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Abstract 

The paper investigated the role of balanced diet in enhancing academic 
performance of primary school pupils. 
The study reviewed relevant literature on problems of malnutrition among 
Nigerian children, physiological manifestation and consequences of 
malnutrition at an early age among primary school pupils as well as the 
need to step up nutritional education among parents and teachers. 
Recommendations are made on the dietary needs of primary school pupils. 

  
 

Primary school pupils (age 5 – 14 years) require energy giving foods to help 
them grow; many other nutrients are also required in addition to the carbohydrate and 
fat consumption. 

 
 In many societies, food is seen as a substance needed to fill the stomach. 
Parents have made their children to believe that having a protruding stomach means 
being fed well and as such have forced the children to prefer left over foods such as 
fufu, pounded yam (iyan) and soup, eaten with or without meat, fish, snail, edible 
mushroom and shrimps (Olanegan, 1999). This implied that most primary school 
children (age 5 – 14 years) ate more of carbohydrate foods and thus blood shortage is 
induced gradually. 
 
 The National Research Council (2007) and Myles (1993) stated that 
inadequate nutrition causes anemia, weakness of the body, blurred vision, fainting and 
dwindling academic performance. 
 
 The goal of nutrition education is to enlighten people on how to feed well so 
as to promote good health. It focuses on the relationship between healthy diet and 
good health. Nutrition education seeks to promote human health through the 
elimination of disease, disability and the reduction of mortality rate in children.  
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Nutrition education aims at promoting preventive health care approach which if 
adopted would help parents and government spend less on providing curative health 
care measures which include drugs, health facilities and equipments. 
 
 Ibrahim (2000) explained that malnutrition accounts for more than 50% of 
under-five infant mortality. He however insisted that malnutrition could be reduced 
greatly if various State committees on food and nutrition across the country are given 
support and that the preventive approach can reduce the mortality and morbidity rates 
among children and women of child bearing age. 
 
 Experts hold the opinion that no normal child can grow to become a healthy, 
strong and happy adult without the intake of dietary diversification (Akintade, 2012). 
The diversification of children’s diet include exclusive breast feeding for six months, 
complementary feeding 
 for 24 months and consumption of some food nutrients, for example, vitamin A, 
iodized salt and zinc supplementation. 
 
 These experts insist that these nutrients must be given to a child in the first 
1000 days including the period of its conception, this is because that period of a 
child’s life has been identified as the period during which the child is given the 
opportunity of whatever it would become later in life. 
 
Concept of Balanced Diet 
 Diet is the sum of food consumed by a person. It is also the usual food and 
drink of a person. A balanced diet according to Olowe (2001) is a meal or diet that 
contains adequate amounts of all the necessary nutrients required for healthy growth 
and activity. It also includes roughages. 
 
 A balanced diet is a diet which contains all the six classes of food in the right 
proportion (right quantity and right quality). The six classes of food are: 
a. Carbohydrates: such as rice, cassava, yam, maize, guinea corn. 

 
b. Fats and Oils (Lipids): fats are solid at room temperature while oils are liquid 

lipids at room temperature. Sources of fats and oils include palm oil, vegetable 
oil, groundnut, soya bean oil, butter, cheese, margarine, fish, etc. 
 

c. Proteins: they are divided into animal proteins and plant proteins. Animal 
proteins are called first class proteins which contain most of the essential amino 
acids. Examples of food rich in animal proteins include meat, egg, milk, fish, 
chicken, snail, and crayfish. 
 

Plant proteins are called second class proteins such as beans (Cowpea), 
soyabeans, groundnut, pigeon pea, bambara nut (Okpa), etc. 
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d. Mineral Salts: most minerals are usually present in minute quantities in the food 
we eat except for sodium chloride (table or common salt) and some medicines 
containing iron tablets taken directly by man. Examples of minerals include 
phosphorus, calcium, magnesium, sodium, sulphur, iodine, fluorine, zinc, 
manganese, etc. Various minerals are obtained from different sources such as 
milk, fish, cheese, egg, wheat, fresh fruits, fresh green vegetables, liver, kidneys, 
sea foods, etc. 
 

e. Vitamins: they are food materials required by man in small quantities for normal 
growth and healthy development. Lack or inadequate vitamins lead to nutrition 
deficiency in man.  
 
