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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Nutritional Project in School Setting: Analysis of Food Choices following Actions
performed by Healthcare Workers

Progetto di educazione nutrizionale nel contesto scolastico: analisi delle scelte alimen-
tari a seguito di interventi attuati dagli operatori sanitari
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Abstract

Schools continue to represent one of the main settings that guarantee health promotion interventions, as it
has been widely demonstrated in numerous fields that diet and eating habits are shaped in the early stages
of life and maintained into adulthood. Through the food education promotion project, “Healthy Snack”,
implemented by the Prevention Department of the Local Health Authority ULSS 1 Dolomiti, the interventions
carried out by healthcare workers have been evaluated over time to measure their effectiveness in terms of
changes in eating habits considered incorrect, with a particular focus on snacks eaten at school.

Dear Editor:

unhealthy dietary patterns, characterized by the presence of highly processed and high-calorie foods, low consumption
of fruit and vegetables and a sedentary lifestyle, lead to an increase in body weight, which is an important risk factor
for the development of non-communicable diseases. Currently, overweight and obesity are a public health concern and
are already present in the early stages of children’s lives (1). Several European studies on the dietary patterns adopted
by children and adolescents confirm a decline in the quality of their diets in recent decades due to the increase in
consumption of refined foods, sweets and fast food, in addition to a decrease in consumption of foods such as legumes,
fruit, vegetables and fish. Furthermore, it is widely known that obese school-age children tend to become obese adults
(2). Recent studies continue to highlight the association between obesity and bad eating habits, especially regarding
the consumption of junk food, with a particular focus on breakfast and the mid-morning snack; other studies highlight
further problem related to the choice of snacks due to the high consumption of processed foods and the minimal intake
of fresh foods such as fruit (3,4).

School itself, given the time spent there, represents an effective setting for the implementation of childhood obesity
prevention programs. Furthermore, prevention programs can have a more beneficial effect on body mass index if
implemented from an early age, in particular from 6 to 12 years; such programs should involve both the child and the
parents, in addition to teachers as educators (5-7).

The Italian Ministry of Health promoted the development of the OKkio alla SALUTE surveillance system, which
involves children aged 8 to 9 who attend the third class of primary school. From the results of the most recent survey,
conducted in 2023, the status report of Italy highlights that overweight children represent 19% and obese children
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represent 9.8% of the population, including children with severe obesity, who represent 2.6%. In particular, among
those with unhealthy eating habits, 66.9% of children have a large mid-morning snack, a figure that has worsened
compared to the previous survey (55.3%) (8). In the Veneto region, the data collected with OKkio alla SALUTE appear
to be better than the national data: the values for excess weight are lower than the national average, with slightly lower
values for overweight and obesity (17.3% overweight, 6.9% obesity) (9).

In the 2022-2023 school year, “Healthy Snack™ project was conducted involving the primary schools located in
the Province of Belluno, evaluating the changes in the choice of mid-morning snacks made at school, following the
food education interventions implemented by the healthcare workers (HCWs) of the Health Promotion Service of the
Prevention Department of ULSS 1 Dolomiti. During the investigation, a significant improvement in the children’s
choice of healthy snacks was observed (p-value equal to 0.0001) (10).

Through a follow-up investigation conducted in the same territory, the eating habits adopted by children attending
primary school in the 2023-2024 school year have been assessed: 34 classes joined the training program, making
a total of 482 students. In the current survey, no overall improvement was observed in terms of healthy snacks, but
it is worth highlighting that between February 2024 and April 2024 (intermediate project time frame), a nutritional
laboratory was conducted in the classes by the HCWs, which appears to be correlated with an improvement in the
choice of snacks brought to school by children.

The school environment may play an important role in health promotion with regard to nutrition (11-13). Therefore,
if developed with the aim of ensuring lifelong health, nutritional interventions in schools could play a decisive role and
contribute to the reversal of the alarming prevalence of overweight and obesity in children and consequently reduce
the development of possible future cardiometabolic diseases. Furthermore, these interventions represent a valuable
public health tool that can improve the psychosocial factors associated with children’s knowledge and attitudes to food
and nutrition, particularly in mountainous regions that present sometimes challenging demographic and territorial
extension characteristics. The effectiveness of such interventions should be monitored over time, as they are influenced
by numerous variables, including the specific context, the target population and the many professionals involved.
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