
Systematic Review

A systematic review of the effect of dietary exposure that could be achieved

through normal dietary intake on learning and performance of school-aged

children of relevance to UK schools

Louisa J. Ells1, Frances C. Hillier1, Janet Shucksmith1, Helen Crawley2, Laurence Harbige3, Julian Shield4,

Andy Wiggins5 and Carolyn D. Summerbell1*
1Centre for Food, Physical Activity and Obesity Research, School for Health and Social Care, University of Teesside,

Middlesbrough TS1 3BA, UK
2University of Kingston, Penryn Road, Kingston-upon-Thames, Surrey KY1 2EE, UK
3University of Greenwich at Medway, Chatham Maritime, Kent ME4 4TB, UK
4University of Bristol, Bristol Royal Hospital for Children, Upper Maudlin Street, Bristol BS2 8AE, UK
5The CEM Centre, Mountjoy Research Centre 4, Durham University, Stockton Road, Durham DH1 3UZ, UK

(Received 27 October 2006 – Revised 29 January 2008 – Accepted 30 January 2008 – First published online 1 April 2008)

The aim of the present review was to perform a systematic in-depth review of the best evidence from controlled trial studies that have investigated

the effects of nutrition, diet and dietary change on learning, education and performance in school-aged children (4–18 years) from the UK and

other developed countries. The twenty-nine studies identified for the review examined the effects of breakfast consumption, sugar intake, fish oil

and vitamin supplementation and ‘good diets’. In summary, the studies included in the present review suggest there is insufficient evidence to

identify any effect of nutrition, diet and dietary change on learning, education or performance of school-aged children from the developed

world. However, there is emerging evidence for the effects of certain fatty acids which appear to be a function of dose and time. Further research

is required in settings of relevance to the UK and must be of high quality, representative of all populations, undertaken for longer durations and use

universal validated measures of educational attainment. However, challenges in terms of interpreting the results of such studies within the context

of factors such as family and community context, poverty, disease and the rate of individual maturation and neurodevelopment will remain. Whilst

the importance of diet in educational attainment remains under investigation, the evidence for promotion of lower-fat, -salt and -sugar diets, high in

fruits, vegetables and complex carbohydrates, as well as promotion of physical activity remains unequivocal in terms of health outcomes for all

schoolchildren.

Schoolchildren: Diet: Learning: Behaviour

The UK Government and those involved in education are
committed to improving learning and raising standards in
schools, as well as meeting the needs of individual pupils.
There is widespread belief that nutrition and diet may have
a part to play in this process; however, there is a degree of
uncertainty as to what interventions or supplements work.
Much of the available evidence is confusing and contradictory.
In essence, parents and those charged with supporting
and delivering education are seeking clear guidance for both
individuals and groups of children, so as to be able to identify
which interventions and supplements may work and which are
less likely to.

The UK Government is committed to promoting healthier
schools and lifestyles among schoolchildren, for example,
through improving the quality of school meals and introducing
nutrient-based standards for school meals. Changes to school
food provision have been introduced in Scotland(1), England(2)

and are soon to be introduced in Wales(3). The rationale for
these improvements was based on evidence relating to poor
nutrient and food intake among some school-aged children
taken from the National Diet and Nutrition Survey: young
people aged 4–18 years(4) and from data collected as part of
new research on school meals(5). Whilst the commitment
to improve school meals was primarily made on health
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grounds, there was considerable interest in how good nutrition
may also impact on behaviour, learning and performance
among school-aged children. However, the evidence base to
support clear associations in this area was confused and
lacked cohesion, and the panel was therefore unable to make
a clear evidence-based statement at the time. As part of
the development of school meal standards in England, the
school meals review panel requested an assessment into the
links between good nutrition and educational performance.

The aim of the present study was to perform a systematic
in-depth review of published evidence from controlled trials
that have investigated the effects of nutrition, diet and dietary
change on the learning, education and performance of school-
aged children from the developed world.

Methodology

Search strategy

A comprehensive search strategy was developed to explore the
aim of the present review (the complete list of the search
terms is shown in Appendix 1). A computerised systematic
literature search was then carried out on the 21 and 22 Decem-
ber 2005. As the topic area lies at the interface between health
sciences, education and social sciences, the following elec-
tronic databases were explored: MEDLINE; CINAHL; Psy-
chINFO; British Educational Index (BEI); Education Research
Information Center (ERIC); Australian ERIC; Social Science
Citation index (SSCI); Applied Social Sciences Index and
Abstracts (ASSIA); International Bibliography of the Social
Sciences; Sociological Abstracts; SPECTRE; and The British
Library’s electronic table of contents of current journals, and
conference proceedings (ZETOC).

All databases were searched from the date of their inception
and, where possible, limits were applied to fit the inclusion
criteria (listed below). Every citation was stored using the
Evidence for Policy and Practice Information (EPPI) Centre
software (EPPI-Reviewer; EPPI Centre, London, UK), where
they were combined, de-duplicated and then screened to
meet the following inclusion and exclusion criteria.

