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A Study of Food Habits and some Growth Aspects
of Libyan Children

FARHAT SHAH' axp BASHIR EL WIFATI?

ABSTRACT

This study was conducted during May and June, 1980 to investigate the food habits
and some of the aspects of physical growth and socio-psychological development of
elementary school children in Libya. It was focused on the study of children’s daily
food intake, their body measurements, some neuromuscular functions, and their level
of aspiration and independence. The subjects for this study were 6-8-year-old children
selected from five schools in Tripoli, Libya. From the total number of 264 children,
171 were girls and 93 were boys.

For the collection of data regarding children’s physical growth, physical measure-
ments were taken and two tests for determining neuromuscular co-ordination were
given. For data concerning children’s socio-psychological development, interview
guide and projective tests were used.

The findings revealed that the body measurements indicated a good developmental
sequence as compared with the Harvard Standard (16). Mode of children’s food habits
indicated that lunch was the main meal of the day, breakfast and dinner were light
meals, but adequate. The daily dietary intake of children as compared to the rec-
ommended dietary allowance of U.S. National Research Council for this age group
was acceptable (2). In the projective tests for ascertaining socio—psychological develop-
ment, it became apparent that there is considerable achievement orientation in the
children. In the teacher’s rating for children’s leadership roles in class group activity, it
was evident that as a whole between one-quarter and one-third of children (girls as
well as boys) showed leadership qualities.

INTRODUCTION

The need and importance of research in the field of child development lies in the
fact that very little data is available on the growth and development of Libyan chil-
dren. This study was conducted during May and June, 1980. Its purpose was to
investigate the food habits and some of the aspects of physical growth and socio-
psychological development of elementary school children in Libya. It was focused on
the study of children’s daily food intake, their body measurements. neuromuscular
functions, and their level of aspiration and independence.

In the light of theoretical and empirical literature, it was observed that food habits
play a very important role in nutritional problems. The most important facet of
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inadequate dietary intake in human terms is modification of behaviour. It is clearly
evident that nutritional deficit during the vulnerable period effects the brain and
damages behavioural development, the result, presumably, of physical changes in the
brain (9). Research evidence also indicates that early independence training and
encouragement leads to the development of a high level of aspiration in children
(1.4,11,13,18) and further, that the aspiration or need-achievement is negatively related
to general rigidity and positively related to permissiveness in parental control
(8,14,17).

Cultures concerned with achievement are likely to stress independence training in
childhood, which in turn produces a higher level of achievement motive in members
of the culture, as reflected in their popular literature (5,11,12). The aspect of parents’
education is another factor that influences children’s level of aspiration (3,6,15). Re-
lationships have been found between achievement, motivation and accomplishments
(10,12).

This study should prove valuable both for educationists and for parents.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The universe for this study was five schools in Tripoli, Libya. The schools that were
selected were located in different sections of Tripoli, comprising high-income residen-
tial areas, upper-middle and middle-income residential areas and lower-middle income
residential areas. These schools draw students mostly from their respective residential
areas. It was an indirect measure to select a number of children belonging to different
social strata. The first and second class in all these shcools was selected, age range of
children being 6-8 years. From the total number of 264 children, 171 were girls and 93
were boys.

For the collection of data regarding the children’s physical growth, physical
measurements (weight, height, proportion of torso and legs and head size) were taken
then recorded and mean averages calculated. To determine the degree of ability and
control that they exercised over their neuromuscular co-ordination, two tests, skipping
and threading beads were given to each child. They were rated according to the points
and scores they achieved in the categories of good, average and below average.

For dietary intake, children (each child separately) were asked to recall both their
everyday food and food taken by them on the previous day. Information about each
child’s food consumption was recorded, and an approximate mode of intake of
nutrients was calculated from the total food intake.

From the collection of data concerning children’s socio-psychological development
a structured interview guide for children and a structured questionnaire for school
teachers was developed. Care was taken to include questions which tapped the key
information for ascertaining each child’s aspiration and independence levels. The
questions in the interview guide and questionnaire were so structured, that each
question was to be answered in terms of three response categories. Each child was
interviewed and his/her responses recorded. Questionnaires were given to the teachers
and they were asked to fill in one form for each student, giving her observation of each
child’s characteristics.

Besides this, projective tests were developed, two tests each for determining the level
of aspiration and independence, namely: building-bricks task (assembling and lego)
and story-completion task ; clay-modelling task and toy assembly task. These tests were
used to ascertain the children’s level of aspiration and independence in an indirect
way, by giving them an opportunity to project their ability and willingness to attempt
the difficult task in play. Each child was rated four times on four separate tasks to
bring about greater reliability of data.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
1. Physical development

On the basis of findings, it became apparent that the body measurements of chil-
dren indicated a good developmental sequence. Height, weight, head circumference
and other measurements were compared with the Harvard Standard and it was found
that the respondent’s (girls and boys) growth curves were almost similar to the
measurements given in the Harvard Standard (16). Male children in all three age
groups, 6, 7, and 8 years had slightly more height, weight and head circumference as
compared to the female children (Table 1).

