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ABSTRACT
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Schooling age is the critical period for children that requires a nutrient-dense diet. At this age, the physiological demand for nutrients is relatively
high for energy needs. Healthy school meal programs in place from early childhood and/or adolescence are instrumental to preventing or
reversing the adverse health effects of malnourishment (over and undernutrition). Parental knowledge of nutrition and respective practices
could positively affect the future development of children. Georgia, as a middle-income country, faces challenges of malnutrition among children
as well as a lack of resources (professional and financial) to introduce healthy school meal programs. Therefore, empowering parents by
providing them with relevant nutritional knowledge and practical recommendations is critical for the benefit of future generations.
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INTRODUCTION
chooling age is a critical time for children who require
a nutrient-dense diet because, during this period, the
physiological demand for nutrients is relatively high
for energy needs. Adequate nutrition at an early age
provides nourishment for sufficient energy and nutrients,
such as good quality protein with an appropriate balance of
essential amino acids, vitamins, and minerals. Poor diet and
malnutrition have well-documented devastating effects on
children's health, school performance, and ability to learn,
thus damaging their future productivity and earning
potential.'® Over the last decades, addressing malnutrition
has become a priority for donors and national governments.
As a result, there has been an annual decline of 2.1% in
stunting among children less than five years old globally.
Similarly, there has been a 36% decrease in the global
incidence of underweight while wasting has decreased by
11% from 58 million in 1990 to 52 million in 2011.* Despite
these positive developments, the most worrying statistics
show that globally, nearly 200 million children go to bed
hungry daily. In addition, poor nutrition causes nearly half
(45%) of deaths (3.1 million) in children under five each
year.’ In some counties, where early childhood interventions
are limited, family-based nutritional interventions (e.g.,
tailored nutritional education for parent/s) have offered the
opportunity to address malnutrition at the childhood level
and contributed to catch-up growth.® Healthy eating in early
childhood is associated with optimal growth and physical
and cognitive development.”® Raising nutritional awareness
among parents could potentially decrease the prevalence of
non-communicable diseases such as dental caries, obesity,

and type 2 diabetes mellitus.® Because of this public health
issue, different types of school-based interventions have
been introduced to solve the problem of malnutrition
(obesity and undernutrition). However, children spend only
half of the day in class and only nine months during a year at
school. Therefore, to ensure sustainable change, it is
essential to engage the family in developing the healthy
eating intervention programme.’

REVIEW

Children are the most vulnerable part of the population.
According to a 2018 study in Georgia,'° schoolchildren face
serious malnutrition problems, with 35% of grade 4 feeling
hungry at school. This situation would impact pupils'
academic performance, cognition, and achievement.'>!! In
the case of Finland, it was reported that a healthy diet (rich
in vegetables, fruit, berries, whole grain, fish, and
unsaturated fats, and low in sugary products) is associated
with better reading skills during the first three years at
school.*? In parallel, the relatively high cost of food on the
world market contributed to the increased availability of
cheap, energy-dense, low-micronutrient foods that are
attractive to children to be well-fed (empty calories) but
would experience a lack of essential micronutrients for
optimal growth. This is known as the trickle-down effect - an
increasing prevalence of childhood obesity among the
undernourished children.**3-'® As a result, the occurrence of
overweight and obesity in Georgia is relatively high among
7-year school children nationwide (22% among girls and 26%
among boys). It has to be noted that in the case of Georgia,
the coexistence of obesity and undernutrition in the same
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population presents a typical situation of double burden of
disease. Therefore, developing a well-tuned intervention
program with relevant policy to deal with this complex
situation with limited financial resources is challenging for
policymakers.

Hence, developing a family-based healthy eating
intervention program is essential to alleviate the impact of
malnutrition among school-age children living in Georgia.
Regrettably, no comprehensive professional educational
programs exist on Nutritional science in the Georgian
language. Therefore, there needs to be more qualified
nutritionists and, as a result, more professional expertise
related to diet and lifestyle. Additionally, because nutritional
science is a relatively new subject, medical doctors mainly
cover related issues, particularly endocrinologists. In most
cases, doctors and GPs need proper training and education
in this field because nutrition is separate from the
curriculum in the medical schools in Georgia. This gap in the
clinical nutrition sector is one side of the problem, but there
is also a need for more professional nutritionists in Georgia's
public health sector. In parallel, there is a severe demand for
public health nutritionists to design and implement essential
nutritional intervention programs for different population
target groups, especially children and adolescents.