All included studies had to be:

(1) primary studies reporting empirical research from con-
trolled trials (research criterion);

(2) studies that have been peer-reviewed (i.e. appear in an
edited journal) (peer-review criterion);

(3) studies that include an exposure or intervention focusing
on nutrition, diet or dietary change, and at least one of the
following outcomes – educational performance, beha-
viour and motivation in humans (topic criterion);

(4) studies that include a nutritional and dietary exposure that
can be achieved through normal dietary intake (no more
than twice the daily recommended dietary reference
value(6)), (dosage criterion);

(5) studies focusing on school-aged children aged 4–18 years
(age criterion);

(6) studies written in English (language criterion);
(7) studies undertaken in developed countries (as defined by

the World Bank as countries of ‘high human develop-
ment’, i.e. a human development index score of .0·8;
http://web.worldbank.org) (population criterion);

(8) studies of a duration .5 d (except for high carbohydrate
studies where any time frame .2 h is acceptable)
(duration criterion);

(9) studies reporting exposures or interventions based in any
type of setting – for example, mainstream, special
schools, pupil referral units and community centres
(setting criterion).

A summary of the methodology is shown in Fig. 1.
Quantitative and qualitative data were extracted from each

of the studies selected for in-depth review by two independent
researchers, with any discrepancies resolved after consultation
with the review group to maintain consistency. Data extraction
took place using a specially designed data extraction tool
developed using the EPPI reviewer software and templates
(details available at http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/).

Quality assurance

Quality-assurance measures were operational at several levels
for the present review.

Level 1. To oversee the quality of the review process and
final report production, an external steering group was formed
with expertise within the fields of education, social sciences,
nutrition, paediatric medicine and biochemistry.

Level 2. To ensure the efficacy of the search strategy, a
list of publications deemed ‘highly relevant’ within this area
of interest were selected after consultation with the steering
group(7 – 18). These publications were cross-referenced against
the citations captured from the combined searches to ensure
all were identified. Of these twelve ‘highly relevant studies’,
eight were included in the present review. Two studies(7,12)

were excluded because the dosage of supplements used was
greater that 2 £ dietary reference value for some vitamins
and minerals, one study(10) was excluded because it was a
cross-sectional study, and one study(15) was excluded because
it was not conducted in a developed country as defined by the
World Bank.

Level 3. To assess the quality of the papers selected for
in-depth review, two quality-assurance protocols were utilised.
The first protocol was based on the Scottish Intercollegiate
Guidance Network (SIGN; www.sign.ac.uk) quality-assurance
assessment for the randomised controlled trial (RCT). This
accounted for critical quality issues such as randomisation,
blinding, concealment and intention-to-treat analysis, upon
which a numerical scoring system was applied. The second
protocol was based on the quality-assurance template pro-
duced by EPPI reviewer, which weighted the evidence into
low, medium and high categories.

Results and discussion

Breakfast

By far the largest number of included publications (fifteen:
eight from the USA, three from the UK, one each from
France, Chile, Israel and Sweden) examined the effect of
breakfast. Eleven of these studies focused on children within
the 4–12-year age bracket, whilst the remaining four included
a teenage population. Generally the size of the study popu-
lations was small (predominantly ,100 participants) and of
short duration (,1 week; these studies were included due to
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the high carbohydrate content of the breakfast intervention).
All studies examined predominantly healthy, mixed sex popu-
lations from mainstream education. Most participants (where
recorded) were white Caucasian, with the exception of those
participating in three studies(11,19,20), who were predominantly
black, mixed race and Hispanic, respectively. Ten studies
reported socio-economic status (using a variety of scales and
indicators); of these, half recruited children from low-
income families and half recruited children from middle- to
high-income families.

The type of breakfast interventions investigated fell into five
categories: (1) the impact of the provision of breakfast
clubs(11,19,21,22); (2) breakfast consumption v. fasting(9,13,23 – 26);
(3) low- v. high-protein breakfast consumption(20); (4) low- v.
high-energy breakfast consumption(8,18); (5) habitual breakfast

consumption v. a standardised breakfast consumption(27,28). Of
the studies investigating breakfast clubs, three identified a
small but positive impact of breakfast club participation on a
selection of educational outcomes, whilst the remaining
study found no effect. Four of the six studies investigating
breakfast consumption v. fasting identified some improve-
ments (P¼0·05) in problem solving, attention and epidsodic
memory after cereal consumption and complex visual display
after consuming breakfast, although the remaining two
studies were unable to identify any significant differences.
The study investigating the protein content of breakfast was
unable to demonstrate any significant differences between
consumption of high- or low-protein breakfasts. When
energy content was examined, one study demonstrated a dis-
advantage (P¼0·05) of a low-energy breakfast in terms of

Fig. 1. Methodology summary flow diagram. RCT, randomised control trials; CCT, case–control trials.
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mood, physical endurance and creative thinking; however,
the other study found no significant differences between the
two breakfast conditions. When habitutal breakfast conditions
were compared against a standardised breakfast provision,
both studies demonstrated some improvements to cognitive
function after consumption of the standard breakfast. How-
ever, although one study(27) demonstrated an increase in
memory scale results after consumption of the standard
breakfast, this was accompanied by a negative reduction in
concentration.

The diverse range of different breakfast interventions and
research designs makes it very difficult to draw together the
findings presented. The majority of studies (ten out of fifteen),
however, were able to demonstrate that the provision of break-
fast may have some small benefit to a limited selection of
short-term behavioural and cognitive functions. However,
this very generalisable overview must be considered within
the context of the numerous shortcomings of many of these
studies: (1) only three studies considered the impact of habit-
ual diet, which particularly given the very short duration of
many of these studies may have had a substantial effect; (2)
in general, many of the studies failed to adjust for, or even
acknowledge, many of the factors, which like habitual diet,
may impact significantly upon the findings presented; (3)
there are a huge number of behavioural and cognitive indices
that are important in measuring educational attainment – how-
ever, most studies selected a limited range of subjective and
objective methodologies, many lacking appropriate validation,
with very little consistency in methodology between studies;
(4) breakfast clubs often have a social dimension to them,
for example, some parents may use them primarily because
they provide childcare, so it is difficult to dissociate the
different benefits; (5) as mentioned previously, many of the
studies were of short duration, making it extremely difficult
to control for different rates of emotional and neurological
maturation, as well as being unable to quantify sustainability
and longer-term benefits. Given these shortcomings, it was
unsurprising that many of the studies gained very low qual-
ity-assurance scores, with eight achieving a SIGN grading of
under ten (out of a possible twenty-seven) and an EPPI
weighting of low.

