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College Long Distance Athletes; the Disconnect Between Personal Sacrifice and Expert Nutrition Support:

	Introduction:
In college campuses, long distance endurance athletes devote a lot of their physical energy in training. These athletes have diverse nutritional requirements and often make up the team from diverse academic and economic backgrounds. Given college athletes represent their university and they are expected to perform at peak potential, unfortunately these athletes do not have dedicated dietitians to plan and implement customized meal plans to support full performance potential. What is a health professional to do advocate for customized and evidence-based nutrition plans for these students?
	History:
It is now generally accepted that carbohydrates are the most important energy substrate for elite performance. However, this has not always been the case. At the start of the modern Olympic Games in 1896, protein was thought to be the most important energy source for athletes. Cross country running/long distance running began in 1838 at Ruby College in England with the inaugural Crick Run. This event is still popular to this day. In 1851, Exeter College, Oxford, expanded on this and hosted a 2-mile foot race with obstacles such as hedges and fences. An American water polo athlete named William C. Vosburgh brought cross country running to America. Cross country was originally going to bused for summer training for track and field athletes. It then got created into a formal sport in 1887. 
Political:
Food insecurity in college athletes in more common than people think. A survey was taken of student athletes in the Northwestern U.S. About 2/3 or 60% of these student athletes reported being food insecure. A smaller number of female athletes were food insecure compared to male. There were about 52% female reporting being insecure and 83% male reporting being insecure. Most of the student athletes that reported being food lived off campus. Some contributing factors to this insecurity are: financial strain, limited time, insufficient meal plans, and off-campus living. 
Many students may be eligible for SNAP Eligibility. This stands for Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. 3.8 million college students have reported food insecurity including student athletes. SNAP helps with people with lower incomes afford food. Sometimes there are qualifications to be able to qualify for SNAP like you most work 20 hours a week or meet a certain income. This can be hard for college students because they may not qualify for SNAP but need for school, and especially if they are athletes exerting themselves every day.
Scientific:
Having proper nutrition and being fueled well is very important as a student athlete and long-distance runner. Most athletes have a full day of classes, exercise at least two hours of practice, sometimes work a job, and still have homework. Their bodies need proper fueling! Not eating and fueling enough can lead to: Decreased performance, increased injury risk, irregular menstrual cycle, and impaired immune function. 
Adolescents with long-term inadequate energy and nutrient intake as well as menstrual irregularities may never reach potential peak bone mass. Also, it is found that female athletes who are under fueled are more likely to develop cardiovascular disease later in life. Nutritional risks that come from under fueling include: micronutrient deficiencies. Dehydration, electrolyte imbalances, menstrual irregularities, and decreased bone mass density. It is very important for college athletes to be properly fueled. Just like a car will not run without gas, a body will not perform without wholesome food!
Legal:
Under recent NCAA rules, many student athletes receive partial or no scholarships. This may leave the athlete in charge of their finances and their own food and meal planning. This can lead to higher rates of food insecurity in athletes due to financial issues or limited amounts of time to prepare nourishing and healthy meals. Some colleges also do not allow athletes to work. In 2019, several colleges from NCAA Division 1 schools filed a complaint accusing violations of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FSLA). Student athletes argued that they were entitled to minimum wage due to the amount of time spent representing their school. The NCAA and other schools dismissed this claiming student athletes are “amateurs” and not considered employees. If some athletes do not have a scholarship or a full scholarship and cannot work, how are they supposed to have enough money to fuel themselves? 
Religious:
Several studies have shown that religious/spiritual beliefs and behaviors influence how people eat and their overall health both physically and mentally. Many religious orders practice fasting. This may impair athletic performance due to not eating for extended periods of time. People of the Islamic faith follow the Ramadan fasting, Catholics practice Lenten fasting, and some Christians practice the Daniel Fast. 
Religious orders can affect dietary habits. A study found that Muslim students were more likely to skip their breakfast or dinner. Christian students were shown to have a higher sodium intake and alcohol consumption. Both groups of these religions showed a low intake of the Mediterranean Diet. These are all factors to impacting energy and athletic performances in students practicing these religions. Some ethical questions are: How should colleges provide information about alternate ways for proper fueling during times of fasting or restricting foods? How can colleges ensure dining halls are providing dietary options that follow certain dietary religious laws? How can college coaches adjust training around certain religious holidays or fasting periods? How can coaches provide open communication about religious beliefs and create a supportive environment for all religions and beliefs.
