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Abstract

Dietary intake and nutritional status of children have a big impact on their academic
performance and cognitive development. This protocol of the study aims to examine the
association among dietary intake, nutritional status, and academic achievement of vegetarian
and non-vegetarian school children with reference to Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) and the
Health Belief Model (HBM). A school based cross-sectional study is conducted among 422
children aged 6-14 years. Proportionate stratified random sampling technique is employed to
ensure representativeness in vegetarian and non-vegetarian school children. Dietary intake
patterns are assessed using pre-tested structured interview schedule incorporating 24hour
dietary recall (24HDR) and a validated food frequency questionnaire (FFQ). Nutritional
status is determined using WHO anthropometric standards. Academic achievement is
obtained from school record. Statistical analysis determines association between variables
through SPSS software. Collected data are analyzed and interpreted using bivariate (chi-
square, t-test, Pearson r) and multivariate (multinomial logistic regression) levels. Therefore,
this protocol provides the insights into the overall linkage of foods, nutrients and academic
success. This study is crucial to describe the explanatory power of SCT and HBM constructs.
The data can then be used to make school nutrition policy, health education curriculum,
teacher and parent engagement, school level peer dynamics and related studies.

Keywords: dietary intake, nutritional status, academic achievement, school children
Introduction

Dietary intake is crucial for growth, development and overall academic performance
in children. As dietary intake patterns evolve due to cultural, environmental, ethical and
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health consideration, an increased number of families are adopting vegetarian food items for
their children (Benton, 2010). While vegetarian diet offers various health benefits including
reduced risk of obesity, cancers and cardiovascular disease (Melina et al., 2016). Globally,
non-communicable diseases are becoming the main cause of illness and death. With rising
trends in non-communicable diseases (NCDs). Nepal is currently dealing with a double
burden of NCDs and communicable diseases and malnutrition (Gyawali et al., 2020).
Malnutrition is linked to dietary intake, which is one of the major public health problems in
developing countries like Nepal (Adhikari et al., 2024).

Despite growing awareness of the importance of essential nutrients intake in children,
it has not been a central focus of educational agenda (Clarke, 2020). Even though, there is a
deep relationship between nutritional status and educational performance of children both
direct and indirect, because poor nutrition in children is leading reason for low enrolment,
early dropout, high absenteeism and poor classroom performance (Burchi, 2012).

A study revealed that well-planned vegetarian diets can meet the nutritional needs of
children. However, there is the risk of deficiences in iron, vitamin B12, calcium, zinc and
omega-3 fatty acids, which are available in animal-based foods (Gray et al., 2018). These
nutrient gaps may have implications for both nutritional status and academic achievement.
Inadequate nutritional status particularly iron deficiency is linked to poorer academic
achievement and reduces the attention to study in children (Tia et al., 2025).

Incontrast, some studies claim that vegetarian children have better diet quality
overall. More intakes of fruits, vegetables, dietary fibre and whole grains improve health
outcomes and concentration in children (Clarys et al., 2014). Although, there is no accurate,
national data for Nepal. The growing trend of vegetarian diets and demand for plant-based
food product appears to be increasing (Gan et al., 2018). Moreover, a plant-based diet
patterns have a favorable impact on behavior and concentration, that are indirectly related
with academic performance (Fynn-Sackey & Abdul Salam, 2015). Another study revealed
that dietary intake significantly impacts on academic performance of children, which is a
growing area of research especially in developing country (Adhikari et al., 2025b).

Contradictorily, a study by Asmare et al. (2018a) tells that, the association between
nutritional status and educational performance among school-age children in developing
countries have not been recognized well. Even though, nutrition is also a vital component of
human health, life, and brain development through the entire lifespan.