Sugars

Six of the included studies(17,29 – 33) (five from the USA and
one from Canada) investigated the effect of sugar intake on
learning and behavourial outcomes in school-aged children.
All studies were carried out between 1985 and 1994, and
examined a population of pre-teens (3–12 years) with the
exception of one study(32) that included teenagers. Every
study examined the effect of sucrose against aspartame or
aspartame and saccharin in an RCT cross-over design. The
period of exposure to the sugar or sweetener substitutes was
short in most cases (1–2 d) with the exception of two
studies(17,31) which examined each exposure over 1 week.

Only one study examined the effects of sugar in an entirely
healthy population of children. The remaining studies were
investigated in a population of chidren with symptoms of
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), either on
their own (two studies) or alongside control healthy children
(three studies). The two small studies (population n 16

in each) carried out in an all-male ‘ADHD’ population
found no significant difference between the sugar and aspar-
tame exposure on any of the objective or subjective outcomes
measured. Of the remaining studies, two identified small sta-
tisticially (P¼0·05) (but often not clinically) significant
adverse effects on behavioural outcomes in the sucrose
group, whilst another could only identify a disadvantage in
the ‘ADHD’ subgroup. The only long-term diet that combined
the sugar or sweeteners into habitual diet rather than a drink
was unable to identify any difference between the sucrose
and sweetener in primary-aged children. This was, inciden-
tally, the only study also to examine any blood biochemistry.
However, a small but significant improvement was seen in a
small number of the subjective behaviour scores for the
infants, although this finding was inconsistent with a signifi-
cant decrease in the score for one of the objective performance
measures in the same group.

Whilst all but one study gained reasonable quality-assur-
ance scores (for both EPPI and SIGN), only two studies calcu-
lated power. As with the breakfast studies, very little attention
was paid to important factors, particularly physical activity
and habitual diet, both of which could significantly impact
upon the metabolic responses to sugar consumption. Given
the small number of studies included and diversity of the
populations examined, it becomes difficult to derive any con-
clusive outcome from these studies. However, the data pre-
sented do suggest that short-term exposure to sucrose has no
dramatic detrimental effects on educational and behavioural
outcomes in school-aged children, when compared with com-
monly consumed artificial sweeteners.

Fish oil supplementation

A total of five included studies(14,34 – 37) examined the effect of
fish oil supplementation on learning and behavioural out-
comes. All studies were carried out during the last 5 years
and used a placebo-controlled RCT design in a population
aged between 5 and 13 years, with symptoms of neurodeve-
lopmental disorders (dyspraxia and ADHD). The study popu-
lation sizes were small, ranging from forty to 117 particpants,
all of which included both boys and girls although boys
predominated, probably due to the prevalence of male
ADHD diagnoses. Studies were carried out for periods
between 2 and 4 months and took place in the USA (two
studies), UK (two studies) and Japan (one study). The two
UK and one of the USA studies used fish oil, the other USA
study used an algae-derived oil, and these were taken as cap-
sules, whilst the Japanese study incorporated the test fish oil
into pre-prepared food and drink. The fatty acid composition
selected for each study differed, with four out of the five
studies using a mixture rich in DHA, whilst a recent
study(14) used a composition rich in EPA, which also con-
tained g-linolenic acid (GLA).

Whilst all studies gained medium to high quality ratings, the
outcome assessment measures and results varied considerably.
Only two of the studies measured blood biochemistry along-
side objective testing and subjective parental and teacher
observations. However, despite concurrent increases in blood
concentrations of the long-chain n-3 fatty acid DHA in the
treatment groups, one study(34) found no significant differ-
ences in the behavioural and educational outcomes between
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the treatment (345 mg DHA/d) and control groups. One
study(36) using a dose of 480 mg DHA, 80 mg EPA, 96 mg
GLA and 40 mg arachidonic acid (AA) per d detected a
small improvement in just two out of sixteen subjective par-
ental and teacher observations after secondary intention-to-
treat analysis, although blood fatty acid concentrations
were shown to correlate significantly with further parent-
(P¼0·05) and teacher-rated (P¼0·03) behaviours. Of the
remaining three studies, one(35) showed a small statistically
significant (P¼0·05) improvement in three out of fourteen
subjective parental behaviour scores in the fish oil plus other
fatty acids (186 mg EPA, 480 mg DHA, 96 mg GLA and
42 mg AA per d) supplemented group. One study(37) found
no significant difference between treatment (DHA 3·6 g/week
or 514 mg/d) and placebo groups, apart from a small signifi-
cant improvement in continuous performance (P¼0·001) and
visual short-term memory (P¼0·02) in the control group
only, over 2 months. However, they later reported(38) a signifi-
cant (P¼0·001) reduction in aggression in the DHA treatment
group. A recent study(14) was the only study to report consist-
ent significant (P¼0·05) improvements in both objective and
subjective behavourial and educational outcomes assessed in
the EPA-rich treatment group (558 mg EPA, 174 mg DHA,
60 mg GLA per d).