Table 1 Children’s physical measurements (Mean Average)

Age Weight  Height  Length of Length of legs Head size
sex kg cm torso cm cm cm
6 years
Girls 2 110 40 52 51.5
Boys 225 119 42 55 53
7 years
Girls 225 117 404 57 52
Boys 24 126 43 62 535
8 years
Girls 25 120 4] 58 524
Boys 27 127 44 63 543

Average weight of girls and boys aged 6, 7, and 8 years were 22 kg, 22.5 kg, 22.5 kg,
24 kg, 25 kg, and 27 kg respectively.

The average height of girls and boys at the age of 6 years was [10cm and 119 cm
respectively. At 7 years 117 cm and 126 cm and at 8 years 120 cm and 127 cm respect-
ively. Length of legs of male and female children was more than the length of torso,
which indicates an adquate physical growth pattern of children.

2. Food habits

Mode of children’s food habits indicated that lunch was the main meal of the day,
breakfast and dinner were light meals but adequate. The daily dietary intake of chil-
dren as compared to the recommended dietary allowance of U.S. National Research
Council for this age group was acceptable. The intake of protein, calcium, iron,
vitamins A and B were satisfactory. But intake of vitamin C seemed lower and calori-
fic intake was slightly higher as compared to RDA (2).

3. Aspiration level

In the projective tests for ascertaining aspiration level of children, the results of the
lego-building task showed that less than half the girls as well as boys were rated as

Table 2 Mode of children’s dietary intake.

Breakfast Egg or cheese with a cup of milk or tea.
Midmorning snack Tuna or egg sandwich.
Lunch Salad. white bread: and koskosi or

Roshta or Bezzin: or Macaroni or rice
with a meat and vegetable dish.
Dinner Sandwich with milk or tea (light meal)
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Table 3 Children’s level of aspiration
A. Building-bricks task (Lego building)

6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Aspiration level E Yo E % F p A
High Girls 16 484 3 47.7 30 41.0
Boys 12 364 12 40.0 14 46.7
Average Girls 12 364 30 46.1 32 44.0
Boys 17 51.5 12 400 8 26.7
Below Girls 5 15.2 4 6.2 11 15.0
Average Boys 4 12.1 6 200 8 26.6
B. Story-completion task
6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Type of story F % F % F %
Depicting high aspiration Girls 6 182 12 18.5 14 19.2
Boys 10 303 9 30.0 15 50.0
Satisfaction of daily needs Girls 20 60.6 38 58.5 37 50.7
Boys 17 51.5 15 50.0 10 333
Element of fear Girls - 12.1 9 13.8 10 13.7
Boys 3 9.1 - 133 3 10.0
Little imagination Girls 3 9.1 6 9.2 12 16.4
Boys 3 9.1 2 6.7 2 6.7

having a high level of aspiration. In the 6-year-old age group the ratio was 48.4 to
36.4°%,: in the 7-year-old age group 47.7 to 40%,. and in the 8-year-old age group 417
to 46.7%, respectively.

In the story-completion task few girls in all three age groups 6, 7, and 8 years old
were rated as having high aspiration level 18.2, 18.5 and 19.2%, respectively. In com-
parison, more boys revealed a high level of aspiration, 30.0%, in the 6-year-old age
group, 30%, in the 7-year-old age group and 50%, in the 8-year-old age group (Table 3).

4. Independence level

In the projective tests for ascertaining children’s independence level, results of clay-
modelling task revealed that about one-third of the 6-year-old group were rated as
having a high level of independence, 33.3%, girls and 27.3%, boys. In the 7-year-old age
group a higher number of girls and boys had a high level of independence 60 to 36.7%,
respectively. In the 8-year-old age group the ratio was even higher 61.7 to 70%;
respectively, that means fairly large numbers of girls and boys had a high level of
independence.

In the toy-assembling task majority of children displayed a high level of indepen-
dence with the boys in the lead in all age groups. It is evident from the numbers:
6-year-old girls and boys 51.5 to 54.6%, in 7-year-old age group 64.6%, to 73.3%, and in
8-year-old age group 68.5% to 73.3% respectively were rated as having a high level of
independence (Table 4).

