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Precept and Prac t i ce  

Much could be done to prevent n u t r i t i o n a l  d isease  i f  we could apply what 

i s  a l ready known. An e f fec t ive  means of closing the gap between what i s  

known and what is pract ised  i n  everyday l i f e  i s  education, i f  by t h a t  we 

mean providing t h e  d i f f e r e n t  members of t h e  community with the  necessary 

knowledge, and helping them to use t h a t  'knowledge. 

Professional  Education i n  Nutr i t ion  

A pre-requis i te  of successful  n u t r i t i o n  education i s  the re fo re  that a l l  

the  p o t e n t i a l  educators - doctors, nurses, teachers,  a g r i c u l t u r a l  and s o c i a l  

workers have sound up-to-date knowledge of the n u t r i t i o n a l  facts and the  

problems of n u t r i t i o n a l  o r i g i n  common Ln the countr ies  i n  which they work. 

Unfortunately, this is no t  always the  case. Most t r a i n i n g  i n  m d i c i n e  and 

n u t r i t i o n  is  modelled on systems which have developed i n  the  more highly 

induq ts ia l i eed  and wealthy countries,  where malnutr i t ion  has no t  been an 

important problem i n  recen t  years, and where i t  i s  therefore  not  regarded 

as an important sub jec t  i n  the curriculum. Also t h e  teaching of 

paed ia t r i c s  has only recen t ly  begun t o  be considered seriously,  and it i s  

i n  chi ldren t h a t  the most damaging e f f e c t s  of malnutr i t ion  a r e  t o  be found. 
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-dHO i s  conscious of t h i s  inadequacy and t r i e s  by various means 

usualZy- i n  cooperation with IAO, t o  r z i s e  t h e  s t a d a r d  of t echn ica l  

knowledge, a t  l e a s t  aTong those people who are  already working i n  areas  

where malnutr i t ion  i s  prevalent .  Ektensive t r a i n i n g  courses f o r  high-level 

medical, biochemical and a g r i c u l t u r a l  workers have been c a r r i e d  out, and 

conferences arranged where research workers from d i r f e r e n t  countries can 

discuss t h e i r  problem ard pool t h e i r  knowledge. The l a t t e r ,  a s  wel l  a s  

s t imulat ing am3 encouraging research developments, w i l l ,  it is hoped, 

u l t imate ly  a f f e c t  the t e a c h i a  of n u t r i t i o n  i n  medical schools and 

paed ia t r i c  d e p a r b e n t s .  Thoaght i s  d s o  being given t o  where and how one 

o r  more centres,  where courses i n t  r o p i c a l  p a e d i a t r i c s  could be given on t h e  

spot  b y p e d i a t r i c i a n s  f a m i l i a r  w i t h  the n u t r i t i o n a l  d isorders  of infancy and 

childhood, could be es tabl ished.  

I n  cooperation with UNESCO, WHO is considering ways and means of 

improving the preparat ion of t eachers  f o r  t h e i r  r o l e  ia h e a l t h  educators i n  

schools, and a use fu l  "Study Guide on Teacher Preparat ion f o r  Health 

Educationtf has been p r e ~ r e d  j o i n t l y  by the two Organizations. Both regard 

n u t r i t i o n  education a s  an  important md inseparable p a r t  of general  heal th  

education, e spec ia l ly  i n  schools serving the  r u r a l  areas  of coun t r i e s  where 

a s c i e n t i f i c  education is not y e t  widespread. This is contrary  to r e c e n t  

pract ice ,  f o r  i n  some countr ies  separa te  n u t r i t i o n  education p r o g r m e s  f o r  

school chi ldren have been i n i t i a t e d  - usua l ly  i n  conjunction with school 

feeding schemes o r  the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of UNICEF mi lk  to the  children.  

