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GEA – Aptitude Test 
 

I. Reading Comprehension 
 

 Read the article and complete the tasks on the separate questionnaire. 
 

 

The big idea: can what you eat change your mind? 
 

From designer drinks to dodgy leftovers, our brain responds to food in surprising ways  

 
Camilla Nord – Mon 6 Jan 2025 

 

Probiotic drinks, brain-boosting superfoods, gut-healthy snack bars: every day we’re 

bombarded with information about what and what not to eat. Some foods move abruptly 

between these categories depending on who you ask: if a gut-healthy snack bar is ultra-

processed, does that cancel out its benefits? (A) …… And, increasingly, your brain. Does 

broccoli make you brighter? Can a pickle really act as a pick-me-up? 5 
 

There is some scientific truth to this magic. By now you may have heard that people with 

poorer mental health, such as those experiencing depression or anxiety, have a different 

balance of bacteria in their gut – a reduction in the richness and diversity of their 

microbiomes. […] How is this possible? It’s because your gut sends signals to your brain 10 
via the vagus nerve1, your immune system, and other means, passing on information 

about how things are going down there. And so, the theory goes, a less-diverse 

microbiome might be the cause of a depressed or anxious brain. Maybe a gut-healthy 

snack bar really would help? 

 
1 The vagus nerve is a long line that runs from the brain to the belly. It helps control important body 
functions like breathing, heartbeat, and digestion. 
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Maybe. But the bacterial world we live in is not so neat. Your microbiome, unlike the 15 
microbiomes of rats who live in a germ-free lab, is messy. It is affected by many factors 

other than the snack you just ate, including your genes, your history of taking certain 

medications, and even your social interactions – every day, throughout your life. A person 

with poor mental health might have a less-diverse microbiome simply because they are 

also more likely to have eaten a less-diverse diet, interacted with other people less, or 20 
taken antidepressants. (B) ….. Ultimately, it’s the brain that matters. 

 

And what matters most to the brain is survival. In the case of food, two types of information 

are absolutely vital for survival: does something you eat contain energy your body can 

use? And does it contain something that might make you ill? 25 
When you take a sip of a sugary drink, your brain processes the sensory information – the 

taste, bubbles on the tongue, and so on. But it doesn’t stop there. Once you’ve swallowed, 

your digestive system tells the deep reward structures of the brain – via the vagus nerve 

again – that what you’ve eaten has calories. You also register that it’s hydrating. (C) ….. 

This is an ancient form of reward-based learning. It keeps us alive.  30 
 

So much for the things you like, what about the things you hate? As with rewards, we differ 

in our sensitivity to punishing, aversive signals from the body, such as nausea. And just 

as our brain learns from internal signals what it needs to keep us alive – things that contain 

calories, fat, hydration – it also learns what to avoid in order to keep safe from illness. 35 
That’s why, once something has made you sick, your brain learns strongly and rapidly to 

steer clear of it. (D) ….. 

 

It seems likely that once we have a disgusting experience with something, it is much more 

difficult to “un-learn” than other sorts of experiences that typically lose their potency over 40 
time. In other words, disgust may be stickier than other emotions.  

 

So can what you eat change your mind? In a sense, yes. The most extraordinary property 

of the gut-brain axis is that it is plastic. In the same way that your brain constantly takes in 

new information about the world around you, it also adjusts to signals from inside you. 45 
Dodgy leftovers, or a specially formulated drink that nudges your microbiome one way or 

another, might indeed have a measurable, or perceivable effect. Precisely how food 

influences your mood and wellbeing, however, depends critically on your particular brain: 

its past experience of reward and punishment, its genetically and environmentally 

influenced characteristics. There’s no one size fits all answer, so beware of any strong 50 
claims. What we know for sure is that, whatever’s on the menu, your brain really is listening 

to its gut.

 

 
(adapted version from The Guardian; 719 words) 
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Name: _____________________________________________ 

 

Mark: ……….. / 20 

 

GEA – Aptitude Test 
 

I. PART 1: Reading Comprehension 

 

Task 1: Missing Sentences                                                                      (____/ 4m.) 

