
Fast Facts About the Health and Learning Link! 
 

When trying to increase student achievement, 
we can’t ignore the impact of health! 

 
 
Numerous evaluation studies and literature in education and health promotion confirm a strong 
relationship between student involvement in specific health risk behaviors and negative 
outcomes on the following selected measures of school performance: 
 

• Education outcomes including graduation rates, class grades, and performance on 
standardized tests 

• Education behaviors including student attendance, dropout rates, behavioral problems at 
school, and degree of involvement in school activities such as homework and 
extracurricular pursuits 

• Student attitudes including those toward school such as aspirations for postsecondary 
education and feelings about safety on school property, and personal attitudes such as 
self-esteem and locus of control. 

 
Intentional Injuries (abuse, homicide, suicide, violence) 
 

 U.S. Department of Education set the following goal:  “By the year 2000 every school in 
America will free of drugs, violence, and the unauthorized presence of firearms and 
alcohol and will offer a disciplined environment conductive to learning.” 

 Selected objectives from Healthy People 2000 specify targets for reducing abuse, neglect, 
suicide, physical fighting, and weapon carrying among adolescents. 

 Emerging evidence suggests exposure to violence has lifelong effets on learning.  
Research confirmed that students manifest coping difficulties associated with stress-
related violence both at school and at home. 

 Common characteristics that threaten academic performance include:  lack of interest and 
behavior problems at school, low grades, low self-esteem, and a high drop-out rate. 

 Intentional injury risks also have been associated with gang-related activities, destruction 
of school property, and truancy. 

 Children abused by adult care-givers exhibit significant differences in academic 
achievement and intellectual functioning. 

 Children who witness chronic violence may exhibit poor concentration, shorter attention 
span, and a general decline in academic performance. 

 Violence in the home (chaos and unpredictability in the environment) causes children to 
be fearful, cautious, and withdrawn from feelings, thoughts and responses.  These 
students often manifest delayed language development and an overall sense of 
powerlessness that inhibits normal patterns of goal setting essential for performing well 
in school and planning for the future. 

 Learners living with violence often manifest physical problems including sleep 
disturbances and stress-related complaints such as headaches, stomach distress, and 
asthma attacks that make student unable to gain the most from educational experiences. 

  



Tobacco, Alcohol, and Other Drug Use 
 

 Students who use drugs display many of the same attributes as school dropouts including 
less commitment and attachment to the conventional values and institutions of family and 
school, and a generally lowered sense of psychological well-being. 

 Adolescents who use drugs have poorer relationships with parents, lower grades, more 
negative attitudes toward school, and stronger ties to peers.  These students also have 
increased absenteeism, are often less religious, more likely to be depressed, more 
rebellious, and demonstrate more frequent risk-taking behavior related to delinquency. 

 Drug use also may directly predict dropping out of school. 
 Drug use has been linked to truancy, and detracts from full participation in classroom 
activities through reduced attention span and lowered investment in homework. 

 Drug use has been linked to increased association with drug-using and deviant 
subcultures that support a lack of attachment to, and therefore an increased likelihood of, 
dropping out of school. 

 Drug use can interfere with cognitive functioning, memory, sensation, and perception. 
 Drug use can stifle creativity, thwart imagination, and suppress ambition. 
 Drugs interfere with the brain’s ability to receive, sort, and synthesize information. 
 Drugs adversely affect adolescent development and endanger the successful transition to 
adulthood. 

 Pervasive drug use among students represents a threat to a positive school climate. 
 Drug use has been associated with an erosion of self-discipline and motivation necessary 
for academic success. 

 Substance use has been linked with increased risk for intentional and unintentional injury, 
sexual risks, and legal problems. 

 
 
Dietary Behaviors 
 

 When children are hungry or undernourished, they manifest a number of behaviors 
including irritability, apathy, and physical inactivity that have a negative impact on 
learning.  These children often have little energy and exhibit difficulty concentrating. 

 Hungry students are at increased risk for infection and are more likely to miss school and 
fall behind in class work. 

 Obese learners suffer long-term physical complications and significant psychological and 
social consequences. 

 Obese children often have low self-esteem from the ostracism they receive from peers.  
This ostracism has been demonstrated to pose a negative effect on learning. 

 Children participating in school-based breakfast and lunch programs demonstrated 
increased school attendance, greater class participation, improved emotional behavior, 
and increased academic achievement. 

 



Physical Activity Behaviors 
 

 Researchers have confirmed a link between persons who exercise and participation in 
other positive lifestyle behaviors including reduced cigarette use, improved dietary 
practices, and increased practice of effective stress management techniques. 

 Evidence suggests that exercise is associated with improved academic outcomes, 
maintenance of positive interpersonal relationships, and reduced incidence of depression, 
anxiety, and fatigue. 

 One study concluded that school-based physical activity programs increased 
concentration; improved mathematics, reading, and writing scores; and reduced 
disruptive behaviors. 

 Participation in vigorous physical activity has been linked to reduction in anxiety, 
tension, depression, and reactivity to stressors, which improves student attitudes toward 
themselves and school. 

 
 
Sexual Behaviors 
 

 Negative health consequences form sexual behaviors include pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted diseases, and the associated consequences of infertility, cervical cancer, and 
ectopic pregnancy. 

 Adolescent mothers face increased risk for reduced educational achievement, unstable 
relationships with the child’s father, subsequent births in closer proximity, and lower 
status employment and income. 

 Studies confirm that childbirth during the high school years is associated with 
significantly reduced academic achievement.  Younger women who bear children are less 
likely to complete high school than their older counterparts. 

 Adolescents who become pregnant are less likely to be involved in school activities, tend 
to have lower grades, and continue to be likely to participate in sexual risk behaviors. 


