
Comparison of nutritional habits of children attending half-day and full-day school

ABSTRACT

Aims: The aim of this study is to compare the nutritional habits of children attending half-day and full-day school and to investigate the effect of time spent at school on their nutrition.

Methods: A survey was conducted between January 2020 and April 2020 for students between the ages of 6 and 18 years who attended school and agreed to participate in the study. Written consent was obtained from parents. The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS V16.0.
Results: A total of 772 people were included in the study; of these, 385 students attended half-day school and 387 students attended full-day school. Daily meal frequencies of the students varied based on their schooling time, which was statistically significant (p = 0.011). Out of all the students who attended full-time school, 15.2% stated that they ate four or more meals per day, while 7.8% of those who attended half-day school stated that they ate four or more meals per day. When their dieting status was examined, 3.9% of those who attended half-day school and 1% of those who attended full-day school stated that they were on a diet. 
Conclusion: In order to avoid unhealthy nutritional habits caused by different characteristics and durations of schools, necessary information should be given to the students in the form of lessons. In addition, the selection of foods for the students who eat their meals in educational institutions should be made and controlled by experts who specialize in this field.
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1.INTRODUCTION

Nutrition is obtaining and utilizing nutrients in sufficient amounts for the growth and development of the human body in order to live a long, healthy, and productive life. Sufficient and balanced nutrition is to receive each nutrient required for the body’s growth, functioning, and regeneration of tissues in sufficient and required amounts and to utilize them properly in the body. Nutrition is essential for growth, survival, and maintaining health [1]. 
Providing adequate and balanced nutrition to school-age children can help in their normal healthy growth and development along with an increase in their resistance to diseases. In addition, the importance of nutritional habits acquired during childhood is also emphasized for bone development, increase in cognitive abilities, and school performance as well as prevention of certain diseases occurring in old age. School environment is of great importance for reinforcing healthy eating habits acquired during childhood [1,2]. 

Although there are different views about the time that should be spent at school and thus, nutrition; the common view is that it is more important to address the efficiency of this period of time [3]. The main difference in the nutrition of the students attending half-day and full-day school is the variation in the place where they eat lunch and in the number of meals eaten depending on the length of their stay at school. Three main meals are recommended for school-age children, and it is necessary to seek help from nutrition experts for those who eat two of these meals at school [4].

Today, young people face many biological and psychosocial health problems; however, unhealthy and unbalanced eating habits and associated diseases are on top of this list [1,2,5]. The aim of this study was to examine the relationship between schooling time and nutritional habits in school-age children and to emphasize the importance of nutrition for children in this age group.
2.MATERIALS AND METHODS

Our study was designed to be carried out at a single site between January 2020 and April 2020 using observational, analytical, and prospective methods. The study included 6–18 year-old students who attended school and accepted to participate in the study, did not have any diagnosed chronic diseases, and whose parents provided written informed consent.

For students who participated in our study, half-day schooling time covered 4/5 lessons either in the morning or in the afternoon and full-day schooling time covered 4/5 lessons in the morning and in the afternoon, with noon breaks of 60–90 min. For both schooling types, there were breaks of 10–20 min between lessons.

Participants were given a questionnaire which included questions about their age, gender, full-day/half-day schooling status, daily meal frequency, meal skipping behavior, skipped meal status, dieting status under the supervision of a doctor or dietitian, their favorite dishes, and self-assessment about their health status. Before starting our survey, the approval for this study was obtained from Ankara Education and Research Hospital, Clinical Ethics Committee. 

Chi-square test was used to compare categorical data and t-test was used for comparing ages. Analysis results were presented as frequency (percentage) for categorical data and as mean and standard deviation for quantitative data. P < 0.05 was considered to be statistically significant. The data were analyzed using IBM SPSS V16.0 (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA).
3.RESULTS


A total of 772 students were included in the study; of these, 385 (49.9%) students attended half-day school and 387 (50.1%) students attended full-day school. The mean age of the participants did not vary based on schooling time (p = 0.083), and the mean age of all participants was 11.58 ± 2.93; the mean age of those who attended half-day school was 11.39 ± 2.89, while it was 11.76 ± 2.95 for those who attended full-day school.

 
Table 1 shows the comparison of all investigated variables based on schooling time. The distribution of gender, skipped meals, favorite dishes, self-assessment of health status, and body mass index (BMI) did not vary based on schooling time. Daily meal frequencies varied based on schooling times (p = 0.011). While 86.8% of those who attended half-day school ate three times a day, 80.9% of those who attended full-day school ate three times a day. Of those who attended full-day school, 15.2% ate four or more meals per day, while 7.8% of those who attended half-day school ate four or more meals per day. Examination of the dieting status of students revealed that 3.9% of those who attended half-day school and 1% of those who attended full-day school were on a diet. 
4.DISCUSSION


Our study examined the relationship between schooling time and nutritional habits of students. As stated in the study by Demirezen and Coşansu [1] as well in the study by Erten Bucaktepe  [7], educational institutions and parents have a huge responsibility in ensuring that students acquire healthy eating habits, and thus, increase their success at school. Besides, they should work with people who specialize in nutrition and health. Gökçe et al. investigated the perspectives of parents about children’s schooling time and nutrition. Parents who defended full-time schooling for their children’s success were in majority, although they believed that their children’s eating habits were not healthy for full-day schooling [3].