There remain too many inconsistencies between the studies
included in the present review to reliably inform any con-
clusion, raising several areas of concern, including: (1) most
studies were carried out in children with varying degrees of
neurodevelopmental disorders, which may raise questions
over the applicability of these data to mainstream children
without any developmental complications; (2) the trials were
carried out in different populations, likely to have differences
in baseline n-3 long-chain fatty acid status; (3) there was a
lack of biochemical data – whilst the extraction of blood
samples from child populations raises many ethical impli-
cations, further metabolic and neurophysiological analyses
are required in order to place these findings into any mechan-
istic context and identify differences in baseline status
between different populations; (4) the dosage used in these
studies are inconsistent and unlikely to be achieved through
dietary means in the UK; (5) whilst the fish oils consumed
in the aforementioned studies appeared to be well tolerated,
there is currently no national UK dietary reference value
and it is essential that optimal dose, duration and fatty acid
compositions be established.

Since the date of the search for studies for the present
review, several new RCT studies have been reported at scien-
tific meetings and have been published. At the International
Society for the Study of Fatty Acids and Lipids (ISSFAL)
7th Congress in July 2006 two research groups reported on
the effects of EPA þ DHA supplementation in primary
schoolchildren (6–10 years). One study(39) in South Australian
and Indonesian children found no consistent effects on cogni-
tion in well- and marginally nourished children in a total of
780 children over 12 months at a dose of 88 mg DHA/d and
22 mg EPA/d. The other study(40) in 355 South African chil-
dren over 6 months at a dose of 274 mg n-3 long-chain-
PUFA/d found not only improved verbal learning, memory
and spelling ability of subjects, but also lessening of the
number of days they were absent from school. The third
study, now published(41), reported the effects of an EPA

(558 mg), DHA (174 mg) and GLA (60 mg) daily supplement
in 132 Australian children aged 7–12 years with ADHD over
15 weeks. They found no significant treatment effects on the
Conners Teacher Rating Scales but significant effects
(between P¼0·05 and P¼0·01 on the various scores) on the
Conners Parent Rating Scales. Another recently published
RCT(42) was a follow-up study at 4 years of age of breast-
fed infants and infants supplemented with and without DHA
and AA formula. DHA- and AA-supplemented infants had
similar visual acuity and intelligence quotient (IQ) to that of
breast-fed infants whilst children who were fed formula con-
taining no DHA and AA had significantly poor visual acuity
and verbal IQ at 4 years of age.

Vitamin and mineral supplementation

Two relatively recent studies(16,43) examined the effect of low-
dose multivitamin and mineral supplementation on measures
of IQ, assessed by the established Wechsler Intelligence
Scale for Children revised (WISC-R) test. Both studies took
place over several months, were well conducted and gained
high quality-assurance assessments. The larger and more
recent of the two studies(43) utilised an RCT design in a
USA population comprised of predominantly Hispanic work-
ing-class pre-teens (6–12 years). The authors reported a
moderate, but statistically significant, average increase in the
non-verbal IQ (P¼0·038) of children from the active sup-
plement group. However, further matched pairing analyses
indicated that this may have been accounted for by a substani-
tal net IQ increase from just a small sub-sample of these chil-
dren. Analysis of blood biochemistry and/or habitiual diet
would have assisted the interpretation of these findings. The
other smaller, slightly older, case–control study(16), carried
out in a British population of teenagers (13–14 years),
reported no significant effect of supplementation on verbal
and non-verbal IQ, although this study may have been
under-powered. Interestingly, however, blood biochemistry
of the participants demonstrated a significant association
between plasma ascorbic acid and non-verbal IQ of boys
(P,0·001) and whole-blood glutathione peroxidase activity
and non-verbal and verbal IQ of both sexes (P¼0·05). This
highlights the importance of examining baseline nutritional
status before the functional significance of vitamin and min-
eral supplementation can be determined.

Although well conducted, these two studies alone provide
insufficient evidence as to the effects of low-dose vitamin
and mineral supplementation on the IQ score of schoolchil-
dren from the developed world. As both of these studies indi-
cate that particular subgroups of children may be more ‘at
risk’, it is imperative that future studies determine baseline
and habitual nutritional status. As there may also be potential
sex and age differences, it remains important to assess mixed
sex populations powered to represent different age groups.

Other

One study(44) examined the effect of a supplemented diet of
‘good food’ v. no supplementation in a very small group
of deprived Mexican schoolchildren during their first year of
elementary school. Whilst significant improvements were
observed in the examination results and behaviour of those
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children who had received the supplemented diet, this study
lacked detail, quality and rigour, making it difficult to draw
any reliable conclusions.

Comparison of UK and non-UK data

Only six RCT or case–control trial studies were included from
the UK (three breakfast studies(9,22,25), two fish oil
studies(14,35) and one multivitamin study(16)), all of which
were carried out during this decade, with the exception of
one study(9). As there were not sufficient UK studies, the
search strategy was expanded to include other countries cate-
gorised as ‘highly developed’ according to the World Bank
criterion. It is, however, important to acknowledge the poten-
tial dietary, economic, social, educational and cultural differ-
ences that may exist between countries. Indeed, the different
measures of educational attainment between the countries
made it difficult to draw parallels across the datasets. The
present review highlighted the requirement for further high-
quality, longer-term research to examine the effect of diet
on the educational attainment of UK schoolchildren.

