
 

Does exercise improve kids' math skills? Yes,
but it won't help with reading or spelling,
new research finds
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Lauren Raine, an assistant professor in the Department of Physical Therapy,
Movement and Rehabilitation Sciences and the Department of Medical Sciences
at the Center for Cognitive and Brain Health works on a research project in the
ISEC building. Credit: Matthew Modoono/Northeastern University
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Researchers have long linked physical fitness to higher academic
performance.

But sorry, bookworms—that association may only be in math, according
to new research from Northeastern University.

"We found that in 8- to 10-year-old children, those who were more
physically fit had higher scores in math and on measures of executive
function," Northeastern University professor Lauren Raine says.

"But we did not see a relationship between better fitness and reading or
spelling," Raine continues.

The results were documented in the paper "Aerobic fitness and academic
achievement: Disentangling the indirect role of executive functions and
intelligence," which is published in the January issue of the journal 
Psychology of Sports and Exercise.

The association between physical fitness and higher academics has been
documented by studies since at least 2003.

But Raine explained that these studies have been highly variable.

For instance, studies may have used different, and often subjective,
methods of evaluating academic performance such as grades, test scores,
etc.—or evaluated different age groups of students or students from
specific socioeconomic backgrounds, of different fitness levels, etc. As a
result, researchers have debated whether individual studies' findings
were truly universal.

Moreover, researchers debated what kind of academics were improved
by physical fitness and what explained that improvement.

2/4

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201501/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201501/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/fitness/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/academic+achievement/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/academic+achievement/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/executive+functions/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029223001383?via%3Dihub
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/16/5972
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/16/5972
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/test+scores/


 

So, researchers focused on two things—"executive functions," such as
the ability to ignore distractions and remain focused and the ability to
multitask; and IQ—and compared them with the physical fitness of 218
children ages 8 to 10.

The children completed tests to measure their intelligence and answered
questions to establish their socioeconomic status and stage of puberty.
And they hit the treadmill, running until exhaustion on an increasingly
inclined slope and while wearing a mask to measure their oxygen
consumption.

On a different day, the children were given tests measuring their ability
to ignore distractions and remain focused and their ability to multitask.
The children were also tested in reading, spelling and arithmetic.

The researchers found that better fitness predicted better arithmetic
skills, but had no effect on reading and spelling skills.

In addition, those in better shape were also better able to ignore
distractions and multitask. But fitter individuals were not necessarily
more intelligent, nor did intelligence explain the link between fitness and
arithmetic skills.

And being able to ignore distractions and being able to multitask
combined with intelligence were related to increased academic
performance in all three subjects: arithmetic, reading and spelling.

But while the researchers have figured out what academics physical
fitness impacts, they do not have the answers to how and why this
association works.

"What's happening in the body, in the blood, and in the brain to get them
these changes in outcomes?" asks Raine, an assistant professor in the
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department of physical therapy, movement and rehabilitation sciences
and the department of medical sciences at Northeastern. She also works
in the Center for Cognitive and Brain Health at the university.

That's the next step. As for now, Raine recommends that kids keep
active with 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity a day.

Your math teacher will thank you.

  More information: Marc Yangüez et al, Aerobic fitness and academic
achievement: Disentangling the indirect role of executive functions and
intelligence, Psychology of Sport and Exercise (2023). DOI:
10.1016/j.psychsport.2023.102514

This story is republished courtesy of Northeastern Global News 
news.northeastern.edu.

Provided by Northeastern University

Citation: Does exercise improve kids' math skills? Yes, but it won't help with reading or spelling,
new research finds (2023, December 19) retrieved 28 April 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-kids-math-skills-wont.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2023.102514
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2023.102514
https://news.northeastern.edu/
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-12-kids-math-skills-wont.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

