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INTRODUCTION

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many people are seeking information and tips for
enhancing their immune systems. Nobody likes being sick, whatever the cause, so
it's natural to look for ways to avoid infection and illness. We want our bodies to
be as strong as possible!

It's important to understand that our immune system is not a single organ in our
bodies. Instead, it is a complex system that works on many different levels to
fight infection. This means that our immune systems cannot technically be
boosted, even though many people on TV, the internet, and social media say
otherwise. However, we can improve our immune health to feel better and be
healthier. Also, we can take precautions to avoid infections and illnesses.

This manual has 5 modules. You can use each one separately to educate about
enhancing immune health. Or, you can use all of the modules together to teach a
5-week class on improving immunity. We've designed this material specifically to
educate people with lived experience of mental illness, but it can be used by
anyone who wishes to understand and enhance their immune health.

The modules are:

Module 1: What is Immune Health?

Module 2: Vaccination & Health Screening for Immunity

Module 3: Adequate Sleep for Imnmune Health

Module 4: Managing Stress for Stronger Immunity

Module 5: Functional Foods, Immunity Aids, & Credible Health Information

Each module uses an “Explain, Evaluate, and Engage” framework. We explain the
key information to know in each area. Using exploration and activities, we then
evaluate what participants already know about immune health. This is followed
by further information. Each module also includes engaging activities to wor
improving immunity and health.
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Module 5: Functional Foods, Immunity Aids, & Credible
Health Information

Some of the foods we eat can improve our immune
health. To understand how foods do this, you first
need to understand how your digestive system
works, and the role of a healthy gut in your
immunity.

Explain

The word gut refers to your gastrointestinal tract, which is the long tube that starts at
your mouth and ends at your anus. The lining of your digestive tract is covered in
very tiny organisms that can only be seen with a microscope. Most of these are
bacteria. Unlike the bacteria that make us ill, these bacteria help digest food and
prevent infection and inflammation. In fact, most of our immune cells are housed in
our intestines. Gut health also affects our mental health, weight, blood sugar, and
liver.

The mix of bacteria in your body is called your microbiota. Each person’s microbiota
is different from everyone else’s. It is determined partly by your birth mother’s
microbiota and partly from your lifestyle. What you eat, age, stress, medications, and
diseases can all increase or decrease the amount and diversity of good and bad
bacteria in your gut.

Functional foods
Not surprisingly, what you feed your microbiota may have the biggest impact on its
health. And the healthier your gut is, the healthier you are. There are two ways to

maintain your gut health.

1. First, you can help the good bacteria or microbes already in your body to grow, by
giving them the foods they like, called prebiotics.

2. Second is by adding living microbes, called probiotics, directly into your system.

UIC CMHSRP & CSPN}J, 2021 Page 4




Evaluate

Invite participants to reflect on the role of gut
health in immunity.

Here are sample questions to choose from.

What have you heard about this concept of healthy

bacteria in the gut?

Were you surprised by the ways we can change
the mix of good and bad bacteria in our guts?

Have you or anyone you know ever taken
supplements to improve gut health?

Explain

Prebiotics are high-fiber plant foods
that take longer to digest, giving them
time to feed the healthy bacteria and
other microbes living in your gut.
Another way to think about it is that
prebiotics are “fertilizers” that support
the growth of healthy bacteria in your
gut. We need these good bacteria to
fight infection and inflammation.
Without enough good bacteria in our
guts, we are more likely to get sick or
stay sick longer.

Prebiotics are found in many fruits and
vegetables, including whole grains,
apples, bananas, onions, garlic, and
artichokes. You can get more examples
of prebiotics on the Internet or by
talking to a registered dietitian.
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Explain

Probiotics contain live organisms, usually
specific strains of bacteria, that directly add
to the population of healthy microbes in your
gut needed to fight infection and
inflammation.

You can take probiotics through both food
and supplements. Probably the most
common probiotic food is yogurt. Yogurt is
made by fermenting milk with different
bacteria, and keeping those bacteria in the
final product. Other bacteria-fermented
foods, such as sauerkraut, kombucha (a
fermented drink), and kimchi (fermented,
pickled vegetables), are also good sources of
probiotics. To ensure the fermented foods
you choose do contain probiotics, look for
the words “naturally fermented” on the label.
Also, when you open the jar, look for bubbles
in the liquid, which signal that it has live
organisms.

Probiotic supplements also contain live
organisms. A single dose may include a
particular strain of microbe or blend of
microbes.