The recommended number of main meals for school-age children is three, and school administrators should work with dietitians in order to achieve this goal [4]. According to the school meals standard applied in the UK since September 2007, school meals should provide 30% ± 5% of children’s energy requirement, at least 30.0% of their protein requirement, and at least 35.0% of their vitamin A, vitamin C, folate, calcium, iron, and zinc requirements. Fat and sugar contents of the meals should not exceed 30.0% and 11.0% of energy, respectively [4,8]. 

In the study conducted by Yaşar et al. on the nutrition of students attending private and public primary schools [9], it was found that the number of meals eaten by students attending full-day schools was higher, which was similar to our study. In the same study, students attending private schools were found to have a diet rich in milk and dairy products, while those attending public schools had a more fast-food style diet. In our study, no relationship was found between the schooling time and favorite dishes of students, and the most favorite dishes of students were found to be meat dishes followed by pastries. Wu et al. have suggested a relationship between nutritional habits and the time provided for meals in schools [10].

In the study conducted by Küçük and Günay evaluating the status of attending a boarding school, it was indicated that the students who attended a boarding school had a more proper diet [6]. Although there were no boarders in our study, the number of students who ate four or more meals was found to be higher among those who attended half-day school, which was contrary to this study.


In the study by Patricia et al., popular and potential reasons for childhood obesity were investigated [11]. Similar to the study emphasizing that nutritional habits and BMI would be affected because of lifestyle changes; although there were differences in nutritional habits, there was no difference in the BMI values in our study, and this may be because of difference in the genetic characteristics and lifestyle of students, like particularly being involved in sports.

5.CONCLUSION


Many factors play a role in the formation of nutritional habits and are important for a person’s full well-being. The fact that schools have different characteristics and times may lead to differences in nutritional habits for students, and to avoid this, the focus should be on education about healthy nutrition in schools. In addition, the food to be served in the cafeterias and canteens of educational institutions should be determined and controlled by experts who specialize in this field.
	What’s known
· It is known that lifestyle changes affect eating habits.
What’s new
· We reported that the eating habits of students may change significantly according to the total time spent in school.
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Table 1. Comparison of variables based on schooling time*

	
	Half-Day (n = 385)
	Full-Day (n = 387)
	Total 
(n = 772)
	p

	Gender

	Male
	186 (48.3)
	190 (49.1)
	376 (48.7)
	0.828

	Female
	199 (51.7)
	197 (50.9)
	396 (51.3)
	

	Daily Meal Frequency

	1–2
	14 (3.6)
	10 (2.6)
	24 (3.1)
	0.011

	3
	334 (86.8)
	313 (80.9)
	647 (83.8)
	

	4 and above
	30 (7.8)
	59 (15.2)
	89 (11.5)
	

	No response
	7 (1.8)
	5 (1.3)
	12 (1.6)
	

	Skipped Meal

	None
	364 (94.5)
	372 (96.1)
	736 (95.3)
	0.716

	Breakfast
	10 (2.6)
	7 (1.8)
	17 (22.2)
	

	Lunch
	7 (1.8)
	6 (1.6)
	13 (1.7)
	

	Dinner
	4 (1.0)
	2 (0.5)
	6 (0.8)
	

	Dieting Status

	Yes
	15 (3.9)
	4 (1.0)
	19 (2.5)
	0.020

	No
	370 (96.1)
	383 (99.0)
	753 (97.5)
	

	Favorite Dishes

	Meat dishes
	221 (57.4)
	229 (59.2)
	450 (58.3)
	0.212

	Pastries
	105 (27.3)
	115 (29.7)
	220 (28.5)
	

	Vegetable dishes
	59 (15.3)
	43 (11.1)
	102 (13.2)
	

	Self-assessment of health status

	Very good
	141 (36.6)
	156 (403)
	297 (38.5)
	0.655

	Good
	145 (37.7)
	137 (35.4)
	282 (36.5)
	

	Moderate
	80 (20.8)
	72 (18.6)
	152 (19.7)
	

	Poor
	19 (4.9)
	22 (5.7)
	41 (5.3)
	

	Body mass index

	Underweight
	53 (13.8)
	37 (9.6)
	90 (11.7)
	0.238

	Normal weight
	286 (74.3)
	310 (80.1)
	596 (77.2)
	

	Overweight
	39 (10.1)
	34 (8.8)
	73 (9.5)
	

	Obese
	7 (1.8)
	6 (1.6)
	13 (1.7)
	


*The table was adapted from the study by Küçük and Günay (5).