Despite these insights, there remains a notable gap in research comparing the
nutritional status and academic achievement of vegetarian and non-vegetarian children. Most
studies to date are region-specific. They do not offer comprehensive conclusion leaving a gap
in understanding how dietary patterns impact health and academic achievement in children
(Pareek & Ayesha, 2015). Therefore, there is a paucity of research on the nutritional status
and academic achievement of vegetarians and non-vegetarian school children. Only a few
recorded penalties for vegetarian children exist (Simeone et al., 2022). So, it is also needed to
study healthy eating behaviors among school children (Haines et al., 2019). Food gives the
brain energy and helps it learn better. Students' attention-concentration, memory, and
academic performance will all be improved if their nutritional status is improved (Gajre et al.,
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2008). Although studies are available for specific regions and studies, there is no reliable data
or enumeration regarding the accurate percentage of vegetarians and non-vegetarians and
their nutritional status (Koirala, 2023). Similarly, another study claimed empirical evidence
indicates that anthropometric indicators such as stunting and underweight are closely
associated with lower academic Achievement (Asmare et al., 2018). Furthermore, eating
breakfast, eating meals often, and eating a diverse diet are all significant markers of cognitive
performance and academic success (Faught et al., 2017). Now overweight and obesity in
children are becoming more common, but undernutrition, particularly stunting and wasting,
has decreased in children (Nikalansooriya et al., 2025).

From the above reviewed literatures, it is argued that existing research has explored
the link between general nutrition and academic success, there is limited study focused on
comparing these two dietary groups. This study seeks to address this gap by assessing the
dietary intake, nutritional status and academic achievement of vegetarian and non-vegetarian
children and establishing their association. Therefore, this study aimed to examine the
connection between dietary intake, nutritional status, and academic achievement in school
children using Social Cognitive Theory and the Health Belief Model.

Statement of the Problem

Inappropriate food intake habits are the primary causes of malnutrition and
cardiovascular diseases (Bede et al., 2020). Fast food and excessive food consumption are
major contributors to global health problems and malnutrition (Adhikari et al., 2025a). On
the basis of the Indian Academy of Pediatrics' classification, 55.3% boys and 35.8% girls fall
under first-degree malnutrition based on weight for age, 23.07% boys and 46.3% girls fall
under second-degree malnutrition, and 7.2% girls fall under third-degree malnutrition
(Bhandari & Shrestha, 2012; Koirala, 2019). Therefore, malnutrition and unhealthy dietary
habits have been a major public health concern among school children. Even though, Nepal
has made progress in reducing child undernutrition. Even though, stunting, underweight, and
wasting are still significant nutritional problems among children (Acharya et al., 2024;
Adhikari et al., 2023).

Existing studies in Nepal mainly focus on general malnutrition and rarely examine
how vegetarian and non-vegetarian dietary patterns influence nutritional status and academic
achievement among school-age children (Banstola & Acharya, 2015; Koirala, 2023).
Furthermore, there is limited theory-based research linking dietary behavior, nutrition, and
educational outcomes in Nepal.

The present study addresses these gap by incorporating SCT and HBM constructs as
key explanatory variables, enabling the analysis of why children's dietary patterns take the
forms they do and through what psychological and social pathways dietary behavior
translates into nutritional and academic outcomes. Therefore, this study generates evidence
on the relationship between dietary patterns, nutritional status, and academic performance
among Nepalese school children, which may support evidence-based school health and
nutrition policies.
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Theoretical Framework

While reviewing the different types of theory in light of overall goals of this study, the
Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) developed by Bandura (1982), appears to be applicable as a
theoretical referent. The SCT concept of reciprocal determinism is particularly useful because
determinants of nutritional foods and learning behaviors can be categorized to illustrate upon
classifying dietary pattern as a health and learning behavior of interest. Interaction among
personal and environmental factors that can be examined to increase good dietary intake and
learning behaviors of children (Gaines & Turner, 2009). SCT is used to explain the health
behavior of school children. Children's motivations and actions are assumed to be based on
three types of expectations such as situational outcomes, action outcomes, and perceived self-
efficacy. There is also a clear causal order between these three types of expectations. The first
optimistic belief predicts actual behavioral performance and the second how people
frequently plan to act in ways that they believe under their control (Abraham & Sheeran,
2005). Therefore, the SCT might fit for shaping food intake and learning behavior in
children. Some components of SCT such as self-efficacy and outcome expectation, social
influence and observational learning, self-regulation and goal setting. Another Health Belief
Model is also the most widely used model of health. When examining what encourages and
discourages people from taking part in healthy activities, the HBM is useful to identify
perceived benefits and barriers in children by focusing on children's food choices and
academic achievement. It also attempts to predict health behaviors (Kiely et al., 2022).

