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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This study explores the role of nutrition education in supporting the physical,
cognitive, and emotional development of children and adolescents in Latin
America. A structured bibliographic review was conducted using the Scopus
database, targeting peer-reviewed articles published between 2020 and 2025.
The search, based on the terms “nutrition” and “health,” initially yielded 961
articles. After applying inclusion criteria—focusing on educational rather than
clinical perspectives—and excluding non-scientific publications, 31 articles were
selected for content analysis. These included 14 mixed-methods studies, 10
quantitative, and 7 qualitative.

Five thematic categories emerged from the analysis: sociocultural context,
pedagogical approaches, educational content, intervention outcomes, and
methodological frameworks. The selected studies reflect diverse contexts,
particularly in Colombia, Chile, and Ecuador, often involving vulnerable
populations. Results show that nutrition education initiatives can positively
influence knowledge, attitudes, behaviors, and even physical and academic
outcomes when grounded in culturally relevant strategies and learner-centered
methods.

The methodological diversity among the studies highlights the value of combining
empirical measurement with qualitative insight to address the multidimensional
nature of nutrition and education. Ultimately, the study underscores the urgency
of integrating comprehensive nutrition education into early curricula,
particularly in socially disadvantaged settings. To promote lasting impact,
education policies must be rooted in human rights, food justice, and community
participation. Nutrition education, therefore, is not only a tool for promoting
well-being but also a pathway to empower future generations.

Keywords: nutrition education, food literacy, educational equity, sociocultural
context, Latin America, childhood development

Introduction

Nutrition plays a foundational role in the holistic development of children, influencing not only physical growth
but also cognitive performance and emotional well-being (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020). In
Ecuador, recent findings from the National Health and Nutrition Survey (Encuesta Nacional de Salud y
Nutricién, ENSANUT 2018) reveal an alarming nutritional scenario among school-aged children (Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica y Censos [INEC], 2019).

According to the data, 35.4% of Ecuadorian children aged 5 to 11 years are either overweight or obese, with
29.9% classified as overweight and 5.5% as obese (INEC, 2019). These figures reflect a critical public health
issue with far-reaching implications for both educational outcomes and national health expenditure (WHO,
2020).

The rising prevalence of childhood overweight and obesity is driven by interrelated factors, including increased
consumption of ultra-processed foods and sedentary behaviors (Popkin et al., 2020). Ecuador now faces a
double burden of malnutrition, where underweight and micronutrient deficiencies coexist with overnutrition
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in the form of obesity (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2022). This paradox underscores the urgent
need for school-based interventions that address the determinants of poor nutrition (FAO, 2018). Nutrition
education, when effectively implemented, is known to influence children’s knowledge, attitudes, and practices
around food (Contento, 2011).

However, in Ecuador, nutrition education remains inconsistently included in the curriculum, particularly in
public schools serving vulnerable populations (Ministerio de Salud Piblica del Ecuador [MSP], 2020). Without
structured, evidence-based instruction, students are less likely to develop the competencies needed to make
informed dietary choices (Perez-Rodrigo & Aranceta, 2001). Schools represent a strategic space to promote
healthy lifestyles and create environments supportive of good nutrition (Story et al., 2009). Yet, many schools
lack integrated policies that combine education with healthy food provision and active living strategies (FAO,
2022).

This article is grounded in a comprehensive literature review conducted between 2020 and 2025, aiming to
analyze the impact of nutrition education within school settings from both educational and sociocultural
perspectives. The selection of sources focused exclusively on peer-reviewed scientific articles indexed in the
Scopus database, with a particular emphasis on studies conducted in Latin America that approach nutrition
not only from a clinical standpoint but also by integrating pedagogical, contextual, and cultural dimensions.
This review sheds light on how nutrition education influences the physical, cognitive, and emotional
development of children and adolescents, as well as their capacity to make informed and sustainable dietary
choices.

