Wellness-Impact-
Healthy-Eating-and-Physical-Activity-Helps-Improve-Academic-Performance.aspx 
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NARRATIVE 
Thank you for your participation! 
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