 Read the sentences below (1-4) and put them into the right gap in the article 
(A-D). Write your answer on THIS copy. 
 
1) These signals reinforce your behaviour: they tell your brain to pursue 

that particular drink again in the future. 

 

Your answer: _____ 

 

2) You’d be forgiven for thinking that every food choice you make has 

immediate, direct consequences for your health. 

 

Your answer: _____ 

 

3) Nausea and vomiting are a kind of internal punishment – a clear 

message from the gut to the brain that we’ve ingested something bad. 

 

Your answer: _____ 

 

4) Probiotics can help your gut microbiome diversity, but whether or not this 

is enough to influence most people’s mental health is unclear. 

 

Your answer: _____ 
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Task 2: Vocabulary                                                                                       (____/ 6m.) 

 Find the correct words or expressions in the text for the synonyms or 
definitions below. Write your answer on THIS copy. 
 

1) Sterile, disinfected (adjective) (ll. 15-21) 

 ____________________________ 

 

2) Something designed to work for everyone or every situation without 

needing any changes (expression) (ll. 43-52) 

____________________________ 

 

3) To avoid something (phrasal verb) (ll. 32-37) 

____________________________ 

 

 

4) Tiny living things, like bacteria and fungi, that live together in a certain 

place, such as the human body (noun) (ll. 7-14) 

____________________________ 

 

5) Distasteful, unpleasant (adjective) (ll. 32-37)   

____________________________ 

 

6) To gently push someone or something to get their attention (verb)  

 

(ll. 44-52)                                           ____________________________ 
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Task 3: Multiple Choice Questions                                                     (____/ 2m.) 

 Answer the following questions by choosing the correct option. Only one 
answer is possible. Circle your choice. 

1) Paragraphs 1 + 2: How can the gut affect the brain, according to the 
text? 

A. The food we eat always makes us feel happy. 
B. People with anxiety or depression always eat the wrong food. 
C. The gut sends messages to the brain, and a less healthy gut might 
make people feel more sad or worried. 
D. Snack bars and probiotic drinks can cure all mental health 
problems. 

2) Paragraphs 3 + 4: According to the text, why is it difficult to study how 
food affects mental health? 

A. People never eat enough healthy food. 
B. The human microbiome is affected by many things, not just food. 
C. Scientists only study rats in clean labs. 
D. Most people don’t care about their diet. 

3) Paragraph 5: According to the text, why does the brain quickly learn to 
avoid certain foods? 

A. Because those foods don’t taste good. 
B. Because the brain hates trying new things. 
C. Because avoiding foods that once made us sick helps protect us. 
D. Because people prefer only sugary and fatty foods. 

4) Paragraph 7: What does the text suggest about the connection 
between food and the brain? 

A. What you eat can affect your brain, but the effect is different for 
each person. 
B. All specially made drinks can improve your mood. 
C. The brain is only affected by outside information, not by the gut. 
D. Food always has a strong and clear effect on everyone’s mental 
health. 
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Task 4: Responding to the text at a deeper level                        (____/ 8m.) 

 In your own words, answer the following questions. Do NOT simply copy from 
the text.  
 
1) Explain the concept of reward-based learning (ll.23-30) as presented in 

the article. (3m.) 
 
__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 

2) Explain the main idea of the following paragraph taken from the article. 

(5m.) 

 

It seems likely that once we have a disgusting experience with something, 
it is much more difficult to “un-learn” than other sorts of experiences that 
typically lose their potency over time. In other words, disgust may be 
stickier than other emotions. (ll.39-41)  

 

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________ 
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_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

II. PART TWO: ESSAY WRITING (         /20 marks) 
 

 Choose one of the following topics and write a well-structured opinion essay 
of 250 words. Clearly indicate your choice and provide the word count at the 
end of your text.  
 

1. Do you think following a healthy diet is the best way to improve mental 
health? Discuss. 
 

2.  Do you think that our modern lifestyle has a negative impact on our 
physical and mental health? Discuss. 
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