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What does it mean to you to be well?  The dictionary defines this as being “in good health”.  What about when you are stressed; like having a 20 page paper and 3 finals all in the same week, are students still able to maintain their wellness?  As a student, how often do you find yourself coming down with a cold or a good old gastro-intestinal flu (quite inconveniently) right in the middle of exams?  Stress is usually to blame for bringing on sickness right when we need to be on top of our game.  Is there any way to guard against this without meditation, yoga or any other conscious effort to calm the body?  Why yes, the answer lies within eating, eating well that is!


Stress itself is not entirely responsible for making us sick, but it does weaken our immune system so we become an easy target for germs and viruses.  As a student myself, I know that avoiding stress during exams is nearly an impossible task.  However, there are many simple preventative lifestyle habits we can adopt to maximize our immune system during stressful times.  Eating a healthy, nutritious diet to maintain the immune system’s strength is an extremely effective way to equipping to body to stand up to stress.  


A well nourished body can handle stress much better than a poorly nourished one.  Providing your body with optimal nutrition is easier than you think.  It does not require you to eat only raw organic foods, swallow 50 vitamin and mineral supplements a day or take any other natural health products that are widely available on the market.  The real key to ideal nourishment is to eat a balanced diet according to Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide. 

 The Guide is designed to provide a certain number of servings from each of the 4 food groups as they all contain different nutrients which are essential to our well being.  The vegetables and fruit group naturally provides lots of vitamins and minerals, including immune-strengthening anti-oxidants.  The grain products group is our main source of energy and fiber with the emphasis on eating whole grain or whole wheat products more often.  Foods in the milk and alternatives group contain calcium and vitamin D for maintaining bone health.  And lastly, the meat and alternatives group is our main source of protein which is needed to support the growth and repair of the body, which includes daily immune system maintenance.  Although fat is not actually considered to be a food group, Canada’s Food Guide still recommends that we consume a moderate amount of unsaturated fat (from olive or canola oil, soft margarine and fish) as part of our daily diet.  Believe it or not, fat is an essential nutrient!  Aim to eat regular meals (no skipping!) and include at least 3 of the 4 groups in each one.    

You may be wondering if there are any taboo foods out there when it comes to nutrition and stress.  Actually, there are no foods that are solely responsible for causing stress.  There are; however, some foods that augment bodily reactions to stress.  In other words, they aggravate stress-related symptoms, thereby making it even worse.   

· Caffeine: This is a stimulant and diuretic that is abundantly found in coffee, teas, energy drinks, cola drinks and dark chocolate.  Just about all of these foods become staples to the studious, stressed out student.  Too much caffeine can bring about dehydration, headaches, irritability, restlessness and insomnia.  Minimize these effects by cutting back to about 2 cups of coffee per day.  

·  Simple Sugars: This is referring to the types of sugars found in sweets, candies, regular soft drinks, refined white sugar added to coffee, cookies, etc.  Simple sugars are quickly digested and cause your blood sugar level to rise dramatically.  This increased level of blood sugar is short lived, as a large release of the hormone, insulin, sends it back down.  Thus, your sweet tooth literally gives your body an instant high followed by a lingering low, which affects heart rate and can lead to nervousness and anxiety.    
· Alcohol:  Alcohol consumption depletes the body of B vitamins and impairs the clarity of thought.  Just like with driving, this one’s a no-brainer: don’t drink and study.
· Fiber: Unlike the 3 food components mentioned above, ensuring an adequate intake of fiber each day can be beneficial during stressful periods.  When the body is stressed, it focuses all it’s energy on the nervous and muscular systems (i.e. the flight or fight response).  This means your body is neglecting other important systems, such as properly digesting and absorbing foods.  Have you ever experienced a case of the nervous runs, right before a final, for example?  Fiber will help to slow ingested food down and bulk up as passes through the digestive tract, thus allowing more time to absorb all of the essential nutrients.  Fiber is abundantly found in fruits, vegetables and whole grain/whole wheat grain products. With an adequate fiber intake comes the added need to get lots of water, so don’t forget to drink up!      

Proper nutrition plays an integral role in maintaining optimal health and wellness, but it isn’t the only point of focus when it comes to taking care of yourself.  McGill Health Services are there to provide students with care and guidance in regards to attaining and maintaining a state of wellness.  In particular, the Shagalicious Shop sponsors several health related events every year which touch upon many aspects of overall well being such as Health and Wellness Day (which took place last Wednesday November 7th) and Depression Awareness Week which begins Monday, November 21st.    The theme of these events focuses on empowering students with the knowledge and tools they need to keep themselves healthy and informed.  This article aims to do the same by providing students with some inside information about how they can better manage stress through informed eating choices.   