The data examined reveal a growing concern over issues related to childhood overweight and obesity—
conditions that coexist with undernutrition in many countries across the region, including Ecuador (INEC,
2019; FAO, 2022). This double burden of malnutrition is shaped by a constellation of interrelated factors, such
as unequal access to healthy food, family eating practices, educational attainment, and school policies. When
thoughtfully designed and implemented from early childhood, nutrition education emerges as a vital strategy
to confront these challenges (Contento, 2011; FAO, 2018).

Drawing on the analysis of 31 selected scientific articles, this study identifies five recurring thematic categories:
sociocultural context, educational approaches to nutrition, the content covered in interventions, reported
outcomes, and the methodological frameworks applied. Together, these dimensions offer a comprehensive
understanding of the school environment as a strategic space for promoting healthy eating habits and
advancing health equity. Beyond the mere transmission of knowledge, the findings point to the importance of
fostering competencies, attitudes, and supportive environments that enhance the overall nutritional well-being
of students.

What is Health Education? A Theoretical and Conceptual Definition

Health education is a structured process designed to inform, motivate, and support individuals and
communities in adopting and maintaining behaviors that promote health, well-being, and longevity. It is both
a field of study and a professional practice that intersects public health, education, psychology, sociology, and
communication. Fundamentally, health education aims not only to disseminate information but also to develop
competencies, attitudes, and environments that promote autonomy in health-related decision-making.

One of the foundational definitions of health education was proposed by Green and Kreuter (1991), who
described it as "any combination of learning experiences designed to facilitate voluntary actions conducive to
health" . This definition emphasizes the educational nature of the process and the voluntary participation of
individuals, highlighting the importance of autonomy and informed choice. According to these authors, health
education is not simply about persuasion or behavior control but about enabling informed and conscious
decision-making based on evidence and critical reflection.

The World Health Organization (WHO, 1986, s/p) adds a broader perspective, defining health education as
"any combination of learning experiences designed to help individuals and communities improve their health,
by increasing their knowledge or influencing their attitudes". This institutional definition underscores the
theoretical grounding of health education interventions and the importance of skill acquisition, not merely the
transmission of knowledge.

Nutbeam (2000), a leading scholar in health promotion and health literacy, extends the concept by linking
health education with empowerment. He defines health education as a process that supports individuals in
developing "health literacy," which he describes in three dimensions: functional, interactive, and critical.
According to Nutbeam, true health education should not be limited to the passive reception of information but
should involve active engagement with content and systems, enabling individuals to critically assess, adapt,
and respond to health challenges in diverse contexts.

In a similar vein, Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory contributes significantly to the understanding of health
education by emphasizing the development of self-efficacy—defined as “people’s beliefs about their capabilities
to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect their lives” (Bandura,
1986, p. 391). In this context, health education should foster environments in which individuals feel confident
in their ability to change behaviors, overcome psychosocial barriers, and actively participate in their health
journey. Observation, modeling, and reinforcement remain key mechanisms in this learning process.
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Health education also draws from ecological models that locate health behaviors within broader social and
environmental frameworks. Among these, the precede-proceed model developed by Green and Kreuter
provides a comprehensive structure for assessing health needs and designing, implementing, and evaluating
health promotion programs (Rural Health Information Hub, 2023). This perspective insists that health
education should move beyond classroom-based instruction or individual counseling to encompass community
engagement, policy advocacy, and environmental transformation.

Across all these theoretical approaches, a shared understanding is that health education is not a neutral or
value-free endeavor. It inherently involves ethical decision-making, cultural sensitivity, and a recognition of
power dynamics. As noted in recent literature, “cultural competence in education has emerged as a critical area
of focus in contemporary educational discourse, aiming to create inclusive learning environments that
celebrate diversity and promote equitable opportunities for all learners” (Abimbola, C., Nneamaka, O., &
Sulaimon, I. 2024, p. 37).In summary, health education can be defined as a theory-driven, learner-centered,
and empowerment-oriented process that enables individuals and communities to manage and improve their
health through informed decision-making, skills development, and active social participation. A recent review
of student-centered learning frameworks highlights that autonomy, also empowerment, collaboration, and
finally engagement are essential characteristics of transformative educational practices (Weimer, 2013). As
such, health education continues to evolve, drawing on interdisciplinary insights to address the complex and
ever-changing health needs of global populations.