Figurel: Theoretical Framework

Independent Guiding Theoretical constructs Dependent variables
variables theories
Self-efficacy and —
outcome expectation
Social influence an Nutritional status
SCT observational learning
] Goal setting and 1f-
Dietary intake regulation
{ Perceived benefits Academic
HBM achievement
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Perceived barriers

Figure 1: demonstrates the theoretical framework through the integration of Social
Cognitive Theory (SCT) and the Health Belief Model (HBM). The focus of this framework is
on how psychological and behavioral outcomes are influenced. The constructs of SCT help to
explain the influence of self-efficacy, outcome expectations, and social influence, as well as
the role of observational learning, and the influence of goal setting and self-regulation on a
children’s dietary intake (Bandura, 1986). The perceived benefits and perceived barriers of
HBM help to explain the outcome of a person’s decision about which factors cumulatively
influence the nutritional status and academic achievement (Rosenstock, 1974). It can be
inferred that a combination of cognitive and believing processes as well as social and
behavioral processes shape the factors of health and education outcomes.

Among the various theories, SCT and HBM are used as theoretical referent to identify
the self-efficacy, outcome expectation, social influence, observational learning, self-
regulation and goal setting from SCT and perceived benefits and perceived barriers from
HBM in this study.

Research Objectives

The general objective of this study is to assess the dietary intake, nutritional status,
and academic achievement of school children and to examine the association among these
variables with reference to Social Cognitive Theory and the Health Belief Model. The
specific objectives are the following:

1. To identify the dietary intake, nutritional status, and academic achievement of school
children,

ii. To examine the association of dietary intake with nutritional status and academic
achievement.

iii. To compare nutritional status and academic achievement between vegetarian and non-
vegetarian children.

iv. To determine the association among dietary pattern, nutritional status, and academic
achievement of school children.

Research Hypothesis
This study has considered the following hypotheses:

HO1: There is no significant association between dietary intake and nutritional status
(HAZ/BAZ) among school children.

HO02: There is no significant association between dietary intake and academic achievement
(GPA) among school children.
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HO3: There is no significant difference in nutritional status (HAZ/BAZ) between vegetarian
and non-vegetarian children.

HO04: There is no significant difference in academic achievement (GPA) between vegetarian
and non-vegetarian children.

HO5: There is no significant association between nutritional status (HAZ/BAZ) and
academic achievement among school children.

Methods and Procedures

Methods and procedures describe the research technique and the sequential process
used to conduct a study, including research design, data collection, analysis, and ethical
concerns, in order to guarantee that a study is systematic and reliable (Creswell, 2013;
Kothari, 2011).

Research Design

A school based quantitative cross-sectional study design is employed to assess
dietary intake, nutritional status, and academic achievement of school children at a single
point of time (Creswell, 2013). It also provides a broad image of the study topic for more
analysis (Subedi, 2016). The quantitative data are utilized because it is hard, rigorous,
credible, and scientific, which can be used to test existing theories (Alharahsheh & Pius,
2020). This quantitative cross-sectional research design is well-suited for collecting data at a
single point in time, offering a snapshot of the dietary intake, nutritional status and academic
achievement of school children (Kesmodel, 2018).

Study Area and Population

Kathmandu district has been selected as a study site, which holds the diverse
sociocultural pattern, encompassing both urban and rural regions with subtropical climates. It
covers ethnically diverse food traditions, local festivals and different social norms (Tjon-A-
Ten, 2025). Therefore, the six schools from Kathmandu are selected purposively, where
vegetarian children are found.

The target population is vegetarian specially lacto-vegetarians (individuals who
follows a plant —based diet that includes dairy products but excludes meat, fish, poultry and
eggs) and non-vegetarian (who consume meat fish and eggs as well) school children of 6 to
14 years. This age group is selected because it is characterized by rapid physical growth and
emerging cognitive independence. The reason of choosing this age is that Children of 6-14
years age are frequently underrepresented in Nepal’s nutrition surveillance data (Saavedra &
Prentice, 2023). Especially the age of 10-12 years group reflects on their nutritional and
academic problem as well as food faddism they are at high risk of inadequate nutrition, eating
disorder, obesity and underweight problem (Hamulka et al., 2024).