The Need f o r  Evaluation 

The temptation to meet the  urgent and obvious need f o r  b e t t e r  nu t r i -  

t i o n  i n  mny  p a r t s  of the  world by the r e l a t i v e l y  easy method of feeding 

and teaching the  e a s i l y  reached and control led  'Icaptivev groups of school 

chi ldren is understandable. Unfortunately, few attempts t o  evaluate the  



successf'ulmss of this or other nu t r i t ion  education p r o g r m e s  have so far 

been carr ied out and recorded. In one of the  few such appraisals,  the  

observer, an anthropologist of 10% experience, points out the l imited 

educational value of school gardens (intloduced t o  accustom the young t o  a 

more varied arad nutr i t ious  d i e t )  i n  areas where tne hones from which the 

children come do not rnve (1) the space required fo r  home gardens, (2) the  

means of o o n t m l l a -  the domestic animals which a3.1 too frequently wander 

a t  w i l l  i n  and around the houses and s t r ee t s ,  or ( 3 )  the  wherewithall 

required for  cooking, preserving and s tor ing the new foods, and (4) if the 

parents a r e  dot  a t  the sane time being taught how t o  make the bes t  use of 

the  foods grown. It is also slggested t h a t  school meals, or the provision 

of f r e e  .meals t o  children w i l l  be more valuable educationally i f  the parents 

are inv i ted  now and then t o  partake af t k ~  food the i r  children a re  learning 

to enjoy, or b e t t e r  still, can become a t  l e a s t  partly responsible f o r  the 

preparation and serving of the meals to the chi ldren (Kelly and Manganedo 

1956). Another comments: "Third and fourth grade students far the pas t  

7-10 years have been exposed t o  some 'vitamin education! i n  school. ... 
It is extremely doubtful, however, t h a t  the children of the v i l l age  play 

more than a negligible ro le  i n  transmitt ing such information t o  t h e i r  

mothers. In  the typical ly  hierarchically structured families of the 

vi l lage the babblings of children a re  not taken seriously by the parents. 

Although interviewed motners invariably say t h a t  vitamins 1 do good! ta 

children, the wr i te r  has found no evidence that knowledge of the term or  

vi l lage understandings of the concept have l e d  to changes in chi ld  fee* 

practices". (Wellin, 1953) 

The general consensus of opinion gathcred from the recorded ex- 

perience of others who have attempted to review a d  evaluate health and 

nu t r i t i on  improvermnt programmes i n  d i f fe ren t  par t s  of the world is 



described i n  the fourth report of the joint  FAO/WO Expert Committee on 

Nutrition, as  follows: 

' 1  It has been found tl-at people w i l l  change the i r  habits more 
readily i f  they can measure the benefits of an innovation f o r  
themselves, i f  t b  connection be%ween the actinn t o  be taken 
and the desired re su l t  is obvious, and i f  the r e s u l t  does not 
depend on too many extraneous factors.  

* It has a l so  been found t h a t  (1) people w i l l  follow a fellow 
mmberls success more readily than a demonstratian, however 

essive, mde by someone who does not belong t o  the community; 
(2 the younger members of the community are usually more ready "$ 
than the i r  elders in replace t radi t ion  by the prestige of the 
expert; and (3) decisions taken by a group of people a f t e r  
full discussion of the matter are more J.ikek t o  be persistently 
carr ied out t i a n  those reached a f t e r  individual instruction, o r  
a f t e r  talks and lectures to  groups. 

11 Until such time a s  rel iable  evaluakions of different  educational 
appmaches are more Fsidely available, it can be suggested tha t  
reUance should not be placed on didactic mthods unless the 
demand far knowledge and the in te res t  are shown t o b e  high, and 
t h a t  it is be t te r  to concentrate the educational effcirt on the 
receptive few - leaving the r e s t  to follow the i r  exampb - than 
to spend m h  time energy on persuading tb reluctant t o  
learn. 

Tha teaching methods selected may well. be baged on the Ghiixise 
aphorism: 

I f  I hear 'it I forget; 
If I see it I remember;, 
I f  I do it f know. ' n 

The Need for  Integration 

One of the unfortunate side-effects of professional training modelled 

on Western methods has been the unconscious acceptance of speda l i sa t ion  as 

necessary and n o m l .  To cope with the ever-increasing body of. knowledge 

a t  our ,disposal and the ever-increasing expectations of an informed public, 

alJ. aspects of professioml, technical, ard industr ial  l i f e  have becom so 

divided and specialized tha t  it i s  now d i f f i cu l t  to  imagine any other way 

of life. Nevertheless, in the f i e l d  of medicine and public health, a t  

least,  some of the ef fec ts  of th is  degree of spec ia l iza t ionare  beg-g 

to be recognized as deplorable, and a defini te  e f fo r t  i s  being made 

towards a re-integration of the component disciplines and services, more 

i n  keeping with the unity of the person or the community t o  be served. 



