
Food & Nutrition

‘Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food.’
Hippocrates



Nutrition, quite literally, powers us to perform. 

We may feel that we are working our hardest to achieve our 
goals, but if we are not fuelling our bodies in the best way then 
we aren’t going to perform at our best. 

We are always told that ‘eating well’ is 
important – but why?



We must fuel our bodies in the best way we can to:

• energise our bodies and minds
• improve our alertness and ability to respond to whatever is 

thrown at us
• sustain us through revision, examinations and everything else 

life brings our way
• perform to the very best level we can.

Nutrition: Power to Perform



It may seem a simple and small tweak to make, but if we make 
the wrong decisions about our nutrition, we may:

• feel sluggish and lack energy
• have lower levels of concentration
• respond less effectively to situations that arise
• burn out
• our energy levels may crash.

Nutrition: Power to Perform
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Nutrition: Power to Perform



As part of your preparation for the day, you need to begin with a nutritious 
breakfast. 

Your brain needs energy to perform efficiently. 

Try to eat foods with slow-release carbohydrates, such as porridge, whole 
grain bread or muesli. Add proteins into the mix to help keep you fuller for 
longer, for example milk, yoghurt or eggs if you have time! 

If you aren’t a ‘breakfast person’ experiment with smoothie recipes that 
use oats and protein-rich ingredients which may be easier to stomach! 

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Preparation 



It is important to eat regularly throughout the day and avoid 
foods that are high in sugar such as pastries, sweets and fizzy 
drinks. Although they may taste delicious, they bring energy 
highs and crashes. 

Aim to keep your blood sugar and energy levels stable by eating 
a combination of whole grain carbohydrates, proteins and 
healthy fats such as sandwiches, jacket potatoes, pasta etc.

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Energy levels



Dehydration can cause our brains to shut down and therefore not 
work as efficiently. It can also cause headaches. 

We should aim to drink at least 2 litres of water everyday to help us 
think faster, remain focused and ensure our brains have enough 
energy to function. 

A great way to start your day is drinking water with fresh lemon in. 
Carry a bottle around so that you can re-hydrate throughout the 
day. 

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Re-hydrate



Snacks are a great way to fuel our bodies continuously throughout 
the day with brain boosting foods. 

Some delicious snacks that can help power our brains are:

• fresh and dried fruit
• nuts
• seeds
• peanut butter and rice cakes
• non-sugary popcorn
• 0% fat yoghurt
• avocado 
• a small amount of dark chocolate.

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Focus fuels



Research has shown that Omega 3 helps our brains to function and can 
increase our levels of concentration. It also helps to improve our immune 
system when our bodies and minds are stressed. 

The best source of Omega 3 is oily fish such as mackerel, salmon, sardines 
and trout. Other sources are:

• walnuts
• chia seeds (great for adding into baked cakes!)
• spinach
• eggs
• cod liver oil tablets.

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Omega 3s



When you have tests or examinations, try to avoid:

• foods made with white flour which require extra time and energy to 
digest

• foods that are high in refined sugar that will lead to energy highs and 
crashes

• sugary and fizzy energy drinks and limit caffeine as these can increase 
nervousness 

• turkey because it contains L-tryptophan, an amino acid that makes you 
feel sleepy

• heavy carbohydrate meals that can make you feel sluggish
• foods that you haven’t tried before. 

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Re-think brain 
blockers



On exam days, try to make sure that your diet has a combination of protein, fat 
and carbohydrates at every meal. 

You need foods containing protein to provide amino acids that create dopamine 
and norepinephrine chemicals which help increase how alert, attentive and 
energetic you are. 

You need fats to help keep you full for longer and to help stabilise your blood 
sugar levels. 

You also need complex carbohydrates to turn into glucose to fuel your brain, as 
well as to create serotonin to help you remain calm and help foster a positive 
mindset. 

Nutrition: Power to Perform – Macro-nutrients



Recovery & Down Time

‘A field that has rested gives a bountiful crop.’
Ovid



In the lead up to exams, it can feel like you have very little time 
and you need to maximise every spare moment. 

Rest and recover: do you have time?

However, just like any 
other muscles in our body, 
our brains need rest and 
time to recover in order to 
perform at their best. 



If we don’t take the time to rest and recover, we risk becoming 
unwell, stressed, drained and eventually burning out. 

Rest and recover: the importance of breaks

The power of rest:
• allows our bodies to regenerate 
• helps us survive
• renews and restores cells
• keeps our bodies functioning well
• increases productivity and concentration
• replenishes our muscles, bones, tissues and cells
• improves our mental well being.



‘No matter how much pressure you feel at work, if you could 
find ways to relax for at least five minutes every hour, you’d be 
more productive.’

Dr Joyce Brothers

Rest and recover: the importance of breaks



• learning a new skill
• sporting activity
• playing an instrument
• drawing
• reading
• writing
• yoga
• mindfulness
• jigsaw puzzles
• dancing
• painting 

How can we rest and recover?



Our bodies and minds will perform at their best when we have 
a balance in life:
• school/work
• family 
• friends
• physical activities
• rest and relaxation. 

Life is a balancing act



Sleep

‘Sleep is that golden chain that ties health and our bodies together.’
Thomas Dekker



If we don’t get enough sleep, we risk reducing our:
• decision-making skills
• memory
• concentration and efficiency
• alertness
• awareness and ability to respond effectively to situations
• reaction and thinking times.

