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Abstract

At present, health education supposes and imposes general acceptability, mutual respect,
information, means for understanding of different sanogenic habits, cooperation, constituting a human right,
but also an obligation for the society, embodied in an integrated curriculum, covered in practice at all school
levels. In fact, the curriculum for Health Education should aim at educating the school population for a
healthy lifestyle, facilitating the access to relevant and accurate information, performing an indirect adult
education and leading to a reduction in the number of illnesses and health-related behaviors. Practically,
health education plays three major roles: (a) preventive - its specific themes contain issues related to the
education of population, concerning the prevention of illnesses; (b) constructive - in order to achieve the
public adhesion in the favor of health; (c) curative - with the view to educate and persuade the patients to
follow correctly the medical prescriptions. In formal and non-formal scholar activities, nutrition education
- as health education branch - is based on educational messages, relevant images and videos, practical
demonstrations, meetings with experts or case-studies. This paper underlines on the feedback expressed by
108 university students - future specialists in food engineering and related fields - concerning the
importance of health /nutrition education for human wellbeing. The questioned students answered to several
points that tested their knowledge regarding health / nutrition education. The research was made in the
frame of the Erasmus+ project entitled “Raising the Awareness of the Triad Nutrition - Health - Food Safety
in School Education”.
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1. Introduction

Education is strongly connected to health and to determinants of health - health behaviors, risky
contexts and preventative service use -, being a crucial mechanism for enhancing the health and well-being
of individuals (Feinstein, Sabates, Anderson, Sorhaindo, & Hammond, 2006). With this consideration,
Health Education becomes an important component of lifelong learning, seeking to optimize the health
status and to prevent or reduce the diseases at individual and community level, by influencing knowledge,
opinions, attitudes, and behavior of those who are in key-positions and considered as models - policy
makers, local authorities, healthcare professionals -, and the community as a whole. Practically, Health
Education can be easily considered like a dynamic system that includes the forming of a consciousness of
health, the measure in which the teaching and learning process is oriented on its promoting, and the active
participation of stakeholders and community to make known of its great importance. Without doubts, it
represents a part of the cultural life of each country and hardly can be delimited by the social level with
which it is closely dependent (Ciobanu, 1995). On the other hand, the roles assumed by Health Education
are coming in-line with the actual health status and behaviors of 21st century people: preventive,
constructive and curative.

The preventive role addresses the actions that aim to diminish the risk factors associated to various
diseases. Here, the education of a massive amount of population concerning the prevention of illnesses is
crucial, being subordinated in Romania to several strategies for health promotion and health education
derived from specific studies on population health (Neculau & Rogozea, 2014). However, such approaches
are subjects to several criticisms: the prevention aims at combating risk factors, being dominated in terms
of coordination and decision-making by experts or specialists, while the beneficiaries or the population are
not stimulated to participate actively, neglecting so the positive health dimension. But considering this
preventive role, the school can contribute in an important way to the education of young students, by
summarizing and valorizing the philosophy of healthcare expressed in an old Latin syntagma: “mens sana
in corpore sano” (Marinescu, 2015).

As constructive role, Health Education must have as much population as possible near its principles
and actions, sustaining a good quality of life and a proper status of well-being, and providing protection
against unhealthy behaviors. Those attributes which are strongly related to a healthy lifestyle, contribute to
empowering individuals and the community to make a better account of their own health. This can be a
tangible approach, even there are recorded in Romania, rural-urban differences in access to health care,
seen as a major problem, requesting so measures that must been implemented in order to improve the
citizens’ access to care (Vladescu, Scintee, Olsavszky, Hernandez-Quevedo, & Sagan, 2016).

The curative role of Health Education addresses the patients and tries to educate them to be rigorous
with their medical prescriptions.

