Fueling for Finals
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When exam time rolls around, remember to feed your mind. The brain consumes a
proportionately higher amount of energy for its size compared with all the other organs in
the body (Peters et al, 2004). The brain’s fuel of choice is glucose, which is most
efficiently derived from carbohydrate-containing foods. Maintenance of a steady supply
of energy to the brain is not only crucial for survival, it has been shown to positively
affect cognitive tests of working memory (Nilsson, Radeborg, & Bjorck, 2007). Studies
on children have long demonstrated that academic performance is improved when
breakfast is consumed rather than skipped. Specifically, memory and test grades benefit
(Rampersaud et al, 2005). Breakfasts that contain high fiber carbohydrates ( like oatmeal
or whole-grain cereal) versus sugary types (like kiddy cereals) may have further benefit
because they sustain blood glucose levels over a longer time contrasted with the quick
rise and fall seen with the sugary version (Mahoney et al, 2005).

So, what is the take-away message here? Feed your mind, feed it often, and feed it well.

e Have regular meals and snacks to keep both your body and brain fueled. The
brain does not have a large capacity to store energy; be sure to eat every three to
four hours to keep up blood glucose levels.

e Consume complex carbohydrates, like fruits, vegetables, whole grain breads and
cereals, and beans to help sustain blood glucose to the brain. Milk and yogurt
have carbohydrates, too.

e Try to not depend on caffeine for “energy”. Too much caffeine can cause
headaches, insomnia, anxiety, and overstimulate the central nervous system. Plus,
it is not a source of real energy.

e Stay hydrated. A body water deficit as little as 2% can impair cognitive function,
attention, and arithmetic efficiency (IOM, 2004).
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