Why is sleep important?



A recent BBC article referenced research suggesting that today’s 
teenagers average 6-8 hours of screen time a day, not including 
time spent on a computer doing homework. 

How does this compare to the amount of sleep students are 
getting?

Students your age need around 10 hours sleep in order to perform 
at your very best and checking mobile, tablet and computer screens 
late at night can hinder this. 

Why is sleep important?



• Avoid big changes to your sleep routine, such as lengthy lie-ins on 
weekends.

• Avoid doing work close to bedtime so that your brain can ‘wind down’.
• Avoid screens and stressful discussions/activities close to bedtime.
• Create a relaxing pre-bed routine, free from over-stimulation from 

screens, sugar and caffeine. 
• Incorporate exercise into your day, but not too close to bedtime. 
• Allow enough time in between dinner and sleep so that you aren’t too full 

and your body won’t be busy digesting food. 
• Write down any thoughts or concerns to help avoid them ‘buzzing’ 

around your head. 

How can we improve our quality of sleep?



How can we ‘wind down’ before bed?

• Turn phones off! 

• Have some alone time, listen to music, read a book (for 
enjoyment!) or relax doing yoga. 

• Get some fresh air by taking a relaxing walk. 

• Have a bath. 



Physical activity: why is it important?



In the lead up to exams, and any 
stressful time in our lives, exercise is 
crucial for relieving stress and helping 
our minds and bodies to cope. 

You may think that taking a short 
period away from your studies would 
be counter-intuitive, but it is proven to 
be of significant benefit. 

The effects of physical activity on our brains



Exercise has been proven to help 
increase memory power, another key 
factor for success in examinations. 

The effects of physical activity on our brains



Exercise can help improve your 
concentration levels, allowing you to 
study and focus for longer, thus 
benefiting your studies and academic 
outcomes.

The effects of physical activity on our brains



The effects of physical activity on our brains





Stress is a state of 
mental or emotional 
strain or tension, 
caused by adverse or 
demanding 
circumstances.

What is stress?



1. Lifestyle: quality of rest, exercise, nutrition and time.

1. Information needs: exam strategies, plans and revision.

1. Psychological factors: feelings of control, the way we think of ourselves 
and the amount of pressure we put on ourselves.

1. Poor studying styles:  binge studying, trying to memorise text books, 
inconsistent content coverage, all-night studying etc. 

What factors contribute to stress?



Although some stress can be good to motivate us, keep us alert 
and ready to tackle challenges, it is important to not let it get 
out of hand. Too much stress will keep us from performing at 
our best. 

How can we stay calm and manage our 
stress levels?



Positive self-talk: as simple as A-B-C

• A = Activating event, for example taking a test activates tension –
so plan in advance what you will do to help reduce this tension. 

• B = Belief – be positive and create a set of statements to remind 
yourself that you can do this. 

• C = Consequences – as a consequence of taking steps to reduce 
your tension and reminding yourself of your positive beliefs you 
should calm down and re-divert your energy in a more positive 
way to tackling the exam. 



• Unplug from technology everyday at least an hour or two 
before bedtime.

• Unplug yourself from the busy world and get out into the 
fresh air everyday. 

• Unplug yourself from phones and other distractions when 
you’re revising.  

The Mindful Unplug



Our minds are one of the biggest contributors to energy levels. 

High levels of mental energy can lead to increased happiness, 
confidence, focus, willpower, motivation and productivity – all 
significant benefits for getting through exam periods, but also 
everyday life. 

Mental energy



What is mental energy?

• Mood – whether we think positively and therefore perform 
well.

• Motivation and willpower – whether we take initiatives, seize 
the moment with determination or procrastinate.

• Focus – whether we are effective for the duration a task 
needs.

• Confidence – how we perceive ourselves and our abilities, we 
know that this has a direct effect on our performance.



• Improving our mental energy helps us to feel more positive, more confident and more determined.

• By feeling more positive, confident and determined, we will be more focused and motivated. 

• By becoming more focused and motivated, we will accomplish more. 

How will boosting our mental energy 
benefit us?



• Surround yourself with people who make your happy, who support you 
and think positively. 

• Take steps to change your mindset and think positively.
• Declutter your mind – set reminders, keep a diary, make a timetable. Get 

as much ‘out of your mind’ so that you can relax. 
• Have fun! Always remember it’s important to have time doing things you 

enjoy. 
• Get outside – vitamin D helps to boost energy levels.
• Stimulate your mind – don’t stick to the same ways of revising. Challenge 

yourself, do things differently. 

How can we boost our mental energy?



• Focus on small steps and what is in your control – worrying about 
something we can’t affect can cause anxiety. Break goals down into 
manageable steps that you can control.

• Take responsibility for your emotions – if you’re feeling sad that will affect 
your mental energy so find ways to help improve your mood and emotions, 
whether that’s doing a hobby or talking to someone about how you feel.

• Remember that setting aside a small amount of time to focus on improving 
your mental energy will help you to perform more effectively in the long 
run. 

How can we boost our mental energy?



‘In every day, there are 1,440 minutes. That means we have 
1,440 daily opportunities to make a positive impact.’

Les Brown

How can we boost our mental energy?

‘Always turn a negative situation into a positive situation.’
Michael Jordan