Cultural:
Personal preferences, different cultural backgrounds, and the availability of certain foods all play a major role in shaping an athlete’s diet. Research has shown that some student athletes may choose traditional food to their culture over foods that follow along best with their sports nutrition guidelines. Some cultures are more plant-based while others are more animal-based so this can significantly impact how an athlete eats and fuels. These diets can affect the athlete’s macronutrient intake, meal timing, and overall energy. Many international student athletes may have a hard time transitioning to new food habits which can lead to potential food deficiencies. 
A lot of immigrants and international students report deficiencies because America’s food has less nutritional value than other cultures. International students may have more severe reactions to center more processed foods than American students due to their bodies not being used to these types of foods. Foods being prepared on college campuses do not compare taste wise or nutritionally to some students foods in their home countries. Colleges and universities should spend more time focusing on international student athletes transitioning their diets and accommodating them. International students should have a gentle ease into transitioning their diets so it does not have an effect on them athletically. 
Economics:
Economics also play a major role in the proper fueling of collegiate athletes, specifically long-distance runners. There are many different factors of economics and athletes not having enough to fund themselves enough for proper meals and eating. Some economic factors include: limited financial resources, time conflicts, managing a job and school, and possibly not having a car on campus. This is why there should be flexible meal plans, food pantries/assistance for college athletes, and readily available nutrition education for them. College athletes typically have to budget as they cannot work full time so they should be able to get all the help they can get with food from the school, since that is so important!
Institutional Agencies:
There are many institutional agencies that can help with college athletes dealing with food insecurity. Some of these include: campus food pantries, athletic department support, and student emergency funds. Some off-campus institutional agencies that may help are: the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA), The Drake Group Education Fund (advocates for reform in college athletics), Swipe Out Hunger (a national nonprofit that partners with colleges to give meal swipes to students in need. These are all great sources helping college students stay fueled and not have food insecurity! And these would be so beneficial for college athletes dealing with food insecurity! 
Institutional Impacts:

There are many institutional impacts due to college athletes and food insecurity. Some institutional impacts from food insecurity include: lower GPAs, missed assignments, and no class engagement due to malnutrition. This can also affect athletic performance. Without proper nutrition athletic performance declines, risk of injury, and training gains decrease. College campuses have an ethical responsibility to make sure student athletes are properly fueled or it can damage the university’s public image. 
Pros and Cons: 
There are more cons than pros with college athletes and food insecurity. Some pros however are: this increases awareness of athlete and student athletes food insecurity, and can also help with empowerment and athlete activism. Some athletes who experience food insecurity become advocates for change. Some cons of this are: cognitive and academic impairment, decreased athletic performance, mental and emotional health issues, consequences for the team, and ethical and legal risks. There are definitely a lot more cons than pros in this situation.
Solutions:
There are several different solutions to this problem. College campuses need to promote athlete dining halls so there is unlimited nutritious foods provided for athletes. Coaches need to have more snacks and foods provided after practices as well. Colleges could also have unlimited meal access, athlete-focused food pantries, emergency meal grants, nutrition support, and proper fueling stations with fruits, protein bars, and shakes readily available for athletes. These would all be great solutions to student athlete food insecurity!
Problem Statement Restated:
In college campuses, long distance endurance athletes devote a lot of their physical energy in training. These athletes have diverse nutritional requirements and often make up the team from diverse academic and economic backgrounds. Given college athletes represent their university and they are expected to perform at peak potential, unfortunately these athletes do not have dedicated dietitians to plan and implement customized meal plans to support full performance potential. What is a health professional to do advocate for customized and evidence-based nutrition plans for these students?
Lessons Learned:
I have learned a lot from researching this topic. I have learned that proper nutrition and fueling for college athletes is very important. Some student athletes do not know how to properly fuel. Having more access to healthy dining halls and foods during practices would help. I have also learned how important proper fueling and athletic performance is. I learned that there is a lot college campuses can do to help student athletes stay properly fueled.
Conclusion:
Food insecurity in student athletes is more common than people may think. Student athletes expend so much energy at practice everyday plus their daily activities in school. College campuses need to do all they can to make sure student athletes are getting proper nutrition. Doing this research I have learned many ways that college campuses can provide unlimited nutrition options for student athletes. This was a very interesting topic to research. I hope that college campuses will use ideas from this paper to help nourish college athletes.
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