Nowhere is  this integrat ion more necessary than i n  the f i e M  bf 

nut r i t ion  and n u t r i t i o n  echcation, and its achievement requires e f f o r t  and 

irragination on the pa r t  of a l l  health workers, especiaUy those i n  rural .  

areas. We a r e . a l l  famil iar  with the v i l l age  school which, unlike its 

counterpart i n  the  c i ty ,  i s  s t i l l  usually a single undivided building, with 

the 'v i l l age  schoolmaster acting a s  a "general practitionerI1 of education. 

The public, heal th  worker responsible f o r  the nu t r i t ion  education of the 

mal communities is a l so  inevitably a llgeneral, practitionerI1, f o r  food, 

heal&, agr icu l tura l  and  soc ia l  pract ices  are  inextricably interwoven. 

There a re  large gaps i n  our present knowledge a b u t  such practices, 

and WHO recognizes t h a t  much more must be known i f  educational programmes 

a re  t o  be soundly based, and acceptable to the people. Various types of 

six* - dietary,  economic and sociological a r e  being carr ied out i n  

d i f fe ren t  parts of the world but t h i s  is  necessarily a slow process. Mean- 

while, much can be learned by health workers about l h e i r  own par t icu la r  

area i f  t k y  are  prepared to spend some time looking, l i s t en ing  and asking 

questions. In  -the WHO Monograph No. 29, "Infant Nutrition i n  the 

Subtropics and Tropics", the author suggests som of the f ac*s which an 

MCH worker should knaw before undertaking education about infarkt feeding 

i n  the  MCH centre. (Annex 2, page 194). 

Seminars on a local ,  country or in te rna t iona l  basis  a r e  being 

encouraged a s - a n  effect ive means of helping the people responsible fo r  

carrying out nutrition education t o  acquire, by tb exchange of t h e u  

experience and knowledge, new ins igh ts  i n  t h i s  aspect of the i r  work. 

Wherever possible these seminars tiy t o  c w e r  both the nu t r i t iona l  and the 

educational aspects of the problem, fo r  it is real lzed that maw doctors 

and nurses i n  hospital ,  MCH o r  general public health work, have U t t l e  

knowledge of hqw best ta m&e the i r  health teaching acceptable t o  the  

people they serve. The question of the development arid provision of 

sui table  educakional. a ids  fo r  use I n  nu t r i t i on  education i s  a l s o  a t  present 

being considered jo in t ly  by WHO, FA0 ard UNESCO and UNICEFe 



Riva3.s in the f i e l d  

The usefulness of such educational aids w i l l ,  however, depend on the 

atti tude, -ledge an3 skill af the user, fo r  the nutr i t ion ecbcator has 

t o  c o p t e  against a great marry long-established a d  respected educators who, 

i n  every ru ra l  c o m i t y ,  have been teaching food habits, agricultural 

practices and curative or preventive medicine for generations. Parents, 

religious leaders, teachers, midwives, in& genous medical practitioners, 

shopkeepers and the vendors of patent medicines or foods are  a l l  powerful 

educators. Dissatisfaction with the end resul ts  of such teaching i s  rarely 

ascribed to lack of knowledge, or to the wrong kind of knawledge on the part 

of these t radi t ional  teachers. In fact,  a whole para l le l  system of 

explanatrions for crop failures,  i l lness,  death, the value of certain foods 

and the unsuitaMlity of others exists a s  the (mirror inage1 of the theories 

mder ly iw the rules ard regulations fo r  everyday behaviour i n  most corn- 

munities. T h e  nutr i t ion educator therefore starts a t  a disadvantage in so 

f a r  as there is  f'requently no recognition of nutritional. 1 ignorance1 , little 

or no desire for new sc ient i f ic  knowledge and o w n  considerable scepticism 

about the educator(s just i f icat ion for lzis confidewoe in his  own ideas. 