Key methods are included such as survey using pre-tested interview schedule for
dietary intake, demographic profile, psychosocial and 24hour dietary recall data. Similarly,
validated anthropometric instruments are used for height and weight measurement and
official grade point average (GPA) records are obtained from school administration. The
students who meet the eligibility criteria are included as the study population. The vegetarian
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and non- vegetarian school children of 6-14 years are included. Similarly, children with
underlying medical conditions or those on specific therapeutic diets are excluded, and
subjects refusing to provide informed consent or the students who deny to participate in this
study are excluded.

Since this study is focused on dietary intake pattern of students (vegetarian and non-
vegetarian practices at home and school), school midday meal practices do not necessarily
affect to select the required respondents to this study. Hence, the school offering no school
meal practice is also considered as the sample school to this study.

Sampling Procedures

The researcher (first author) visits the schools with predominantly vegetarian and
non-vegetarian populations in the Kathmandu district. Subsequently, three schools from
vegatarian dominant schools and three schools from non-vegetarian dominant schools are
selected purposively. A list of students aged 6 to 14, along with their roll numbers is obtained
from the selected schools. The researcher then calculates necessary sample from selected
groups and schools through proportionate stratified random sampling. After that the
necessary samples of students are selected from the chosen classes of six schools (Schl,
Sch2, Sch3, Sch4, Sch5, and Sch6) using the lottery method of simple random sampling
without replacement. The self-reported vegetarian and non-vegetarian both boys and girls
aged 6 to 14 are included as sample in this study.

Sample Size

The sample size is calculated using the standard statistical formula given by Cochran
(1963) (as cited in Sharma & Adhikari, 2022; Sheema et al., 2016). So, the following formula
is used to calculate the sample size for this study.

22 DPq
e2

where,

n—

n= sample size for infinite population.

Z= the standard normal deviation, set at 1.96 which corresponds to 95% confidence
level

P= population proportion (assumed to be 50% (0.5)).
q= (1-p).

The z score is determined based on the confidence level. 95% confidence level is
considered; then the z value is 1.96.

e= margin of error/ acceptance range of error.
Generally, we take margin of error as 5%. So, e= 0.05.

So, the formula is
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z2Xp X (1-p)
n= ez
1.962 x 0.5 x (1 — 0.5)
n= (0.05)2

_ 3.8416 x 0.5 x 0.5
n= 0.0025

n = 384.16 or

n = 384 With addition of non-response rate of 10% sample size becomes, 384+10%
x 384 =422.4 = 422. Therefore, adjusted sample size is 422.

For proportionate stratified random sampling, the number of samples from non-vegetarian
strata is calculated by this formula;
Population of non — veg children

S le si - = X 422
ample size of non = veg Total population of study children

Sample size of non —veg =

Sample size of non —veg = 247.69
So, sample size of non —veg = 248
Similarly, the number of samples from vegetarian will be the following;

) Population of vegetarian children
Sample size of veg = - - X 422
Total population of study children

Sample size of veg = X 422

1058

So, sample size of vegetarian children = 174
Data Collection Tool and Instrument
The following instrument and tools are used for the data collection which is shown in table 1.

Table 1: Data Collection Tools and Instruments

Tools Using purpose

Interview Schedule: A well designed and To collect socio-demographic and dietary
pretested set of interview schedule. pattern related data

24hour dietary recall (24HDR): A well- To collect the food consumption pattern
designed food frequency table along with 24-hour and nutrient intake by the children within
dietary recall sheet. 24hour
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Instruments Using purpose

Stature meter: A well calibrated stature meter, To measure the height of children
measuring up to 200 cm with least count of 0.1
cm.

Digital weighing balance: A digital weighing To measure the weight of children.
balance, measuring up to 180 kg with least count
of 0.1 kg.

Table 1 shows that the study uses specific data collection instruments that have been
tested and standardized in order to ensure the reliability and validity of collected data. A
semi-structured interview schedule is used to collect socio-demographic information and the
eating habits of the subjects under investigation, which is highly encouraged in nutrition
research (Gibson, 2005). The anthropometric measurement consists of height using a
calibrated stature meter with a measurement of 0.1cm, and weight using an electronic
weighing balance that measures up to 0.1 kg. This technique of data collection is commonly
used in assessing growth in children (WHO, 2007). Furthermore, a 24-hour dietary recall
aided by food frequency list is used to measure dietary intake of the children.

