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Practicability of Implementing a Pilot 
School Based Obesity Prevention Program
Nahlaa Abdelwahab Khalifa, King Abdulaziz University, Saudi Arabia

ABSTRACT

Unhealthydietandlifestylebehavioursareknowntoincreasetheriskofobesityandcomorbidities.
Thisarticlepilotedthepracticabilityofaschool-basedpreventionprogramtocontrolweight
among schoolgirls. An eight-week comprehensive program was conducted on 66 adolescent
females.Foodhabitsandlifestylesurveywascompleted.Studenthealth,nutrition,andphysical
activityknowledgewasassessed.Physicaleducationwasapplied.Subjectiveassessmentoffood/
beveragesat the school’scanteenoccurredanda sampleofahealthycanteenwasprovided.
Results showedstudents’unhealthypatterns in foodhabitsand lifestyle.Significantchanges
werenoticedintheiroverallpositiveresponsestopre-andpost-questions(P-value=001).Nearly
70%offood/beverageitemswerecategorisedaslesshealthy.School-basedobesityprevention
programscouldsupportstudentsinimprovingtheireatingpatternsandweightstatus.Theprogram
couldbereplicatedtoimprovestudents’livesinotherlocations.Benefitscouldincludehealth
andeducationministries.
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INTROdUCTION

Itiswellfoundedthatriskfactorssuchasanunhealthydietandlifestylebehaviorsareknown
toincreasetheriskofobesityandrelateddiseases(Al-Hazzaa,Abahussain,Sobayel,Qahwaji&
Musaiger,2012).Mostofthesefactorsarerelatedtopoorknowledge,attitudes,andbehaviors;
thus,theactivemethodofpreventionisseenasthemostaffordableandsustainableactionto
dealwiththeriskofobesity(WHO,2006).Evidenceconfirmedthatpreventionprogramsthat
areschool-basedwithlimitedresourcescouldsupportstudentstoimprovetheireatingpatterns
andenhancetheirperformanceforphysicalactivity(PA),whichhelpsstudentsreachtheirideal
bodyweightandthuswillallowschoolstobecomeanintegralpartofthecompetitionagainst
obesityprevalence(Kohl&Cook,2013).

Thisstudyispartofaschool-basedprogramthatwasconductedtoaddressfactorsthatcould
impact theweight statusof intermediate schoolgirls at individual andenvironmental levels.The
presentedworkisapreventionprogramtargetingtheschool’sphysicalenvironmentinJeddahcity,
SaudiArabiatocontrolstudents’weightstatusthroughphysicaleducationandactivity.
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BACKGROUNd

Obesity is a major public health issue and its incidence has reached an epidemic level in both
developedanddevelopingcountries(Williams,Mesidor,Winters,Dubbert&Wyatt,2015).InGulf
countries,obesityhasarisenasever-growingchallengesleadingtodisturbinghealthproblems(Al
Nohair,2014;Shaikh,Sharaf,Shehzad,Shoukat,Naeem,AlHarbi,Almutairi,AlIlaj&Motairi,
2016).AmongchildrenandadolescentsintheGulfarea,obesityprevalencerangesfrom3%to18%
inyoungfemalesandfrom5%to14%inmales(Badran&Laher,2011).Concernandimportance
areraisedasforthewarningincreaseinweightpickupamongyouthfulSaudinationalsattributeto
poordietarypatternsandinactivelifestyleswithinrecentyears(Mabry,Koohsari,Bull,&Owen,
2016).WiththeobviousnutritionalalterationsandfasturbanizationinSaudiArabia,itwasestimated
that10.6%and26.6%ofadolescentsaged13–18yearsareobese,oroverweightrespectively(Must
&Anderson,2003).InSaudiArabia,ithasbeenfoundthatobesityprevalencebetweenadolescents
risesignificantlyfrom1988to2005(Peplow,Adams,&Young,2015).

AdolescentfemalesinSaudiArabiaadaptunhealthyeatingbehavioursandhabitsfordifferent
reasons, such as taste and convenience, where they consume fast foods, “at least once a week”
(ALFaris,Al-Tamimi,Al-Jobair,&Al-Shwaiyat,2015).Saudiadolescentsconsumelessmilk,skip
breakfast,sleepforlongperiodsoftimeduringvacations,anddonotexerciseregularly(Farghaly,
Ghazali,Al-Wabel,Sadek,&Abbag,2007;Al-Oboudi,2010).

Sedentaryactivitiessuchassittingdowntoeatingor talking to friendsatschoolbreaksare
prevalentamong41%ofSaudistudents(Aljaaly,2016).Apreviousnationalstudynotedthatthere
wasaninversecorrelationbetweenPhysicalActivity(PA)andbodymassindex(BMI)(El-Kholy
&Elsayed,2015).ThePAandphysicaleducation(PE)atgirls’schoolsarecommonlyruledoutof
publicschoolschedules,whileitisstillpermissibleforonetotwohoursweeklyinself-governing
schools.PEatgirls’publicschoolsisincludedinsomecoursesandnotinaseparatecurriculum
course(AlJaaly,2012).It isobviousthatearlyhealtheducationprogramsinadditiontohealthy
schoolenvironmentscanenhancestudentlearningandimproveoutcomes(Berry,2002)andhence,
itisrecommendedthattoachievethosegoals,anincreaseofattentiontothehumanitiesandsocial
sciencesinthecurriculumisneeded.

School health departments at girls’ public schools have previously supported and provided
somenutritionprogramssuchastheDates&Milkprogram(Yahya,Gordon,&Caine-Bish,2019).
However,noopportunitiesforPAandPEprogramswerepreviouslyprovidedbecausetheschools
wereinfluencedbynationalpolicies,whichusedtobantheseprogramsingirls’schools(Aljaaly,
2016).However,inJuly2017,thegovernmentintroducedareformthatworkedtowardsitsSaudi
visionfor2030,whichallowedgirlsatpublicschoolstoparticipateinPAintheacademicyears2017
and2018.Thereformitselfdidnotspecifywhatkindofactivitiesweretobeincluded,butstated
thatallactivitieswouldbeincompliancewithShariarulesincommitmenttomodestIslamicdress
duringexercise(Moukhallati,2017)andthus,establishingPEclassesacrossallgirls’publicschools
willbeabigchallengefortheSaudiMinistryofEducation(MoE).Someconductedprogramsfor
adolescentsconfirmedapositiveeffectonfoodpatterns,andagoodexampleofitisconductingfood
literacyprograms(Brooks&Begley,2014).

Whilemostschoolshavenonoperatedlargeareas(basedonnationalrules),providingschools
withsportsfacilitiesandpreparinglargeareasforoutdooractivitiestopracticePAforfemalechildren
andadolescentsisnowamust(Aljaaly,2012).InSaudigirls’schools,67%oftheaccessedmealand
snackoptionsarehighinsaturatedfat,salt,andsugar(HFSS)(Al-Jaaly,Khalifa,&Badreldin,2016).

Obesityincreaseislikelytocreateagreatpublichealthload(Monteiro,Conde,Lu&Popkin,
2004)asobesityinadolescentsandchildrenisintenselyrelatedtomanycomorbidities(Barlow,2007;
Must,Anderson,2003).Metabolicproblemsrelatedtochildhoodobesityraiseearlycardiovascular
diseaseandtype2-diabetesrisk(Nathan&Moran,2008).Moreover,adolescenceobesitywasshown
toassociatesignificantlywithincreasedriskofsevereadulthoodobesity(Suchindran,North,Popkin
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