PROBIOTIC FOODS
Saverkraut

Kombucha Pickles

-

—

3

Yogurt Miso Soup

©MeowMeix

There are a lot of prebiotic and probiotic supplements. You should talk with your medical provider
about what is best for you, to avoid buying one that won't help or is more expensive than needed.

It is thought that the most beneficial way to support your immune health using food is by eating a
variety of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, yogurt, safe bacteria-fermented foods, and legumes

(beans).
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Invite participants to reflect on prebiotics and
probiotics for immunity, using the questions below.

fv a[uate What do you know about the benefits of

prebiotics or probiotics?

Have you tried prebiotics or probiotics?

Did anything | shared about prebiotics or
probiotics surprise you?

Many people on TV, the Internet, and social media
make claims about various vitamins, supplements,
Z‘x‘p [ain and other remedies that supposedly “boost” your

immune health. While some are beneficial, many of
these claims are not based on high quality research,
and you should be cautious about believing them.
Also, many over-the-counter supplements are not
regulated by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration
(FDA), so their makers do not have the same
obligation to support their health claims with good
science.

Because the science behind taking supplements for immune health is so new, you’ll
want to avoid spending a lot of money on things that aren’t helpful, and may even be
harmful. Also, some supplements may interact badly with other medications you take.
It's best to talk with your medical provider about any supplements you want to take
to strengthen your immune health.
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Explain

Immunity aids

There are several vitamins and other supplements that research shows can improve
your immune health. You should always talk with your medical provider before taking
anything new. Your provider may suggest that you get lab work to determine if you lack
certain vitamins.

Vitamin D helps regulate your immune system. Not having enough Vitamin D has been
linked to respiratory infections, immune disorders, allergic diseases, and various
cancers. Studies show that a very large number of U.S. adults do not have enough
Vitamin D, especially people younger than age 5 or older than 65, pregnant and
breastfeeding women, people with darker skin, and those with limited exposure to
sunshine. Vitamin D can also be too low among those who are very overweight, current
smokers, physically inactive, and rarely drink milk. Research suggests that all adults
should be screened for Vitamin D deficiency. If you lack it, your medical provider will
probably suggest getting outside for more sunshine and taking Vitamin D pills.

Vitamin C can help protect against various deficiencies in your immune system. Some
research suggests that higher levels of Vitamin C may indicate a person’s overall good
health. Vitamin C is in foods like citrus fruit (oranges, lemons), bell peppers,
strawberries, broccoli, and brussels sprouts. If you decide to take a Vitamin C pill, it may
irritate your stomach, so it’s best to take a non-acidic, buffered form.

Vitamin B9 or Folic Acid supports immune health because it aids in the reproduction of
cells. Because of its critical importance, folic acid is added to many foods, like cereals
and breads, in a process called “fortification.” Folic acid deficiency is quite rare, but can
occur in people who drink too much alcohol, have disorders that prevent the processing
of folic acid, or during pregnancy. If you are worried about your folic acid levels due to
alcohol consumption or other reasons, they can be easily checked by a medical
provider.
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Explain

Immunity aids (continued)

Zinc is an essential mineral to support immune health that the body needs only in
extremely small amounts. Some research suggests that zinc itself might be directly
harmful to viruses. Many people take zinc in lozenges when they have a head cold. Zinc
is most helpful if you have a deficiency, caused by not eating a well-balanced diet or
having a chronic disease that limits your body’s ability to absorb key vitamins or
nutrients.

As a sleep aid, Melatonin may strengthen your immune health. Remember, good sleep is
a great way to support your immunity. You probably produce enough Melatonin through
your diet and lifestyle, but it can be taken as a supplement. Talk with your provider first
because it can interact with other medications. It also can be harmful in large
quantities. It can be sedating, so don't take it before driving or operating heavy
machinery.

Iron plays a critical role in immune function, particularly when you are sick. You can get
enough iron from eating a balanced diet. However, iron deficiency, called anemia, is
commonly seen in women who are menstruating due to blood loss. It can also occur in
vegans or vegetarians, people with poor diets, or those with chronic diseases. Some
food sources of iron are red meat, pork, poultry, seafood, beans, dark green leafy
vegetables (like spinach), dried fruit (like raisins and apricots), iron-fortified cereal, and
peas. Taking too much iron can be harmful, so it should be taken only after discussion
with a medical provider.

UIC CMHSRP & CSPN}J, 2021 Page 9




In general, the best action you can take to boost
your immunity is a healthy lifestyle involving a

fxp [ain number of things:

 eat a well-balanced diet with plenty of fruits
and vegetables

e manage your stress or daily hassles

e try to get regular, good quality sleep

e get outdoors in the sunshine

 get plenty of physical activity; talk to your
provider if you have any medical conditions
that might limit your physical activity

« if you smoke, consider talking with your
providers or supporters about making a quit
plan

Tips for A Strong Immune System

\

Manage your stress levels Wash hands regularly

Stay up-to-date on vaccines Quit smoking

MV
E= e
Prioritize sleep

Invite participants to reflect on immunity aids
using the following questions.