Quality-assurance issues

In general the quality scores for the studies investigating
sugar, fish oils and multivitamin and mineral supplementation
were higher than those investigating breakfast. It is, however,
important to recognise the difficulties of delivering a complex
intervention such as breakfast within the rigorous framework
of an RCT. There were, however, several quality-assurance
issues arising generally across the studies included in the pre-
sent review.

(1) Factors that could affect the external validity of the
studies included in this systematic review.

Whilst nearly all studies took account of age and
sex, ten studies accounted for body weight, six recorded
ethnicity and seven adjusted for disease status (although
the majority of these studies were in children with
ADHD-like behaviours). Only five studies considered
habitual nutritional and socio-economic status (four of
these also accounted for parental education) whilst just
two studies considered family status. As discussed pre-
viously, habitual dietary intake may have a significant
effect, particularly in the studies of short duration,
where the body is physiologically adapted to override
any short-term stresses. Although logistically difficult to
measure in some circumstances, family status may also
impact upon measures of educational attainment, through
a complex interplay of socio-cultural modifying effects.
Whilst not within the scope of the present review,
family status may also be linked to other early life factors
such as low birth weight, weaning, breast-feeding, nutri-
tion in utero and incidence of illness, which have also
been shown to be implicated in later educational attain-
ment(4,45).

Only one study accounted for smoking status,
whilst no studies reported alcohol intake, illegal drug
misuse or physical activity levels. Whilst it is unlikely
in very young children that smoking, alcohol and drug

misuse are prevalent, it would be prudent to control for
these measures, particularly in older children, given the
potential influence on educational and behavioural
measures(4). Physical activity levels have also been
shown to positively impact upon cognitive performance
in school-aged children(46 – 48) and must consequently be
considered as having a potentially important effect in
all age groups. Similarly, no studies adjusted for locality
and context, although it is accepted that these factors are
highly complex and may be very difficult to control for
particularly within ‘free-living’ situations. However, if
studies are carried out under tightly controlled conditions
such as a research laboratory, it raises questions over the
potential impact of stresses that may be encountered
within this artificial environment and the applicability
of the findings to ‘real-life’ situations.

(2) Maturation and development.
Although the majority of studies focused on the

pre-teen population, only two studies(8,24) formally
assessed pubertal development. The mean age at entry
to puberty in UK females is 11·2 years(49), with the cur-
rent definitions of normality for entry into puberty
being aged 8 years or more in females and 9 years or
more in males. Therefore a significant number of studies
would have included pre-pubertal and pubertal children.
It is now acknowledged that brain and cognitive develop-
ment progresses through puberty(50) and studies assessing
cognitive function should, if possible, take account of this
(particularly in short-term studies).

(3) Measurement of educational outcomes.
There was little consistency in methodological

assessments of educational attainment (including beha-
viour). The included papers gave rise to a vast array of
different objective and subjective measures of beha-
vioural and educational outcomes, often lacking in appro-
priate validation. This variety of assessment tools may
have, at least in part, been accountable to international
differences; however, it may also reflect the vast range
of indices that make up an educational achievement,
i.e. the complex interaction of mood, motivation, knowl-
edge, application and capability, to name but a few.

(4) Power, concealment, compliance, randomisation and
blinding.

Statistical power was calculated in just five of the
twenty-nine included studies. In addition to this, the
degree to which concealment and compliance was
reported varied dramatically, which made interpretation
and comparisons between studies difficult.

Future research

The current evidence base examining the effect of diet and
dietary change on educational attainment (including beha-
viour) remains inconclusive; it is therefore imperative that
future research is undertaken. More research is required
within the UK to investigate the effects of supplementation
(for example, vitamins and fish oils), specific nutrients (for
example, sugar) and complex meals (for example, consump-
tion and nutritional composition of breakfasts and school
meals). However, the limitation of existing studies should
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inform future research, in order to improve the quality and
depth of evidence:

(1) Additional longer-term or -duration studies are required
to assess long-term impact, sustainability and overcome
the possibility of short-term mechanistic adaptations and
differences in the rate of pubertal maturation and neuro-
logical development.

(2) More studies are required within older (teenage) young
individuals.

(3) Biochemical monitoring is important, not only to estab-
lish baseline levels of nutrients under investigation, but
also to assess compliance and support the understanding
of mechanisms. However, withdrawal of blood samples
from children requires careful ethical consideration and
other alternatives such as finger-prick blood, hair and
cheek-cell analyses should be considered where possible.

(4) Studies should be statistically powered and provide clear
details regarding randomisation, blinding, concealment
and compliance, where an RCT structure can be easily
applied (for example, for supplementation studies). In
free-living situations (for example, breakfast), that may
not easily fit into the rigid confines of the RCT, extremely
well-designed cohort studies should be considered as a
possible alternative.

(5) Studies should measure and adjust for all potential coun-
founders, where feasibly possible.

(6) Authors should acknowlege any limitations of their
research and use this to place their findings into context.

(7) There should be a broad range of investigations that
include children in care, with special needs and from
different ethnic minority and socio-economic groups, in
order to address populations that may have different
needs to the ‘mainstream’.

(8) Authors should base research on existing mechanistic evi-
dence and where possible use this to place their findings
into context.

(9) We suggest that some consideration be given to the
development and use of universal validated measures of
educational attainment which would assist comparisons
between studies and allow for appropriate meta analyses.
However, although this problem is acknowledged by
experts in the field, we understand that it will be difficult
to achieve a consensus.

