
The Impact of Diet on the Mood, Behaviour and 
Learning of Children. Dave Rex, Specialist Dietitian, Highland 

Council (david.rex2@highland.gov.uk) 

•Establishing links between diet & mood, 
behaviour and learning 

•How school meals can help deliver public health 
objectives 

•Theory into practice – connecting food provision 
& learning 



School food & public health 

• What children & young people eat 

• Why children eat the way they do 

• How diet affects the brain 

• Food & Health in the curriculum 

• School meals vs alternatives 

• Putting it all together 





Healthy Eating guidelines 
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Typical for many children in 
Highland 
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S2 High street food purchases S2 School canteen purchases 

High school street food / school 
meal comparison 

Most popular High street drinks purchased: Irn Bru, MacB, Coke, Diet Coke 

Most popular canteen drinks purchased: Pure fruit juice, water 

Red = High fat/sugar; Green = Foods with significant nutrients 



High school S2 Street lunch choices 
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Child prevalence by BMI status 
National Child Measurement Programme 2010/11 

This analysis uses the 2nd, 85th and 95th centiles of the British 1990 growth reference (UK90) for BMI to classify children as underweight, 
healthy weight, overweight and obese.  These thresholds are the most frequently used for population monitoring within England. 
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Focus on obesity ignores the inadequacy of 
many diets 

 
What good for the body is good for the brain 



Vitamin and mineral deficiency in 11 to 18 year 
old’s diets from NDNS 2010  

Vitamin / 
Mineral 

% with very low / 
inadequate intakes 
(below LRNI) 

Food sources 

Zinc 13 Red meat, seafood 

Potassium 22 Fruit, veg, potatoes 

Iron 26 Red meat, fruit & veg, 
bread, cereals 

Selenium 33 Seafood, vegetables 

Magnesium 36 Vegetables, 
wholegrains, nuts 



 
Eating regularly 
 
Fibre vs Sugar 
 
Iron 
 
Magnesium 
 
Zinc  
 
Oily fish 
 
Additives 
 
 
 
 
 

Diet & Brain Function 



Psychology of the child 

Child Food 
preferences  in 

context 

Parenting style 

Family food culture 

Financial resources 

Advertising & marketing 

School /nursery food 
policy 

Peer food 
culture 

Shops 

Catering 
outlets 



 The Eatwell Plate defined by 
sports sponsorship 



What needs to change? 

1. Children and their parents: 

– Knowledge? “Necessary but not sufficient” 

– How we feel – our emotional response to food 

– What skills we have – Interpreting information, cooking, planning, parenting 

2. The food environment: 

– Availability 

– Affordability 

– Advertising and marketing 

 



Educating children about Food & Health in 
school 

• Balance food literacy and emotional literacy 
 
• Cross curricular food & health work: Home Ec., 

Science, PSE, Social subjects, English…. 

• Political engagement in mapping, challenging 
and improving the food environment 

 

 

 



Why school meals matter? 

• Do as we do, not as we say 

• Limited choice 

• Modelling “balanced” choices 

• Benefits of peer modelling 

• Shared social experience 

 

 



Examples from Highland schools…………… 



Taste the rainbow 



Eatwell Plate 

 



 



Fat vs sugar - cereal labelling 

 



Breakfast cereals – Marketing brief 

 





 



Ways to involve the catering in 
learning about Food & Health 

• Tasting sessions  

• Talking to pupils 

• “Rising Stars” school meal/packed lunch evaluation 

• Involvement in parent’s evenings 

• School “picnics” and other special events 



Involving the cook in curriculum learning 





“Give me 5” and “Rosey Parker 
Investigates” 

 



Summary 

• School food provision is a vital part of education 
and public health 

• Diet has a major effect on children’s mood & 
learning 

• Catering services and teachers can work 
together 
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