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Aim
To use the Medical Research Council’s framework for developing complex health interventions to design a school-based programme to promote healthier eating in school children, and evaluate its feasibility prior to a definitive trial.
Project Outline/Methodology
To facilitate programme development, we undertook a systematic literature review of interventions to improve primary school children’s eating habits; an analysis of key policy documents relating to children, food and health; interviews with 58 children aged 10-12 years, 17 parents and eight teachers; a photo-diary study with 66 children; and observations of school dining halls and food and health teaching. This information informed programme design which included six classroom based modules, a practical cooking session, a recipe book task and the distribution of school water bottles. One hundred and thirty-seven Primary 7 children in four schools participated in a feasiblity study to evaluate the programme (schools randomly allocated to intervention and control groups). Control schools continued their usual lessons. The programme was delivered across five months.  Changes in children’s eating habits were measured using a 24-hour dietary recall and a food frequency questionnaire before the intervention, at eight weeks and post-intervention.
Key Results
The literature review highlighted that most interventions in this area use individual-based approaches to inform their design. Few interventions use context-based approaches, and there is little guidance on how to apply context-based approaches to interventions. The policy document analysis identified key discourses surrounding food and children including discourses of choice, collaborative working, sustainability, legislation and monitoring, and national aspirations and investment. Interviews and observations suggested that eating habits were not in line with healthy eating recommendations, despite policy changes. High sugar snacks were eaten most days, with ‘treats’ an important part of children’s eating habits. Children were keen to share the different ways that they tried to eat more healthily, no matter how small. Teachers discussed the challenges of improving eating habits, particularly food brought from home, and achieving the food and health outcomes and experiences within the Curriculum for Excellence. The programme was, on the whole, implemented successfully within the two schools, but involving parents and implementing change beyond the school level was challenging. Practical cooking sessions and training were particularly valued. Class teachers, management and children were positive about their involvement. Children in the intervention group reported eating unhealthy snacks less frequently than control children post-intervention. Wider dietary changes were not detected in this small scale study. 
Conclusions
The study highlights a teacher-led, context-based food programme with P7 children is feasible, and schools are enthusiastic. Reducted frequency of unhealthy snacks was detected but programme design needs to be refined to impact more on diet.
What does this study add to the field?
This study successfully used a context-based approach and innovative research methods with children to design a school programme. The programme was sensitive to the education and health policy environment, and indicated challenges to dietary improvement within school settings.
Implications for Practice or Policy
The Scottish Government’s Better Eating, Better Learning policy document positions schools as a key setting to improve short and long term health outcomes. This study suggests that schools need greater support to achieve these policy aims.
Where to next?
This work is being developed through a 
5 year research fellowship. Research will 
focus on the contexts that influence 

children’s eating habits at multiple levels.
Further details from:  stephanie.chambers@glasgow.ac.uk
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