Conclusions

The effect of nutrition, diet and dietary change on learning,
education and performance is clearly an important question
with significant policy implications. However, the current evi-
dence base remains limited and inconclusive. Many studies
included within the present review lacked quality in research
methodology and reporting (particularly those investigating
breakfast consumption) and failed to account for potentially
important factors, such as habitual dietary intake, physical
activity levels, locality and family context. Two-thirds of
the included studies were carried out in primary-aged children
and over a half took place over a short duration (,1 month).
There was insufficient quantity and consistency to draw any
firm conclusions from the studies examining sugar intake,
fish oil or vitamin and mineral supplementation. Whilst the

majority of included studies examined breakfast interventions,
the quality of much of this research remains questionable,
which, in conjunction with the diversity of interventions and
inconsistency in research design and methodology, made it
impossible to reach any definitive conclusions. However,
although the current evidence base remains limited there
does appear to be emerging evidence for effects of certain
fatty acids, for example, EPA and DHA, as a function of
dose and time. Furthermore, although not within the scope
of the present review, this would be consistent with a wealth
of animal, as well as other human studies, showing effects
of n-3 fatty acids on brain structure and function, behaviour,
learning and performance.

The current evidence base would greatly benefit from
further research, particularly based in the UK. However, it is
essential that future studies reach a high quality standard,
are representative of all populations (including minority
groups), are undertaken for longer duration and use universal
validated measures of educational attainment. Although the
importance of this area warrants further research, this will
continue to present many challenges given that the effects
of nutrition on educational attainment are intrinsically inter-
woven with multifaceted factors such as family and commu-
nity context, poverty, disease and individual rates of
maturation and neurodevelopment. Whilst the importance of
diet in educational attainment remains under investigation,
the evidence for promotion of physical activity and a diet
low in fat, salt and sugar but high in fruits, vegetables and
complex carbohydrates remains unequivocal in terms of
health outcomes for all schoolchildren.

Acknowledgements

We thank the Food Standards Agency who provided the sole
source of funding for the present study. The full report, includ-
ing the complete results table, is available to view at
www.foods.gov.uk

The contribution of the authors to the study is as follows:
C. D. S. secured the funding, L. J. E. was the project leader,
and all authors contributed to the development of the search
strategy, selection of papers for inclusion, data extraction,
and writing the manuscript. A. W. and J. S. provided topic
expertise on learning and performance, L. H. provided topic
expertise on fish oils, J. S. provided topic expertise on paedia-
trics, and H. C. provided topic expertise on food in schools.

The authors would like to thank Dr Donald Simpson for
his assistance in preparing the project protocol, Dr Alan
Batterham for his statistical expertise during the data extrac-
tion, Dr Beckie Lang for her help during the screening process,
Dr Helen Moore for her help with the final proof reading, and
Jeff Brunton for his technical advice and support using EPPI
reviewer. The authors have no conflicts of interest to declare.

Ethical approval was not required for the study.

References

1. Scottish Executive’s Expert Panel on School Meals (2003)

Hungry for Success. Final Report of the Expert Panel

on School Meals. http://www.scotland.gov.uk/consultations/

education/hfsc.pdf

Diet and learning in schoolchildren 933

B
ri
ti
sh

Jo
u
rn
al

o
f
N
u
tr
it
io
n

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998


2. School Meals Review Panel (2005) Turning the Tables: Trans-

forming School Food. Main Report. http://www.schoolfood-

trust.org.uk/uploadDocs/Library/Documents/SMRP_Report_FI-

NAL.pdf

3. Department for Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2006)

Appetite for Life. Food in Schools Working Group’s Report.

http://new.wales.gov.uk/consultations/c?lang=en

4. Gregory J, Lowe S, Bates CJ, Prentice A, Jackson LV, Smithers

G, Wenlock R & Farron M (2000) National Diet and Nutrition

Survey: young people aged 4–18 years. Volume 1: Report of

the Diet and Nutrition Survey. London: The Stationery Office.

5. Nelson M, Bradbury J, Poulter J, McGee A, Msebele S & Jarvis

L (2004) School Meals in Secondary Schools in England.

London: King’s College London.

6. Department of Health (1991) Dietary Reference Values for

Food Energy and Nutrients for the United Kingdom. London:

Department of Health.

7. Crombie IK, Todman J, McNeill G, Florey CD, Menzies I &

Kennedy RA (1990) Effect of vitamin and mineral supplemen-

tation on verbal and non-verbal reasoning of schoolchildren.

Lancet 335, 744–747.

8. Cromer BA, Tarnowski KJ, Stein AM, Harton P & Thornton DJ

(1990) The school breakfast program and cognition in adoles-

cents. J Dev Behav Pediatr 11, 295–300.

9. Dickie NH & Bender AE (1982) Breakfast and performance in

school children. Br J Nutr 48, 483–496.

10. Halterman JS, Kaczorowski JM, Aligne CA, Auinger P &

Szilagyi PG (2001) Iron deficiency and cognitive achievement

among school-aged children and adolescents in the United

States. Pediatrics 107, 1381–1386.

11. Meyers AF, Sampson AE, Weitzman M, Rogers BL & Kayne H

(1989) School Breakfast Program and school performance. Am J

Dis Child 143, 1234–1239.

12. Nelson M, Naismith DJ, Burley V, Gatenby S & Geddes N

(1990) Nutrient intakes, vitamin–mineral supplementation,

and intelligence in British schoolchildren. Br J Nutr 64, 13–22.

13. Pollitt E, Leibel RL & Greenfield D (1981) Brief fasting, stress,

and cognition in children. Am J Clin Nutr 34, 1526–1533.

