Student Corner . . . .

College Nutrition: Reducing the Stress & Anxiety
By Marley Peale Braun, MS

	College life is full of exciting and challenging times that most likely involve moving away from home, making new friends, and managing a class schedule along with homework. All these new responsibilities and changes can leave students feeling stressed out and overwhelmed. According to the American Freshman: National Norms, college students of 2010 rated their emotional health the lowest since the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA started administering the annual survey to first-year students in 1985 (1). In 2008, students surveyed for the American College Health Association’s National College Health Assessment (NCHA) ranked stress and anxiety as their top two interferences in their academic achievements - even more so than relationship difficulties or computer games and internet usage (2). These alarming statistics show that finding solutions to improve the mental health and well-being of today’s college students is increasingly important; proper nutrition and good dietary habits can offer support. 	
	Overall diet quality has been found to be associated with psychological symptoms, including anxiety (3). This survey research showed that people who had diets of vegetables, fruit, meat, fish, and whole grains had less anxiety and depression than those with diets comprised of refined grains, beer, processed, fried, and sugary foods. 
	Healthy fats are often associated with good mental health because they help the brain to achieve proper structure and function. Omega-3 fatty acids, including DHA, EPA, and ALA, are thought to be most important to the brain and the nervous system (4). Omega-3 fatty acids are found in cold water fish, such as salmon, sardines, and mackerel. 
	Specific vitamins and minerals have been identified as having a role in the reaction to psychological stress (5)(6). Research indicated that vitamin C actually reduced stress hormone production (5). Another study found that B vitamins combined with vitamin C and magnesium reduced stress-related symptoms (6). Meats, including pork, chicken, turkey, and tuna, along with whole grains, bananas, lentils, green vegetables, eggs, nutritional yeast, and dairy products are good sources of B vitamins. Papaya, broccoli, bell pepper, strawberries, kale, and citrus fruits are good sources of vitamin C. Magnesium is found in pumpkin seeds, spinach, Swiss chard, salmon, and black beans.
	Good nutritional status in college is especially important for managing stress and anxiety. It may also help to establish behavioral patterns that will impact health and well-being for years to come. So what can you, the stressed out student, do to make sure you are getting the most from your diet? Here are some tips to help promote mental health and well-being while on campus.
In the dining hall or cafeteria:
· Frequent the areas where healthier items are offered, such as the salad bar. Eating a rainbow of colors will provide a variety of vitamins and minerals. 
· Divide up your plate into sections:  ½ vegetables, ¼ complex carbohydrates (such as brown rice or quinoa), and ¼ lean protein (like chicken). Top it off with a healthy fat, such as avocado. 
· Choose cold water fish (such as salmon or sardines) at least twice a week to get those omega 3 fatty acids. If the cafeteria doesn’t serve these items, then order them when dining out. 
In the dorm room:
· Skip the vending machine. Instead stock protein-rich snacks in your dorm fridge and pantry. Nut butters with whole wheat bread or brown rice cakes and hummus with pre-cut vegetables are great choices that are easy to store. Keep a variety of fruits on hand. Bananas, oranges, and grapefruits don’t need to be washed and can easily be taken to class if you are pressed for time.  
Keep in mind every day:
· Don’t rely on energy drinks or other sources of caffeine and sugar for a boost. These may be too stimulating, which could increase anxiety, and they may produce an energy crash later. 
· Make sure your meals and snacks contain fiber and protein. This will keep blood sugar levels constant and prevent surges of insulin followed by energy crashes.
· Eat regular small meals throughout the day at relatively the same time each day. Bodies love routine and function better when they know what to expect. 
· Even though it feels like you have no time, slow down when eating meals and don’t multi-task (so no watching T.V. or reading). Practicing mindfulness and paying attention to what you are eating will allow you to savor your food, enhance satiety so you don’t feel hungry after you just ate, and it also forces you to take a little break from the stress of school work. 
· Get plenty of rest and take advantage of your school’s exercise facilities. Yoga, meditation, and aerobic exercise can produce feel-good brain chemicals called endorphins, making you feel happy and stress-free.

References
1. Pryor JH, Hurtado S, DeAngelo L, Palucki Blake L, Tran S. The American Freshman: National Norms Fall 2010. Los Angeles, California: Higher Education Research Institute, UCLA; 2010.
2. American College Health Association. American College Health Association-National College Health Assessment II: Reference Group Executive Summary Fall 2008. Baltimore, Maryland: American College Health Association; 2009.
3. Jacka FN, Pasco JA, Mykletun A, Williams LJ, Hodge AM, O'Reilly SL, Nicholson GC, Kotowicz MA, Berk M. Association of Western and traditional diets with depression and anxiety in women. Am J Psychiatry. 2010; 167(3):305-311.
4. Mahan LK, Escott-Stump S. Krause’s Food and Nutrition Therapy. 12th ed. St. Louis, MO: Saunders; 2008. 
5. Marano, HE. An A for Vitamin C. Psychology Today [online]. October 1, 2002. Reviewed April 25, 2005. Available from: http://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200210/vitamin-c-0. Accessed July 25, 2011.
6. Schlebusch L, Bosch BA, Polglase G, Kleinschmidt I, Pillay BJ, Cassimjee MH. A double-blind, placebo-controlled, double-centre study of the effects of an oral multivitamin-mineral combination on stress. S Afr Med J. 2000; 90(12):1216-1223.
[bookmark: _GoBack]About the Author: Marley Peale Braun received her MS in nutrition from Bastyr University in 2011 and her BA in psychology from the University of Virginia in 2001. Marley is currently a dietetic intern with Sea Mar Community Health Center in Seattle, WA. 
