
The Atlantic: Exercise Is ADHD 
Medication 
Physical movement improves mental focus, memory, and cognitive flexibility; new research 

shows just how critical it is to academic performance. 
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Electrophysiological plots representing 

brain processing 
capacity and mental workload (P3 amplitude) during 
cognitive tasks that require executive control in children 
in the experiment and control groups. Red represents 
the greatest amplitude, and blue the lowest. 
(Hillman et al, Pediatrics/The Atlantic) 

Mental exercises to build (or rebuild) attention span have shown promise recently as 
adjuncts or alternatives to amphetamines in addressing symptoms common to Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Building cognitive control, to be better able to 
focus on just one thing, or single-task, might involve regular practice with a specialized 
video game thatreinforces "top-down" cognitive modulation, as was the case in a 
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popular paper in Nature last year. Cool but still notional. More insipid but also more 
clearly critical to addressing what's being called the ADHD epidemic is plain old 
physical activity. 

This morning the medical journal Pediatrics published research that found kids who 
took part in a regular physical activity program showed important enhancement of 
cognitive performance and brain function. The findings, according to University of 
Illinois professor Charles Hillman and colleagues, "demonstrate a causal effect of a 
physical program on executive control, and provide support for physical activity for 
improving childhood cognition and brain health." If it seems odd that this is something 
that still needs support, that's because it is odd, yes. Physical activity is clearly a high, 
high-yield investment for all kids, but especially those attentive or hyperactive. This 
brand of research is still published and written about as though it were a novel finding, 
in part because exercise programs for kids remain underfunded and underprioritized in 
many school curricula, even though exercise is clearly integral to maximizing the utility 
of time spent in class. 

The improvements in this case came in executive control, which consists of inhibition 
(resisting distraction, maintaining focus), working memory, and cognitive flexibility 
(switching between tasks). The images above show the brain activity in the group of kids 
who did the program as opposed to the group that didn't. It's the kind of difference 
that's so dramatic it's a little unsettling. The study only lasted nine months, but when 
you're only seven years old, nine months is a long time to be sitting in class with a blue 
head. 

It may potentially be advisable to consider possibly implementing more exercise 
opportunities for kids. 

Earlier this month, another study found that a 12-week exercise program improved 
math and reading test scores in all kids, but especially in those with signs of ADHD. 
(Executive functioning is impaired in ADHD, and tied to performance in math and 
reading.) Lead researcher Alan Smith, chair of the department of kinesiology at 
Michigan State, went out on no limb at all in a press statement at the time, saying, 
"Early studies suggest that physical activity can have a positive effect on children who 
suffer from ADHD." 

Last year a very similar study in the Journal of Attention Disorders found that just 26 
minutes of daily physical activity for eight weeks significantly allayed ADHD symptoms 
in grade-school kids. The modest conclusion of the study was that "physical activity 
shows promise for addressing ADHD symptoms in young children." The researchers 
went on to write that this finding should be "carefully explored with further studies." 
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