Taking into consideration its abovementioned roles, raising the awareness of citizens concerning the
importance of health education is essential: it reduces the need for health care, the associated costs of
dependence and human suffering. More, it helps to promote and sustain healthy lifestyles and positive

choices, but also to sustain human development and human relationships (Feinstein et al., 2006).
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2. Problem Statement

As an important branch of Health Education, and fully exploiting its prevention role, nutrition
education represents a component which has as central objective to provide relevant information in order
to make known correct dietary habits and food choices (Sachithananthan, Buzgeia, Awad, Omran, & Faraj,
2012). It is obvious that nutrition plays an essential role in maintaining lifelong health, an unbalanced diet
having an important role in the development of many diseases: obesity, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, dental disease, anorexia and bulimia. Unfortunately, the expectations seem to be tragic: in 2020,
the morbidity due to chronic food-borne illnesses will increase to 57% worldwide, with a mortality rate of
about 75% of all deaths (Constandache & Nenciu, 2013). By sure, those figures are not meant to let the
health decision makers very happy. But there are solutions: nutrition education can work on prevention,
especially by acting on the modifiable risk factors, mainly on the eating habits. The school, in formal and
non-formal educational settings, can easily motivate the students to have healthy eating habits and to
develop a balanced lifestyle, through prevention actions that help them to grow up correctly and naturally,
becoming aware in this sense of the pathological implications of food imbalances. Dietary changes have
major effects in the short term and lead to significant improvements in long-term health. As example, in
Romania, the consumption of fruits, vegetables, fish, milk and dairy products are lower than nutritional
recommendations, determining a lower contribution for some necessary nutrients (potassium, calcium,
vitamin D, polyunsaturated fatty acids), producing enough reasons to be concerned about the population
health status (Constandache & Nenciu, 2013). In this respect, schools represent the ideal setting for nutrition
education due to the fact that they reach most youth, and also the nutrition fits perfectly into several subject
areas, starting with general science, continuing to biology, health education and consumer science (Story,
Lytle, Birnbaum, & Perry, 2002). This means, by sure, good, well prepared and dedicated teachers, but also
investments in education, food policies and urban physical infrastructure (Willett et al., 2006).

3. Research Questions

It is obvious that the prevention of the 21st century diseases claims changes in the students’
behaviours related to their diet or consistent physical activity. But how much knowledge and skills have
our young students regarding health education / nutrition education? Are they aware of its importance? Do
they know enough on making healthful food choices, but also on developing lifelong healthy eating
patterns? Near those questions, practically the researchers tried also to ascertain whether the topics
proposed for the continuous professional training program dedicated for primary and secondary teachers
“Modern Approaches in Health Education” (Voicu, Gorghiu, Anghel, & Buruleanu, 2015) are helpful and

bring the necessary knowledge for teachers to design modern and interesting lessons for their students.

4. Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to try to make a capture of the current knowledge of the university
students related to the importance of nutrition education for human well-being, but also for their actual and
future life. The students’ answers - part of them being included in this study - can offer a real help for

designing a proper curriculum for nutrition education, or for the integration of its topics into adjacent subject
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areas or disciplines (science, health education, consumer science). More, considering the low number of
teacher training programs on health education, the students’ feedback, considerations and observations can
constitute an important starting point for drawing the necessary lines to prepare successful interventions in

classrooms.

5. Research Methods

Aiming to offer an image concerning the university students’ level of awareness of health education
/ nutrition education for the human wellbeing and for their personal lives, a research was conducted
involving university students (19-23 years old), from Valahia University Targoviste, Romania, enrolled in
specialisations which have as main directions food processing and related processes and products control.
The methodology proposed for the research relied on the administration and processing of a questionnaire
with ten items, each of them proposing possible answers, grouped according to a five-steps scale: “Not at
all”, “Very little”, “Moderate”, “Much”, “Very much”. 108 students expressed their opinions, participating
voluntarily to this research. All of them were informed on the research targets and received information

concerning the way in which the research has been projected.

6. Findings

Health Education has as an important objective the empowering of individuals and community
groups about their own health, becoming the responsibility of each individual. More, health promotion is
more relevant today than ever in addressing public health problems (Kumar & Preetha, 2012). Starting from
those statements, the questioned students were invited to expressed their knowledge, thoughts and feelings
in strong relation to health education in general, and nutrition education in particular.

Figure 01 illustrates the students’ answers related to the measure in which they are familiar with the
actual approaches to Health Education (types, goals, principles, requirements etc.). It is quite surprising that
almost half of the respondents considered their knowledge concerning such approaches as “moderate”. This
means that an important effort is necessary to be made by primary and secondary teachers to present modern
approaches - some of them being based on the main topics included in the training program “Modern
Approaches in Health Education” (Anghel, Gorghiu, Buruleanu, & Gorghiu, 2017), organized in the frame
of the ERASMUSH project entitled “EduForHealth - Let’s make it better! Raising the awareness of the triad
nutrition-health-food safety in school education” and coordinated by Valahia University Targoviste,
Romania: Nutrients and their role in a healthy diet, Chemical and biological risks in food consumption and
their prevention, Food labelling, Food hygiene -, mostly taking int account that health education represents

a continuing and defining aspect related to each student’s school career.
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Very little
16%