14. Richardson AJ & Montgomery P (2005) The Oxford-Durham

study: a randomized, controlled trial of dietary supplementation

with fatty acids in children with developmental coordination

disorder. Pediatrics 115, 1360–1366.

15. Simeon DT & Grantham-McGregor S (1989) Effects of missing

breakfast on the cognitive functions of school children of differ-

ing nutritional status. Am J Clin Nutr 49, 646–653.

16. Southon S, Wright AJ, Finglas PM, Bailey AL, Loughridge JM

& Walker AD (1994) Dietary intake and micronutrient status of

adolescents: effect of vitamin and trace element supplemen-

tation on indices of status and performance in tests of verbal

and non-verbal intelligence. Br J Nutr 71, 897–918.

17. Wolraich ML, Lindgren SD, Stumbo PJ, Stegink LD, Appel-

baum MI & Kiritsy MC (1994) Effects of diets high in sucrose

or aspartame on the behavior and cognitive performance of chil-

dren. N Engl J Med 330, 301–307.

18. Wyon DP, Abrahamsson L, Jartelius M & Fletcher RJ (1997)

An experimental study of the effects of energy intake at break-

fast on the test performance of 10-year-old children in school.

Int J Food Sci Nutr 48, 5–12.

19. Lieberman H, Hunt IF, Coulson AH, Clark VA, Swendseid ME

& Ho L (1976) Evaluation of a ghetto school breakfast program.

J Am Diet Assoc 68, 132–138.

20. Morrell GAD (1977) Effects of breakfast program on school

performance and attendance of elementary school children. Edu-

cation 98, 111–116.

21. Wahlstrom KL & Begalle MS (1999) More than test scores:

results of the Universal School Breakfast Pilot in Minnesota.

Top Clin Nutr 15, 17–29.

22. Shemilt I, Harvey I, Shepstone L, Swift L, Reading R, Mugford

M, Belderson P, Norris N, Thoburn J & Robinson J (2004)

A national evaluation of school breakfast clubs: evidence

from a cluster randomized controlled trial and an observational

analysis. Child Care Health Dev 30, 413–427.

23. Pollitt E, Lewis NL, Garza C & Shulman RJ (1982) Fasting and

cognitive function. J Psychiatr Res 17, 169–174.

24. Lopez I, de Andraca I, Perales CG, Heresi E, Castillo M &

Colombo M (1993) Breakfast omission and cognitive perform-

ance of normal, wasted and stunted schoolchildren. Eur J Clin

Nutr 47, 533–542.

25. Wesnes KA, Pincock C, Richardson D, Helm G & Hails SM

(2003) Breakfast reduces declines in attention and memory

over the morning in schoolchildren. Appetite 41, 329–331.

26. Mahoney C (2005) Effect of breakfast composition on cognitive

processes in elementary school children. Physiol Behav 85,

635–645.

27. Michaud C, Musse N, Nicolas JP & Mejean L (1991) Effects of

breakfast size on short term memory, concentration, mood and

blood glucose. J Adolesc Health 12, 53–57.

28. Vaisman N, Voet H, Akivis A & Vakil E (1996) Effect of

breakfast timing on the cognitive functions of elementary

school students. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 150, 1089–1092.

29. Wolraich M, Milich R, Stumbo P & Schultz F (1985) Effects of

sucrose ingestion on the behavior of hyperactive boys. J Pediatr

106, 675–682.

30. Milich R & Pelham WE (1986) Effects of sugar ingestion on the

classroom and playgroup behavior of attention deficit disordered

boys. J Consult Clin Psychol 54, 714–718.

31. Rosen LA, Booth SR, Bender ME, McGrath ML, Sorrell S &

Drabman RS (1988) Effects of sugar (sucrose) on children’s

behavior. J Consult Clin Psychol 56, 583–589.

32. Saravis S, Schachar R, Zlotkin S, Leiter LA & Anderson GH

(1990) Aspartame: effects on learning, behavior, and mood.

Pediatrics 86, 75–83.

33. Wender E & Solanto MV (1991) Effects of sugar on aggressive

and inattentive behavior in children with attention deficit dis-

order with hyperactivity and normal children. Pediatrics 88,

960–966.

34. Voigt RG, Llorente AM, Jensen CL, Fraley JK, Berretta MC &

Heird WC (2001) A randomized, double-blind, placebo-

controlled trial of docosahexaenoic acid supplementation in

children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. J Pediatr

139, 189–196.

35. Richardson AJ & Puri BK (2002) A randomized double-blind,

placebo-controlled study of the effects of supplementation

with highly unsaturated fatty acids on ADHD-related symptoms

in children with specific learning disabilities. Prog Neuropsy-

chopharmacol Biol Psychiatry 26, 233–239.

36. Stevens L, Zhang W, Peck L, Kuczek T, Grevstad N, Mahon A,

Zentall SS, Arnold LE & Burgess JR (2003) EFA supplemen-

tation in children with inattention, hyperactivity, and other dis-

ruptive behaviors. Lipids 38, 1007–1021.

37. Hirayama S, Hamazaki T & Terasawa K (2004) Effect of doc-

osahexaenoic acid-containing food administration on symptoms

of attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder – a placebo-

controlled double-blind study. Eur J Clin Nutr 58, 467–473.

38. Hamazaki T & Hirayama S (2004) The effect of docosahexae-

noic acid-containing food administration on symptoms of atten-

tion-deficit/hyperactivity disorder – a placebo-controlled

double-blind study. Eur J Clin Nutr 58, 838.