The two main classes of vitamins are: 
 

a. Water soluble vitamins: they are vitamins which are soluble only in water, for 
example Vitamin B- complex and Vitamin C. Vitamin B- complex include 
B1(Thiamine), B2 (Riboflavin), B3 (Niacin), B5 (Panthothenic acid), B6 
(Pyridoxin), B12 (Cyano-cobalamine), Folic acid, etc. 
 

b. Fat soluble vitamins are soluble only in fats. For example vitamins A, D, E and K. 
Sources of vitamins include eggs, liver fish, milk, palm oil, fresh green 

vegetables, yeast, unpolished rice, beans, palm wine, soya beans, cabbage, 
spinach, fresh fruits, butter, etc. Vitamin D is formed in the skin by mild sunlight. 

 
f. Water: pure or clean water is very important in our diet; it is used in all life 

processes and helps to maintain human life. About 60 – 70% of the human body 
and over 90% of blood plasma is made up of water. 
 

g. Roughages: roughages are made up of ingestible fibrous materials obtained from 
vegetables, fruits, proteins and carbohydrates. Roughages do not supply much 
nourishment to the body but help to stimulate the muscles of the intestine, cause 
bowel movement and aid easy defecation. Eating diets which lack roughages can 
case constipation and diverticulosis. 

 
Importance of Nutrients 
 The classes of food mentioned are very important to man, especially school 
age children. For example, carbohydrates give energy needed by children for their 
daily activities. It is also oxidized to provide heat which is used in maintaining body 
temperature; they are also used to build some body parts e.g. mucus. 
 Proteins are needed for growth of young children and for repairs of damaged 
or worn-out tissues; they are also used to produce enzymes and hormones. Proteins 
also help in antibodies formation and aid reproduction. 
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 Vitamins and mineral help in body building, healing of wounds, proper 
functioning of vital body organs such as eye, heart, skin, nervous system, formation 
of red blood cells, promotion of fertility, aid blood clotting, aid strong bone and teeth 
formation. 
 
 Vitamins and minerals are required to give the body immunity through 
disease resistance and thus total health for the individual. 
 Water helps in digestion of food; it helps to maintain body temperature and is 
necessary for metabolic activities in the body. 
 
 Fats and oils give more energy to the body than carbohydrates and they also 
supply essential fatty acids to the body and provide fat-soluble vitamins while 
maintaining body temperature. 
 
Importance of Balanced Diet 
 The average Nigerian convinces balanced diet to be consumption of palatable 
food which builds the body irrespective of the nutrients contained in them. 
 Children should be given food that contains nutrients that build the body, 
which makes the tissues grow well. These nutrients include either 1st class protein, but 
where 1st class protein is not available, then 2nd class proteins should be eaten with 
vitamins. 
 
 Owojaiye (2012) stated that vitamins are essential for the youths (children, 
age 5 – 21 years) so that diseases like rickets, scurvy, anemia, unhealing wounds, 
beriberi and constipation can be prevented. 
 Akintade (2012) opined that balanced diet promotes the production of 
champion athletes and brilliant and successful academics in schools. 
 
 A balanced or healthy diet helps to maintain or improve general health. It 
helps to lower health risks such as heart diseases, obesity, cancers, diabetes, 
kwashiorkor in children, 
 Thus, a balanced diet makes the children to be resistant to diseases and enjoy 
good health and be happy. It aids normal growth and development of the body. It 
provides the body with energy which is required for daily activities. 
 
 A balanced diet prevents malnutrition, deficiency diseases, gives required 
energy, promotes growth and increases body resistance to diseases. 
 
Why Malnutrition is a Problem 
 Nutritious foods are those food items which contain nutrients such as 
vitamins, proteins, carbohydrates, minerals, water and roughages that are needed to 
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sustain the body and healthy living. Malnutrition is the condition that results from 
eating unbalanced diets, in which certain nutrients are deficient. Health analysis 
experts say that malnutrition occurs, whenever a child is not getting enough food or 
eating unbalanced diets according to Obassa (2012). 
 
 The United Nations (2003) standing committee on nutrition holds the opinion 
that malnutrition is the largest contributor to non-communicable diseases in the world. 
These diseases are capable of affecting the brain, the health and even the respiratory 
system; they also cause gastrointestinal diseases which are very common. The 
physiological manifestation of malnutrition at an early age can induce or cause 
reduced physical and mental development during childhood. 
 
 Malnutrition in primary school pupils has a devastating effect on their general 
health and performance at school. For example, lack of inadequate protein in a child’s 
diet causes a condition called kwashiorkor which leads to retarded growth, weak 
muscles, swollen legs, distended stomach, loss of weight and change of hair from 
dark to brown or red colour; lack of vitamin C cases scurvy.  
 

An unbalanced meal which is deficient in some essential nutrients causes 
some health problems or diseases in children and makes them dull, unhappy, 
withdrawn, always sick and most times absent from school and this will affect their 
ability to learn or follow up lessons in school and thus their academic performance 
will be poor. 

 
Leading a consortium which carried out the follow-up to the 2008 lanset 

nutrition series, Prof. Robert Black states that if not properly addressed, malnutrition 
can haunt children for the rest of their lives as undernourished children are more 
susceptible to infectitious diseases and achieve less education and have lower 
cognitive abilities. This factor according to the expert, can in the long run, 
significantly impede a country’s economic growth. 