Evaluate

Are you surprised by how few supplements have
been proven to help with immune health?

If you have any of the risk factors | mentioned,
like age or chronic medical conditions, would
you like to talk with your medical provider
about getting lab tests to uncover vitamin
deficiencies?

Do you take any vitamins or supplements?
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Explain

Finding Trustworthy Online Health Information

Many of us worry about trusting health information from the Internet or social media.
There are thousands of medical and health web sites, not to mention blog and social
media posts. Some provide reliable health information. Many do not. Some of the
medical news is current. Some of it is not. Choosing which sources to trust is important
when searching for reliable information about immune health.

Let’s look at the Module 5 Handout, Finding Trustworthy Health Information. It is
adapted from the National Institute on Aging and contains helpful questions to ask
yourself.

1. Who sponsors the information?

If someone is making money from the sources or sites you visit, that’s a good reason to
question the validity of the health information. If the health information is on non-
medical sites, blogs, or posts, that's another reason to question its reliability and look
elsewhere.

2. Who wrote the information?

Ask yourself if the information you're reading is clearly from a doctor, nurse, or other
medical expert. If not, then dependable sources will tell you where their health
information comes from, such as whether it's from medical experts, virologists,
politicians, advocates, commentators, and so forth. Dependable sources also share the
unbiased scientific evidence that backs up their claims. Unbiased means that the
researchers were not personally invested in the results of the studies one way or the
other. You can typically trust scientific evidence from medical experts that is gathered
from studies conducted by unbiased researchers.

Be careful! Personal stories, or testimonials, may be comforting or revealing, but they
aren’t always reliable. Also, not everyone experiences health problems the same way.
Finding personal stories isn't really “doing your research,” even if you find a lot of
similar ones. Also, no information should replace seeing a medical provider about your
specific situation.
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Explain

Finding Trustworthy Online Health Information (continued)
3. When was the information written?

Look for current sources of health information. Older information isn’t always a
problem and can be the foundation for new research. But, using information based on
the most current scientific evidence is often best.

4, What is the purpose of the source?

Is the purpose of the source to inform you or is it to sell you something? Either way,
choose information based on unbiased scientific evidence rather than someone's
opinion or intention to sell something.

5. Does the source offer quick and easy solutions to your health problems?

Be careful of sources or companies that claim any one remedy will cure you. Question
cures that seem too good to be true. Make sure you can find other unbiased scientific
sources with the same information. A key exception to this is vaccinations, which are
proven to prevent disease, disability, and death.

Help participants complete the Module 5 Review
worksheet to reinforce important terms and

fng age concepts.

Share the handout, Vitamins that Support Inmune
Health (preferably while reviewing the above
information).

If you have access to the Internet while meeting, visit
2 or 3 health web sites or social media posts to
model asking the Finding Trustworthy Health
Information questions for each one.
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MODULE 5 HANDOUTS
& WORKSHEETS



Understanding our gastrointestinal tract & gut health.

These foods feed the good bacteria in your gut.

10 PREBIOTIC FOODS
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These foods add good bacteria into your gut.

PROBIOTIC FOODS
Saverkraut Kombucha Pickles

Miso Soup Kimehi

eMeowMeix

Tips for strong immune health.

Tips for A Strong Immune System

Eat fruits, veggies, and lean protein

Prioritize sleep
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How the microbiome supports
immune health:

This is how prebiotics &
probiotics work:

2 ways to tell if health
information is based on good
science:

My questions or notes
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Vitamins that Support Immune Health

[}

Common sources: Helps to regulate your
Vitamin D sunlight, salmon, immune system for

egg yolks, shrimp proper functioning

Common sources:

citrus fruit, red bell

peppers, broccoli,

strawberries

Common sources: Also called folic acid,
Vitamin B9 added to foods like supports immune health

breads & cereals by aiding cell reproduction

Common sources:
shellfish, meat,
poultry, nuts,
seeds, eggs

Common sources:
bananas, tart cherries,
tomatoes, grains like
oats, barley, rice

Common sources:

red meat, pork, poultry,
seafood, beans, dark
green leafy vegetables

You should always talk with your medical provider before taking anything new, including vitamins.



Finding Trustworthy Health Information

Adapted from the National Institute on Aging
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