Figure 01. Students’ feedback concerning the measure in which they are familiar with the actual
approaches to Health Education

Figures 02 shows the students’ feedback concerning the measure in which they have knowledge
about specific health-promoting concepts and methods / strategies for prevention. Unfortunately, here is
also sad to notice that a quarter of them have very little knowledge and almost 40% classified their
knowledge as “moderate”. It is clear that considerable efforts must be done in this sense. Health Education
topics must be a constant presence in primary and secondary curriculum. It has a major role on building
students’ knowledge, skills and positive attitudes related to health, motivating them to maintain and

improve their health status, but also to prevent any illness or to reduce risky behaviours.

_ = Not at all
Very little 1%

25%

Figure 02. Students’ feedback concerning the measure in which they have knowledge about specific
health-promoting concepts and methods / strategies for prevention

Figure 03 express the students’ feedback who answered to the following question: “Do you think
that current approaches to healthy lifestyles and harmful health habits could be topics that can be addressed
in non-formal learning activities?”. More than 70% of the questioned students agreed that non-formal
activities represent a proper format for introducing health education topics, as an important part of lifelong
learning process. In those settings, specific health education issues could be addressed, with major
advantages of getting the students in contact with specialists or experts from the health area or medical
personnel, focusing on clearly aspects and strengthening the knowledge gained in formal educational
settings.
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Figure 03. Students’ feedback related to the possibility to address health education topics in non-formal
educational activities

Figure 04 shows the students’ answers concerning their knowledge related to the importance of a
healthy and well-balanced diet. Here it is good to find out that almost 65% of them are convinced that a
healthy and well-balanced nutrition diet should include a variety of different foods, bringing the necessary
nutrients needed by the human body. However, efforts in this direction must be made by teachers, in order
to explain to all students that eating daily a variety of foods from each of the five food groups (vegetables,
fruits, meats, grains, milk products) is essential for their health. Examples, demonstrations and case-studies
can supply theoretical information, in practical activities that can be organized in formal or non-formal

settings.

Not at all
1%

Figure 04. Students’ feedback concerning their knowledge related to the importance of a healthy and
well-balanced diet

Figure 05 illustrates the students’ responses to the question related to the constantly reading of food
or beverage nutrition labels. In fact, learning and knowing how to read and how to understand the food or
beverage nutrition labels can help any person to make healthier choices on what he/she is eating or drinking.
All the students agreed that it is the simplest and easiest mode to select foods with less saturated fat or salt,
limited amount of sugars, less calories or more fibres. Unfortunately, almost 40% of the questioned students
admitted that they constantly red the nutrition labels. In this respect, such topic has to be introduced for
presentation and discussion in primary education, adapting the information to the students’ capacities of

understanding.
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Moderate
33%

Very little
19%

Figure 05. Students’ feedback concerning their habits to constantly reading of food or beverage nutrition
labels

Other questions targeted to find the students’ position related to the consumption of junk food or
sweet carbonated beverages. A gratifying feedback was recording here - a big part of the questioned
students (three quarters of them) knew the problems that such foods or beverages can make to their heath.

However, they admitted that it is very hard to let those away, but they tried to limit the consumption.

7. Conclusion

It is obvious that all the citizens have to understand the importance of a healthy lifestyle and the
major role that healthy foods play for the health status. In this sense, Health Education in general, and
nutrition education in particular, should become a priority for the Romanian educational system. Several
steps have been already made: starting with 2004, an optional frame dedicated to Health Education is
available, covering both primary and secondary education. More, discussions are on the role to propose this
discipline as a compulsory one. By sure, eating in an adequate mode, properly and healthy, represents a
responsible act that have to be taught since the early childhood. Here, the school should contribute to the
development of personal health and to promote healthy behaviors but also to strengthen the position of the
students as active participants in health education. More and more students become aware of the great
importance played by the health education for their lives and for maintaining a constant healthy status.
Their teachers have major responsibilities in this respect. The approaches in the area of Health Education
must be made from the scientific, pedagogical and legislative point of views. The teachers can use and
harmonize relevant information adapted for each level of education, taking into account the students’ level,

their psychosomatic development and local peculiarities and necessities.
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