January 25, 2011 - Running Makes You Smarter
When I was in college at Appalachian State University I recall having a conversation with Athletic Director Jim Jones about athletes and their grade point averages.   ‘I love cross country runners,’ Jim said.   ‘The cross country team always has the highest GPA and pulls up the athletes’ marks as a whole.’   The discipline needed for running and studying are similar, so it isn’t surprising that runners average higher grades.   But is this because smarter kids are drawn to running or is it that running makes you smarter?

There is a phenomenon known as the ‘runner’s high’ that distance runners experience after about 45 minutes of running.   Those who don’t run may wonder why we appear so happy after logging miles out on the trails or roads.  The typical American would rather watch television with a bag of chips and a cold beverage.  So why are we so cheerful after running for an hour or two?   Studies have shown that running releases endorphins in our brains which give us a pleasant sensation.   But it doesn’t stop there – studies also show that distance running stimulates cells to grow in the part of the brain that makes us smarter.

Another similarity between running and learning that splashes over amongst runners is the ability to focus.   After concentrating on running a fast mile or hard track session or enduring the increasing discomfort of the 26.2 miles of a marathon, focusing our attention on studying for a test in school or preparing a project for our boss are not daunting tasks.   We just set a goal and then work to achieve it with the same tenacity that we use to run fast up a hill ten times or run our personal best time in a race.

All of us realize that the more we work at improving our skill in a certain area, the better we get at it.   If we practice playing the guitar every day for an hour, we may not become a virtuoso, but we can learn to play very well.   If we run for 30 minutes every day at varied intensity we will improve our ability to run.   And if we study a certain subject with regularity we have a chance to become a master in that area.   Just as exercising our bodies gets us more physically fit, exercising our brains gets us more mentally fit.

The sport of running may indeed draw participants who are from the segment of the population that has traits associated with high levels of brain power.   But with the parallels of concentration, focus and tenacity that are necessities for endurance exercising and learning and the recent studies which indicate running does develop brain cells, it appears that running can make us smarter.   So, if you are a teenager and your parents want you to skip a run to study for a test, let them know that you need to get in your run to enhance your brain power and ability to focus and remember.  If that doesn’t work tell them I said so and that I still remember the square root of three is 1.732, the capital of Ecuador is Quito and when I ran my personal best 5k of 14:44 my mile split times and last tenth of a mile were 4:41, 4:47, 4:48 and 28.  So there – running makes you smarter – or it at least helps you to retain a treasure trove of trivia!