Many studies explore the issue of the parent's nutritional
education and its influence on children's attitudes toward
healthy eating and healthy lifestyle.’”® Unfortunately,
similar research was never carried out in Georgia, and
therefore, it is essential to learn about the best international
practices and use them later to examine the Georgian case.

Currently, many researchers focus their studies on the
interventions and prevention of health-related issues due to
the increased level of obesity in children at the global level .*®
These studies demonstrated that the level of the parent's
knowledge is associated with positive developments,
especially regarding a healthier lifestyle and diet.?%%

Nevertheless, few studies analyze the relationship
between nutritional knowledge, parents' confidence, and
children's health.?®?” The parent's influence is essential to
the successful intervention strategy and could be considered
in the nutritional programs.”® Studies showed that the
parent could motivate the child to a healthier lifestyle.? The
confidence in the parent's nutritional knowledge also helps
them convert it into practice and concrete action. As a
result, parents' knowledge of the essentials of nutrition
could positively affect the future development of children.*®
For example, Finland successfully introduced an effective
nutrition program to fight the obesity problem in the
children population.’® The final experience is about
introducing educational school programs, which include
healthy meals for pupils and, at the same time, educating
children about nutrition. The students were involved in
preparing food and meals to understand the process better.
They also learn about essential nutrients, the importance of
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nutrition, and the importance of reducing food waste. At the
beginning of this program, the percentage of obesity in
children in Finland was 35%, while now it is reducing to 2%.®
Educational support could be considered as one of the
critical factors in decreasing the rate of obesity in children
and preventing chronic illnesses in adulthood.

Another interesting example is the program in
Bangladesh implemented by the Global Alliance for
Improved Nutrition to minimize malnutrition problems in
children.?! The program involved the mothers’ clubs created
to manage and monitor the interventions. The clubs aimed
to educate parents about nutrition, food preparation,
safety, and hygiene issues. The objective of the GAIN
program was to offer children proper nutritional meals with
essential calories, educate parents about nutrition, and
increase the enrollment of children in primary schools. Mid-
term assessment results of this program have demonstrated
that the enrollment rate of children at school increased by
more than 40% after implementing the GAIN programme.3!
Most of the research used a cross-sectional design and
randomized control trials.

CONCLUSION

Nutrition, health, education, food security, and poverty
eradication will continue to be the main priorities of the
Global agenda for sustainable development. The parents are
the critical role models and influencers for the children. The
influence includes diet, physical activity, and developing
healthy habits, behaviors, and attitudes. According to the
literature review, age represents a significant factor and is
increasingly associated with low parental impact. The
current literature review highlighted the importance of
nutritional education for a parent to ensure good nutrition
for their children. The Nutrition sector is new in Georgia, and
no single study explores parents' nutritional knowledge and
problems related to children's diet.

Similarly, the review focused on international practice,
which shows a clear gap in different countries between the
availability of nutritional guidelines and healthy lifestyle
information for children that meets the needs of parents. It
is recommended to work on developing public health
resources and design practical guidelines for parents to
promote healthy lifestyles among children, especially from
an early age. These findings are valuable for designing future
interventions to address the needs of parents, including
practical nutrition strategies considering local circumstances
and other requirements, including age groups and
characteristics, like cultural background.

Like many countries in similar economic situations,
Georgia currently faces a malnutrition problem among
children. In this context, the empowerment of parents by
giving them relevant nutrition guidelines and professional
practical recommendations for better diets for their children
starting from early childhood is critical. Essential nutrition
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education for parents could contribute to the significant and
long-lasting impact on various child development
determinants. It is, therefore, essential to develop simple
educational materials for parents in the Georgian language
in different formats (digital/online and hard copy) and
provide relevant assistance to put them into practice.
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