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Abstract
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Abstract: Background and objectives: Maintaining a balanced diet and regular exercise is especially
important for first graders. Poor nutrition compromises the quality of life, school attainment, and
growth and sets suboptimal dietary habits later in life. The aim of the present study is to assess
negative dietary practices among first graders in Bulgaria. Methods: A cross-sectional survey of a
nationally representative sample of 3051 7-year-old students was conducted in 2019. The research was
carried out in strict compliance with the protocol developed by the WHO (World Health Organization)
as part of the WHO European Childhood Obesity Surveillance Initiative (COSI). As part of the study,
a questionnaire was presented to the families of the first graders to assess the frequency of food
consumption by the children. Results: A quarter (25.3%) of the students did not consume breakfast
on a daily basis. The majority did not eat fresh fruits (62.9%) and vegetables every day, excluding
potatoes (66.3%). Furthermore, 18% of the children consumed dairy products less than once a week
or never. Additionally, 14.8% had fruit juice every day. One-fifth (19.7%) of the students drank soft
drinks most of the days or every day of the week (>4 days/week). Many children never consumed
or consumed less than once a week protein-rich foods like meat (8.9%), fish (62.3%), eggs (26.4%),
and legumes (25.9%). Most days or every day of the week (>4 days/week), a quarter (24.2%) of the
children had salty snacks like chips, and half of them (49.7%) had sweet snacks like candies and
cakes. Discussion: The results of the present study clearly demonstrate a suboptimal dietary model
for first graders in Bulgaria. Only one-third of the children consumed fresh fruits and vegetables
daily. The frequency of intake of soft drinks and salty and sweet snacks is too high. The frequency of
consumption of protein-rich foods like fish, eggs, and legumes is suboptimal. First graders should
become a special target group for policymakers in Bulgaria.
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