39. van Klinken J-W, Wilson C, Lukito W & Osendarp SJM (2006)

Fortification with DHA and EPA did not result in

consistent effects on cognitive performance in school-

aged children in Indonesia and Australia (abstract CS 26.1). 7th

Congress of the International Society for the Study of Fatty

Acids and Eicosanoids 2006, Cairns, Australia. http://www.issfa-

L. J. Ells et al.934

B
ri
ti
sh

Jo
u
rn
al

o
f
N
u
tr
it
io
n

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998


l.org.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id ¼ 68&

Itemid ¼ 100#cs26

40. Smuts CM, Dalton A, Witthuhn RC & Wolmarans P (2006)

Effects of a fish flour-enriched spread on cognition and

absenteeism in school children: a randomised controlled trial

(abstract in session CS 26.2). 7th Congress of the International

Society for the Study of Fatty Acids and Eicosanoids 2006,

Cairns, Australia. http://www.issfal.org.uk/index.php?option ¼

com_content&task ¼ view&id ¼ 68&Itemid ¼ 100#cs26

41. Sinn N & Bryan J (2007) Effect of supplementation with poly-

unsaturated fatty acids and micronutrients on learning and beha-

viour problems associated with child ADHD. J Dev Behav

Pediatr 28, 82–91.

42. Birch EE, Garfield S, Castaneda Y, Hughbanks-Wheaton D,

Uauy R & Hoffman D (2007) Visual acuity and cognitive out-

comes at 4 years of age in a double-blind, randomized trial of

long-chain polyunsaturated fatty acid-supplemented infant for-

mula. Early Hum Dev 83, 279–284.

43. Schoenthaler SJ, Bier ID, Young K, Nichols D & Jansenns S (2000)

The effect of vitamin–mineral supplementation on the intelligence

of American schoolchildren: a randomized, double-blind placebo-

controlled trial. J Altern Complement Med 6, 19–29.

44. Chavez A & Martinez C (1981) School performance of sup-

plemented and unsupplemented children from a poor rural

area. Prog Clin Biol Res 77, 393–402.

45. Grantham-McGregor SM, Walker SP & Chang S (2000) Nutri-

tional deficiencies and later behavioural development. Proc

Nutr Soc 59, 47–54.

46. Tomporowski PD (2003) Effects of acute bouts of exercise on

cognition. Acta Psychol (Amst) 112, 297–324.

47. Sibley BA & Etnier JL (2003) The relationship between

physical activity and cognition in children: a meta-analysis.

Pediatr Exerc Sci 15, 243–256.

48. Hillman CH, Castelli DM & Buck SM (2005) Aerobic fitness

and neurocognitive function in healthy preadolescent children.

Med Sci Sports Exerc 37, 1967–1974.

49. Tanner JM (1962) Growth at Adolescence, 2nd ed., Oxford:

Blackwell Scientific Publications.

50. Blakemore SL & Choudhury S (2006) Brain development

during puberty: state of the science. Dev Sci 9, 11–14

Diet and learning in schoolchildren 935

B
ri
ti
sh

Jo
u
rn
al

o
f
N
u
tr
it
io
n

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998  Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007114508957998


Appendix 1

Search terms

Search terms were developed for Ovid Medline and adapted for the remaining databases.

exp obesity musc$.tw carbohydrate.tw
exp weight gain adipos$.tw protein.tw
exp weight loss transport$.tw epigenetics.tw
obes$.tw glu$.tw foetal.tw
adipos$.tw insulin.tw early life.tw
weight gain.tw islet.tw nutrient-gene.tw
weight loss.tw fatty acids.tw db mouse.tw
overweight.tw sterol.tw fa rat.tw
over weight.tw inheritance.tw high fat diet.tw
overeat$.tw heritable.tw high protein diet.tw
over eat$.tw geneotyp$.tw high carbohydrate diet.tw
weight change.tw phenotyp$.tw sucrose.tw
body mass$.tw chromosom$.tw fructose.tw
body composition$.tw aetiology.tw sympathetic.tw
body fat$.tw etiology.tw adrenal.tw
bodyfat$.tw cause.tw develop$.tw
body size.tw causal.tw cortisol.tw
(fat adj3 mass).mp origin.tw subcutaneous.tw
anthropometry.tw effect.tw intra abdominal.tw
skinfold measurement$.tw source.tw intraabdominal.tw
weight change$.tw knockout.tw adiposity rebound.tw
skinfold thickness$.tw knock out.tw adolescent.tw
DEXA.tw chylomicron$.tw energy expenditure.tw
bioimpedance.tw LDL.tw resting metabol$.tw
bio-impedance.tw HDL.tw basal metabol$.tw
waist circumference.tw knock in.tw storage.tw
hip circumference.tw knockin.tw lipogenesis.tw
waist hip ratio.tw transgenic.tw lipolysis.tw
(waist adj2 hip).tw ppar.tw lipoprotein.tw
exp biology SREBP1.tw insulin receptor.tw
exp genetics ChREBP.tw insulin sensitivity.tw
mechanism.tw NPY.tw thermogenesis.tw
function.tw MCH.tw breast feeding.tw
gene$.tw MC4.tw breastfeeding.tw
leptin.tw receptor.tw weaning.tw
molecul$.tw POMC.tw birth weight.tw
cell$.tw thyroid.tw genotyp$.tw
metabol$.tw CART.tw pregnan$.tw
ob.tw androgen.tw bmi.tw
environment.tw oestrogen.tw fat$.tw
hormon$.tw testosterone.tw

growth hormone.tw
IGF.tw
skeletal muscle.tw
tissue.tw
fat oxidation.tw
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