
Food for Thought

The link between 
Nutrition and 

Learning

By 
Dr Aaron Lett 

Dr Aygul Dagbasi



Pre-session Check-in Exercise

Imperial students -
To support you to get the most from 
the Learning Well Programme, please 
take a moment to complete this 
short exercise about your current 
understanding and expectations of 
this session:

• Your responses will be submitted 
anonymously.

• There are no right or wrong 
answers – feel free to share your 
thoughts.

• This activity should take no more 
than 2-3mins.



About us

• Dr Aaron M. Lett

Nutrition Scientist 

PhD in Food Structure and Metabolism  

Senior Teaching Fellow 

• Dr Aygul Dagbasi

Dietitian 

PhD in Appetite Regulation

Research Associate and Dietitian
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Is there a link between nutrition and learning ?



Would you say your 
diet is good ?
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What makes a Healthy 
Diet?
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Eatwell Guide



What particular foods and nutrients, have an 
effect on brain function? 



3 types of Omega 3 Fatty Acids:

• Docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) = 40% of brain fatty acids
• Alpha-linolenic acid (ALA)
• Eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA)

Omega 3

• The brain is 50-60% lipid of which 35% is Omega 3 

• Omega-3 promotes:
o Cognition
o Neuronal preservation
o Protection against neurodegeneration



Vitamin D

• Vitamin D aids in the function of neuronal and 
glial tissue and is neuroprotective

• Recommend intake: 10mg per day 

• Vitamin D deficiency is common during autumn 
and winter  



Zinc and Iron

• Zinc and iron, are the most concentrated metal in the 
brain.

•  Zinc plays a role in axonal and synaptic transmission, 
DNA, RNA, and protein synthesis during brain 
development. 

• The amount of zinc you need is:
o 9.5mg a day for men
o 7mg a day for women

• Iron deficiency effects speed of brain processing, 
learning and memory. 

• The amount of iron you need is: 
o 8.7mg a day for men aged 19 and over.
o 14.8mg a day for women aged 19 to 49.
o 8.7mg a day for women aged 50 and over.



Fibre

• Fibre supports a healthy gut microbiome 

• Gut microbiome has been linked with:
o Cognitive function  
o Mood

• Recommendation for fibre is 30g per day

• In the UK, on average we only eat 18g per day 

• How much fibre have you had today?



How many servings of these foods have you 
eaten today?

Food Portion Number Of Portions Grams Of Fibre Total

Bran cereal (Bran flakes, Shreddies) 1 bowl (30 g) x3

Other cereal (Cornflakes, Rice Krispies) 1 bowl (30 g) x1

Whole grain bread 1 slice x2

White bread 1 slice x1

Brown rice/pasta 1 serving (125 g cooked) X4

White rice/pasta 1 serving (125 g cooked) x2

Beans, lentils, peas 1 serving (1/2 can) X4

Potatoes (boiled) 1 serving (200 g cooked) X3

Vegetables 1 serving (1/2 cup) x2

Fruit (whole, not juice) 1 whole x2

Nuts/seeds (peanuts, almonds, sunflower seeds) 1 serving (1/4 cup) x3

DAILY TOTAL grams
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Top tips

• Plan your meals 

• Eat mostly fresh food 

• Aim to fill at least 1/3 of your plate with 
vegetables 

• Eat varied fruits and vegetables 

• Eat legumes at least twice a week 

• Eat OILY fish once a week

• Drink plenty of water (not just coffee !)

• Consider taking Vitamin D supplements



Thank You

Questions?

a.lett@imperial.ac.uk



Post-session Reflection

Imperial students -
To help you maximise this learning 
opportunity, this activity is designed to 
support you to reflect on what you've 
learnt and to consider what you can 
personally take away from this session.

• Your responses will be submitted 
anonymously.

• There are no right or wrong answers.
• This exercise should take no more than 

3mins.
• We hope you find this activity helpful.
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