5. Academic achievement

The results of children’s responses in the interview showed that a large majority of
children indicated an aspiration for high academic achievement. In the 6-year-old age
group the number of girls and boys rated as having high aspiration was 81.8%, to
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Table 4 Children’s level of independence
A. Clay-modelling task

6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Independence level F o F 4 F e
High Girls 11 333 39 60.0 45 61.7
Boys 9 273 11 36.7 21 70.0
Average Girls 14 424 23 354 25 342
Boys 21 636 13 433 6 20.0
Below average Girls 8 243 3 46 3 4.1
Boys 3 91 6 20.0 3 100
B. Toy-assembling task
6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Independence level F % F 5% F %
High Girls 17 515 42 64.6 50 68.5
Boys 18 54.6 2 133 22 733
Average Girls 12 364 20 308 19 26.0
Boys 14 424 7 233 6 20.0
Below average Girls 4 12.1 3 46 4 55
Boys 1 8.0 1 33 2 6.7

63.6%, in the 7-year-old age group 86.2%, to 73.3%, and in the 8-year-old age group
78%, to 73.3%, respectively. The girls showing a slightly higher level of aspiration than
boys for academic achievement.

Compared to the children’s responses, the teachers’ rating for children’s actual
academic achievement showed that a lesser number of children in all age groups had a
high level of achievement (Table 5).

Table 5 Children’s aspirations for academic achievement.

A
6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Aspiration level F Y F % F %
High Girls 27 81.8 56 86.2 57 78.0
Boys 21 63.6 18 60.0 22 73.3
Average Girls 1 30 7 10.8 9 123
Boys 7 212 7 233 5 16.7
Low Girls 5 152 2 30 7 9.6
Boys 5 152 5 16.7 3 10.0

B. Teacher's rating for children’s academic achievement.

6 years old 7 years old 8 years old
Achievement level E 4 F % F LA
High Girls 19 576 27 41.5 28 384
Boys 11 333 7 233 14 46.7
Average Girls 10 303 17 26.2 29 396
Boys 12 364 9 300 7 233
Low Girls 4 12.1 21 323 16 220

Boys 10 303 14 46.7 9 30.0
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Research findings in other countries like Brazil, Japan and Germany (McClelland
11) and in a midwestern community in United States (Winterbottom 18) showed
somewhat similar results.

6. Performance in games

Children’s responses concerning games revealed that about half the number of
children, girls as well as boys, had high aspirations for performance in games, i.e. they
wanted to have leadership roles in the games. The teachers’ rating for children’s actual
performance in games showed a considerable difference in comparison to what was
revealed in the children’s responses. According to teachers’ rating, a low number of
girls and boys actually assumed leadership roles in games.

7. Aspirations for future occupations

The results of children’s responses regarding their future occupations indicated that
about half of the children had high aspirations for future occupation; boys as well as
girls showed an inclination for becoming doctors and engineers, and some of the boys
wanted to be officers in the armed forces (Table 6).

In the teachers’ rating for children’s leadership role in class group activity, it became
evident that as a whole about one-quarter to one-third of children, girls as well as
boys, showed leadership qualities (Table 7).

Table 6 Children’s aspiration for future occupations.

6 years old 7 years old 8 years old

Aspiration level F % F % F A
High Girls 17 515 30 462 26 356

Boys 18 545 15 500 13 433
Average Girls 14 425 30 46.2 39 534

Boys 5 152 6 200 5 16.7
Low Girls 2 6.0 5 7.6 8 11.0

Boys 10 303 9 300 12 40.0

Table 7 Teachers’ rating for children’s leadership qualities.

6 years old 7 years old 8 years old

Leadership qualities F ot F % F %
High Girls 13 394 17 262 13 17.8

Boys 8 247 4 133 8 26.7
Average Girls 5 15.2 18 277 25 342

Boys 5 152 6 200 6 20.0
Low Girls 15 454 30 46.1 35 48.0

Boys 20 60.6 20 66.7 16 533

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The conclusion drawn from the results of this study is that the physical and socio-
psychological development of Libyan children is most adequate and there is consider-
able achievement orientation in the young generation, a fact that augurs well for the
nation’s future. An observation can be made that it depends on parents and teachers
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whether the children become creative and constructive members of society, or merely
passive participants in the dynamic social processes.
Recommendations for further research

1.
2.

3.

It is suggested that another research of this type should be conducted in the rural
areas, along with other urban areas of Libya.

Parents’ co-operation should be requested for information about their children’s
dietary habits and problems.

A separate questionnaire besides the one used for teachers should be prepared for
parents, to get information about their family values, beliefs, expectations and
pattern of discipline in the home.

. Intelligence of respondents is an important factor, and should be used as an

independent variable for investigating the determinants of aspirations and
achievement level of children.

. Conception of self is found to be influential in the development of a person’s

cognitive structure, value orientation and behaviour pattern, so it should also be
used as an independent variable for aspiration and achievement level of children.

. The aspiration and achievement level of children should be investigated in re-

lation to some important family variables, so that statistical inferences can be
drawn.
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