 
The consumption of healthy diet containing adequate quantities of the various 

nutrients can potentially reduce or lower the risk of chronic diseases in children. 
 

Need for Nutritional Education 
Some of the aims or purposes of providing nutritional education according to 

Onifade, Owojaiye & Ologun (2008), is to provide people in rural and urban areas 
with current and adequate information, skills and motivation to procure and consume 
the right diets. This is done by enlightening the people on how to improve the family 
food supplies and to utilize more efficiently the available foods and economic 
resources to provide nutritious or healthy diets and better care for the family. 
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For the richer sectors of the society who have much, nutrition education aims 
at helping them to proper food selection/consumption and leading better life styles. 

Another aim of nutrition education is to equip people with sufficient 
knowledge and skills which will enable them to grow, purchase, process and prepare 
a variety of foods for their family. 

This is done by providing people with correct information on the nutritional 
value of foods, quality of food and safe and hygienic methods of preparing these 
foods. 

 
Nutrition education is done to encourage people to participate actively and 

become aware of their nutritional problems, to reinforce specific nutrition related 
practices and make them change their behaviours which contribute to poor feeding 
habits. 
 
Conclusion 

It is widely accepted that a balanced or adequate diet is very important to 
health. The percentage composition of the food substances or nutrients in a balanced 
diet is as follows: 60% of carbohydrates, 15% of proteins, 15% of fats and oils, 10% 
of vitamins, minerals and water. This can be achieved by consumption of a wide 
variety of food items, vegetables and fruits as most of the traditional food items 
contain several of the nutrients in various quantities. It is advisable to vary the family 
meals at each meal time on a daily basis from each of the major classes of food. 

 
Research has shown that the most available and affordable foods are starchy 

foods which provides energy, but such foods when consumed in excess could cause 
kwashiorkor, marasmus, especially in children. There is also preference for some food 
which has a palatable or sweet taste but which is not nutritious, some parents prefer 
this type of food and encourage their children to eat them. 

 
In some localities, certain food items are forbidden or used for idol worship. 

In several homes, food storage, preparation, processing, and preservation are wrongly 
done, little attention is given to the preparation, storage, processing and preservation 
of food, leading to loss of nutrients which makes the diet unbalanced. 

 
Some parents/guardians believe that the best part of the food such as 

meat/fish should be reserved for the adults especially the parents (father and mother), 
this practice is not right, children need more protein to grow healthy, vegetables 
should not be overcooked or cooked for about 2 – 3mins to preserve the nutrients. 
They should not also be soaked in water to avoid losing the water soluble vitamins. 
Parents/guardians should endeavour to provide diets which are rich in proteins, fruits 
and vegetables for the young children to help them grow properly, prevent 
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malnutrition, boost their resistance to diseases which will make them live an active 
life and participate well in their academic or school works. 

 

A balanced diet aids in developing the brains capacity and cognitive response 
index of children, it also helps them to assimilate instructions fast. 

 
Recommendations 

There has been growing emphasis on the need for proper nutrition for 
children in view of the fact that stunting affects millions of pre-school children in 
developing countries since the issue of nutrition is a developmental matter, this paper 
would recommend the following: 
1. The Nigerian Government should extend nutrition education to different settings 

such as communities, markets, churches, mosques, hospitals, etc. 
2. More nutrition educators should be trained and sent to schools to carry out 

nutrition education of staff and students. 
3. People should avail themselves of the several nutrition education being done in 

different places and change from bad to good eating habits. 
4. More food demonstrates should be included in the training programmes and 

there should be an improvement in supervision of the nutrition programmers for 
effectiveness. 

5. More education should be done in the area of purchasing, storage, processing, 
preserving and preparation of food items in order not to lose the nutrients and 
consume contaminated food. 

6. Families should try to cultivate farms and vegetables gardens to enable them 
meet up with their food demands. 

7. People should keep the right size of family they can adequately maintain or cater 
for within the limits of their income to enable them consume nutritious diet. 

8. Water is the best source of liquid and as such, Government should provide clean 
potable water for all communities both in the rural and urban areas. 

9. Parents/guardians should endeavour to prepare healthy midday meals for their 
children to eat in school instead of giving them money. This will discourage 
them from buying junk foods which have little or no nutrients and encourage 
them to stay in classes. 

10. More women should be empowered to earn money and contribute to the upkeep 
of the home. 

11. Schools should monitor the food vendors to ensure that only balanced/healthy 
diets and drinks are sold to the pupils. 

12. Organizations, industries/companies should carry out regular nutrition education 
programmes in their work places to improve or change the eating habits of their 
workers and families. 
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