I. Methodology

This study employs a bibliographic review as its methodological foundation, focusing on literature published
over the past five years (2020—2025) in Latin America. The search was conducted using the keywords
“nutrition” and “health” within the Scopus database. Only peer-reviewed scientific articles were included;
doctoral dissertations, research reports, and conference proceedings were excluded from the selection. The
initial search yielded a total of 961 articles. In a second stage, this database was carefully refined by excluding
all studies that did not explicitly approach nutrition from an educational perspective. Articles that addressed
nutrition solely from a clinical or biomedical standpoint were also removed. As a result of this selection process,
31 articles were retained for in-depth analysis: 14 used mixed methods, 10 followed quantitative designs, and 7
were qualitative studies.

A content analysis of these 31 articles was then conducted to identify recurring conceptual trends and
methodological patterns. From this process, five major analytical categories emerged:

1. Sociocultural Context

This category involves the characterization of study participants based on the geographical location of the
research, their specific socioeconomic conditions, and the contextual factors that influence food practices
within those environments.

2. Educational Approach to Nutrition

A range of educational interventions was identified, including workshops, lectures, courses, and pedagogical
activities. The type of intervention was often shaped by the educational level targeted (early childhood,
adolescence, or university), as well as by the involvement of professionals such as educators, nurses, and
physicians.

3. Content of Nutrition Education

The studies addressed a variety of topics including healthy eating, malnutrition, breastfeeding, and dietary
habits. These were linked to specific learning objectives such as habit formation, disease prevention, and
developmental improvement, and supported by diverse educational materials and didactic resources.

4. Intervention Outcomes

Each article compared expected versus actual outcomes, identifying improvements in knowledge, attitudes, or
health indicators. The evaluation criteria included metrics such as body weight, height, school attendance, and
comprehension of educational content, alongside assessments of learning and behavioral change.

5. Methodological Approach

The studies were also examined for their methodological orientation—whether quantitative, qualitative, or
mixed—and for their research design (e.g., experimental, descriptive, correlational, longitudinal). Data
collection techniques included surveys, interviews, direct observations, and questionnaires.

I1. Results

CATEGORY 1: Sociocultural Context

The articles that approach nutrition from an educational perspective highlight a diversity of sociocultural
contexts, allowing for a deeper understanding of the conditions in which interventions are developed.
Geographically, most of the studies are located in countries such as Colombia, Chile, and Ecuador. For instance,
in Colombia, an educational project was implemented to foster healthy habits in school settings; in Chile, a
nutrition program was evaluated in relation to school enrollment; and in Ecuador, research was carried out in
both rural areas of Riobamba and in communities promoting healthy behaviors among adolescents.
Additionally, one study was conducted at the university level in the United States, while another did not specify
a clear geographic location.

Regarding socioeconomic characteristics, several studies emphasize that participants come from vulnerable
sectors with limited economic resources. The impact of poverty on food access is particularly evident in rural
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settings, where families face challenges in maintaining a nutritious diet. These conditions directly affect both
the outcomes of educational programs and the adherence to nutritional recommendations.

Multiple contextual factors also influence eating habits, such as inflation and rising food prices, limited access
to clean water, poor sanitation infrastructure, and a lack of educational and pedagogical resources. These are
identified as key determinants that impact children's and adolescents' nutrition and the effectiveness of the
educational strategies applied.

CATEGORY 2: Educational Approach to Nutrition

The reviewed articles reveal a wide range of pedagogical strategies related to nutrition education. For example,
interactive courses are designed for university students, particularly in medical programs, using active and
interdisciplinary methods to enhance learning about nutrition and planetary health. At the secondary level,
learning units and workshops are organized for both students and their families to promote healthy eating
habits through structured pedagogical resources. In early childhood education, a pedagogical plan was
implemented in rural areas of Riobamba aimed at improving children's nutritional health indicators through
active family participation. A nutrition program in Chile distributing milk to children aged 6 to 13 also showed
a significant impact on school enrollment, linking nutrition to educational continuity. In middle education,
nursing professionals lead initiatives to promote healthy eating habits among adolescents. In higher education,
virtual educational interventions are carried out using service-learning methodologies to build
interprofessional competencies in health-related fields.

