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Throughout time, humans have evolved increased metabolic demands in response to our need 

to hunt and forage for food. During the hunter-gatherer era, food was plentiful and our ability to 

absorb and store sugar and fats enabled us to survive during periods of famine or drought. These 

periods where food was abundant were balanced by times where food was scarce, and therefore 

humans have evolved to adapt to a constant demand for movement and bursts of physical activity 

when needed to survive1. The need for movement has been deeply encoded in our lives, whether we 

are aware of it or not.  

In recent times, where food is abundant, easy to access, and requires little movement to obtain 

as compared to the hunter-gatherer era, the disruption of this evolved metabolic homeostasis 

contributes to the increased prevalence of metabolic diseases today1. In addition to the overall 

decreased need for movement in our daily lives to survive, the majority of adults in the U.S do not 

obtain the recommended level of physical activity per week (150 minutes of moderately vigorous 

activity)2.  

A contributor to this lack of movement in recent history is the COVID-19 pandemic3. During the 

last year in the United States, a significant reduction in physical activity and an increase in sedentary 

behaviour was observed in adults3-5. Importantly, COVID-19-related (both the disease itself and societal 

manifestations to curb its progression) increases in sedentary behaviors and decreases in physical 

activity are correlated with increased prevalence of mental illness in adults (primarily anxiety and 

depression)5,6.  

Each factor mentioned above, the COVID-19 pandemic, mental illness, sedentary behaviour, 

and physical activity has a significant impact on academic achievement for children and adults.  Below 

is a composite of research which describes the effect physical activity can have on cognition and its 

relation to academic achievement.  

 

 Children and adults who walked for 10 minutes prior to a test with emphasis on the application 

of information performed significantly better than those who did not8. The effect was most 

prominent with students who had GPA’s below 60%.8 

 

 Low and/or moderate physical activity completed at least 2 times weekly was found to improve 

working memory and cognitive ability in both children and adults.9 

 

 Individuals who were physically fit (engaging in regular physical activity) had overall higher 

academic achievement than those who did not. 9,10 



 

 Students who participated in after-school sports or fitness programs had significantly higher 

GPAs than those who did not. 

 

 Symptoms of anxiety and depression negatively impact academic achievement;12 however, a 

small amount of daily physical activity was found to reduce symptoms of anxiety and 

depression as well as improve academic achievement.13-15 

 

 Engaging in periods of mindfulness when participating in physical activity was found to be more 

significant in improving cognitive function in children and adults than the length of time spent 

participating in physical activity.16 

 

 Individuals remaining in isolation during the COVID-19 were more likely to experience the onset 

of mental illness; however, participating in moderate to vigorous activity (15-30 minutes daily) 

reduced the individual’s symptoms of depression and anxiety.17 

 

 Adolescents who participated in physical activity regularly had improved cognitive flexibility 

(ability to adapt to varying situations) than did their peers who did not engage in physical 

activity.18  

 

In summary: Engaging in a mindful exercise session (where your sole focus is the exercise session) for 

10+ minutes a few times weekly can improve symptoms of mental health, academic performance, and 

overall quality of life.  
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