Luckily, however, most people are born empiricists, and i f  they can see for  

themselves tha t  certain of th? leducatorfs ideas really work - produce b e t b r  

cnps ,  or healthier babies o r  freedom from some long fan3Uar plague such as 

f l i e s ,  " w a r m t t ,  or skin disease, they are prepared to givc the new ways a 

trial* 

Education by Action 

From the .above it i s  evident that the educator has to rely more on 

"educating by doin@' rather, than by talking, which is much more demanding 

qn his' s W ,  ingedtgr  ard time. Nor can he rely on producing an  effect- 

ive and wnvincbg demonstration entirely on h i s  own. 

Past experience has shown that successfil  demonstrations by e.g. 

agricultural extension workers are usually dismissed by tk v i l l age r  a s  

being due to am special s k i l l  o r  secret known -only to  the demanstrator. 



Similarly, various reasons can be found for  unfamiliar food or health 

practices not being "reallyw the cause of the demonstrated improvement in 

health or freedom from disease. So Prom the beginning it is usually 

necessazy t o  get  some of tk people to cooperate i n  any lldemonstration by 

doing". Women who have accompanied the i r  sick child into hospital  and 

actually helped fa feed and nurse i t  back to health real ly believe tht the 

protein-deficient child can with benefit  be given millr instead of the tra- 

d i t ional  purges a& watery gruels. D r  R.F.A. Dean, Director of the Infant 

Ndnutr i t ion Unit of the British Medical ,%search C~uncil ,  Uganda, gives 

evidence of tk value of this form o f  education - "Less serious cases 

(of kwashiorkor) axe e i ther  t reated a t  ihe c-c, o r  are taken t o  hospi tal  

where the chi ld can be given a correct d i e t  f o r  a week or two and the  mother 

can be instructed i n  the use of the supplements. The  children so treated 

are, of course, of grea t  propaganda value w b n  they return home. In the 

three uears, nearly UXK) different cNldren have attended the clinic,  and 

the b t a l s  of fortnightly attendances have r l sen  from 25 to nearly 250.n 

Describing t he  work a t  the c l in ic  he corrtinues, "Although the child may have 

been bmught f o r  tke treatment of an i l lness ,  the mother i s  never altowed to 

leave Nithout som mention of the child1s feeding. She is shown a chart on 

which tke chi ld 's  weight is compared with t h a t  of a well grown child of the 

sane age, and the possibi l i ty  of supplanentation i s  discussed. She is 

usually agreeable t o  any suggestion, chief ly because she knows already a 

number of her naighbours who are using the  aupplements, and because the 

supplements are made up of ingredients that she knows already. She is  

given a metal cup t h a t  measures a dayts ration, and a supply fo r  14 days. 

There i s  no other teaching: the BUCCeSS of the scheme is made t o  depend 

ent irely on the mothesfs sat isfact ion & the exarnple prwiAed by the chikl." 

Satisfaction of the mother! s " f e l t  need1? fo r  treatment .of some minor 

ailment er-es her continued iri terest  and attendance, and enables the 

more important supplementaw feeding - t o  be mntinued. U L t h a t e l y  the 

simple visual aid, the weight c M ,  provides proof of the value o f  the 
nutritional action and education. 



Need f o r  Coordination 

The actual appmaches used and act iv i t ies  undertaken will depend on the  

particular f ie ld  of work o f  the nutr i t ion ehcator .  It i s  economicaU3. 

impossible ard; i n  fact,  unncessary, +b have a highly trained nut r i t ion  

worker in ev'ery small community, But whether the  nutr i t ion educaaon is 

c d e d  out by the s taf f  of the MH centre or by the teacher i n  school, o r  

by the ag r i cu l twa l  soc ia l  br voluntary worker, o r  by each and a l l  i n  their 

different  settings, it is essent ia l  tnat the same basic f ac t s  a re  taught, 

that  the66 f ac t s  are sound, and that t h e  methods whereby they are adapted 

to exist ik corditions are..well within the resources of  the c o m i t y .  

Some xiems mst therefore. be established whereby the  person responsible for 

the nutr i t ion education carried out i n  a q  region can make regular contact 

with the educators i n  the f ield,  and, on a local level,  whereby the field 

uorkers can g e t  together to  coordinate their efforts and teaching. 

The Seminar might pmfi tab ly  discuss how best th i s  .can be achieved. 
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