As for educational levels, the articles address different stages of the education system. In early childhood,
efforts target young children in rural settings, underscoring the importance of early nutrition education. Middle
and secondary education focus on adolescents, a critical period for establishing lasting habits, and involve
families in learning processes. At the university level, particularly in health sciences programs such as
medicine, physiotherapy, and nutrition, academic programs integrate nutrition-related content into the
curriculum using active and collaborative approaches.

In terms of professional involvement, the reviewed articles show joint participation between educators and
health professionals. In schools, teachers implement pedagogical plans and teaching strategies to foster healthy
dietary behaviors. At the university level, faculty members from various disciplines design and teach courses
that take an integrated approach to nutrition education. Health professionals—including doctors, nurses, and
nutritionists—also play a vital role in leading educational projects that promote student well-being. This cross-
sectoral collaboration between education and health enhances the effectiveness of interventions and reinforces
the comprehensive focus of nutrition education.

CATEGORY 3: Content of Nutrition Education

The studies analyzed address a variety of topics in nutrition education. Healthy eating emerges as a central
theme, emphasizing balance, variety, and moderation, as well as individual factors that influence eating habits.
Barriers such as family routines, lack of time, or emotional states are identified as obstacles to adequate
nutrition. Malnutrition is also a key concern, linked to child development and national economies. Educational
strategies to address it include promoting food security and strengthening nutrition knowledge.

Breastfeeding is another important topic, with discussions focusing on its prevalence, the challenges of
maintaining it—particularly in food-insecure settings—and the use of technologies like artificial intelligence to
support breastfeeding education. Adolescent dietary habits are also explored, revealing inadequate behaviors
such as irregular meal schedules, consumption of non-nutritive foods, and limited knowledge about diet-
related diseases.

Learning objectives across these studies focus on enhancing competencies related to nutrition and health
knowledge, critical exploration of food systems, effective communication around nutrition issues, and practical
applications such as culinary medicine. All efforts aim to foster healthy eating habits and shift behaviors that
threaten students' holistic well-being.

Regarding materials and didactic resources, the articles highlight several innovative strategies. These include
food-based therapies with a compassionate and interactive approach, incorporating games, tailored activities,
and individualized plans to increase food acceptance. Interactive courses using active methods like debates,
group work, field visits, and practical food-related exercises are also employed. Some programs integrate
pedagogical tools such as family surveys and instructional guides to align nutrition education with students’
sociocultural contexts.

CATEGORY 4: Outcomes of the Intervention

Analysis of the outcomes of educational interventions in nutrition reveals positive effects at cognitive, physical,
and attitudinal levels. Several studies report significant shifts in students' and families’ attitudes toward food,
alongside increased knowledge and understanding of healthy practices. Some experiences highlight
improvements in perceptions of nutrition’s role in health, with participants expressing high satisfaction and
statistically significant shifts in their beliefs.

Notably, child school attendance increased in areas where complementary feeding programs were
implemented, pointing to a strong connection between nutrition and educational continuity. Other
interventions show measurable physical improvements, such as weight gain to healthy levels in children
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following nutrition-focused pedagogical plans. In contrast, certain studies identified poor baseline knowledge
and inadequate dietary habits among adolescents, reinforcing the urgency of sustained educational actions for
that age group.

Some review-based studies emphasize the need to integrate nutrition education as a strategic response to
childhood malnutrition, even when lacking quantitative results due to their non-empirical nature. Taken
together, the analyzed research confirms that educational interventions in nutrition contribute meaningfully
to knowledge development, attitude transformation, and, in some cases, improvements in physical and
academic outcomes.

CATEGORY 5: Methodological Approach

Three main methodological approaches were identified in the reviewed articles: quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed-methods. Most studies adopted a mixed-methods design, combining both quantitative and qualitative
techniques to assess the impact of nutrition education initiatives. These studies used non-experimental and
cross-sectional designs and relied on evaluation tools such as questionnaires, interviews, and direct
observations.

Some articles employed quantitative approaches using descriptive, explanatory, and longitudinal designs.
Statistical tools like the Wilcoxon test and census data analysis were used to measure variables such as body
mass index and years of schooling, aiming to determine the relationship between educational interventions
and child development.

One qualitative study, based on a literature review, used document analysis of scientific literature and
institutional reports to understand malnutrition from an educational perspective without empirical data
collection.

Overall, the articles reflect a trend toward methodological plurality, allowing for both measurable impact
assessment and a deeper understanding of the educational processes underlying healthy nutrition habits. This
diversity enriches the analysis and strengthens the conclusions drawn in the field of nutrition education.

III. Discussion and Conclusions

The analysis of the 31 selected scientific articles presents a strong body of evidence supporting the need to
strengthen nutrition education as a key strategy for improving the holistic health of children, adolescents, and
young adults. The wide range of educational interventions analyzed aligns with an active, participatory, and
contextualized pedagogical approach, echoing Freire's (1970) assertion that “education must begin with the
reality of learners in order to be transformative” (p.42). The use of interactive courses, workshops, pedagogical
plans, and interdisciplinary strategies not only reflects a commitment to nutrition education but also represents
a push for educational equity by adapting methodologies to developmental stages and sociocultural realities.
Nutrition, as a multidimensional phenomenon, cannot be addressed solely from a biological or health-based
standpoint. It requires a critical and educational lens that brings to light its connections with environment,
cultural practices, economics, and social justice. In this regard, the topics covered by the reviewed studies—
from healthy eating and breastfeeding to malnutrition and global food systems—align with the concept of food
literacy proposed by Vidgen and Gallegos (2014), who define it as "the capacity to plan, manage, select, prepare,
and eat foods to meet needs and determine a diet." This form of literacy necessitates intentional educational
processes, such as those evidenced in the studies, which promote not only knowledge acquisition but also
critical reflection on everyday food practices.

As for the impact of educational interventions, improvements were observed in both knowledge acquisition
and physical and attitudinal indicators. These findings are consistent with those of Pérez-Rodrigo and Aranceta
(2003), who emphasize that systematic and participatory nutrition education programs can generate
sustainable behavioral changes in students, especially when family and community members are included as
key actors in the process. However, several studies report low baseline knowledge levels, reinforcing the
importance of integrating nutrition education into early school curricula, as recommended by FAO (2015).
From a methodological perspective, the prevalence of mixed-methods approaches in the reviewed studies
reflects the complexity of addressing food and education phenomena. These require both measurable data on
effects and qualitative insight into underlying processes. As noted by Creswell and Plano Clark (2017), mixed
methods research is particularly valuable in complex social investigations. Still, the limited presence of purely
qualitative studies may restrict a deeper exploration of participants' perceptions and lived experiences.
Finally, the sociocultural context emerges as a transversal category that significantly influences the
effectiveness of interventions. Geographic location, socioeconomic conditions, and contextual factors—such as
access to basic services, inflation, or food culture—determine both the nutritional challenges and the feasibility
of educational transformation. As the WHO (2020) warns, “social inequalities affect the quality of diets and
access to healthy food, perpetuating cycles of malnutrition.” Therefore, educational strategies cannot be
homogeneous or disconnected from local realities. Instead, they must be adapted to specific contexts and
guided by the principle of food justice.

In conclusion, the analyzed studies reflect significant progress in the articulation between education and
nutrition. Nonetheless, they also reveal methodological and structural challenges that must be addressed to
ensure sustainable impact. Greater investment is needed in educational programs grounded in human rights,
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intercultural perspectives, and community participation—programs that not only teach students how to eat but
also how to think critically about food, the body, and well-being.
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