In nutshell, a well-designed and pretested set of interview schedule is used to collect
the data on children’s socio-demographic variables, dietary practices, 24 hour dietary recall
and nutrition related knowledge of the targeted respondents. It also includes height, weight
and Grade Point Average (GPA) of children. The interview schedule is developed in the local
(Nepali) language first, then, it is translated into the English language. The prepared
interview schedule and anthropometric instrument are pre-tested in similar respondents of
Lalitpur district. Pretesting is done to check accuracy and consistency in the interpretation,
clarity of the question, and to identify the ambiguous ones. After pretesting the ambiguous
and wrongly interpreted questions are removed and the interview schedule is revised as per
the results of the pretesting.

Validity and Reliability

The content validity of the interview schedule is established by the Delphi technique,
which involves a panel of experts anonymously answering the interview schedule question in
multiple rounds to obtain a consensus on complex themes. It reduces bias and the effect of
influential people by avoiding direct confrontation (Jain et al., 2024; Majka, 2024).

The experts/reviewers assessed the relevance, clarity and comprehensiveness of each
item related to the study’s objectives and theoretical framework. Face validity is assessed
during the pretesting phase. Construct validity is supported by alignment of SCT and HBM
items with previously validated theoretical constructs from the literature (Abraham &
Sheeran, 2005; Conner & Norman, 2005). Internal consistency reliability of multi-item SCT
and HBM subscales are assessed using Cronbach’s alpha with acceptable value.
Anthropometric reliability is ensured through averaging three measurements. The Research
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Center for Educational Innovation and Development (CERID) provides the instruments
validated by the department of food technology and quality control of Nepal. The validity of
WHO AnthroPlus z-score calculation is established by the WHO reference standards on
which the software is based (WHO, 2007).

Data Collection Technique/Procedure

First of all, researcher (first author) visits schools and their principals with request
letter from Graduate School of Education (GSE), TU. Then, he shares the background
information as well as the purpose of study with the school administration, health education
teachers and school nurse. Then, the data are collected by considering the following steps

Step 1: In this step, the researcher meets the respondents to collect data related with
socio-demographic profile and dietary intake by building rapport. The data related to dietary
intake are taken by using multiple-choice questions of interview schedule specially designed
for the targeted children.

All questions are read to respondent by the interviewer. Then the interview schedule
is filled. Health education teacher helps the researcher in this step.

Step 2: In this step, the researcher involves in the height and weight measurement of
children using validated instrument from the help of school nurse and staffs of concerned
schools. Instruments are borrowed from CERID which are validated by Department of Food
Technology and Quality Control of Nepal (Acharya et al., 2024) .

Weight: Using a standard weight machine, the weight is recorded in kilograms(kg).
The children are requested to have on the barest minimum of apparel and shoeless. Prior to
taking the weight, the weighing scale's zero mark is examined, and any necessary corrections
is made. For the final measurements, averages of the three values are obtained.

Height: A standard stature-meter is used to measure the height of school children.
The children for the height measurement is instructed to stand upright, without shoes, on a
flat platform, and with their heads turned toward the front.

Steps 3: In this step, the GPA of current year’s annual examination marks is obtained for
analyzing achievement of school children. The GPA is taken from the school records with the
help of administration.

Data Management and Analysis

The researcher checks the prepared interview schedule for internal consistency and
completeness prior to entry. Before being imported into Microsoft Excel, the data is coded
using a preset codebook. The excel dataset is cleaned using range checks, skip pattern
verification, and outlier screening. Cleaned data are transferred to SPSS (Version 26.0) for
statistical analysis. Before being merged with the SPSS dataset, anthropometric data are
separately entered into WHO AnthroPlus in order to compute the z-score. The SCT and HBM
Likert-scale responses (originally five-point: strongly disagree to strongly agree) are split into
"disagree" (1-3) and "agree" (4-5) categories for the multinomial logistic regression in
compliance with standards for chi-square analysis in smaller sub-group cells (Creswell, 2013;
McHugh, 2013).
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Univariate Analysis

Categorical variables are displayed as frequencies (n) and percentages (%).
Continuous data are reported as means and standard deviations (SD) or medians and
interquartile ranges (IQR) when distributions are not normal. Nutritional status indicators
(HAZ, BAZ) are classified by WHO as means, SDs, and category distributions. Academic
achievement (GPA) is summarized using the mean, standard deviation, and categorical
distribution per grade band.

Bivariate Analysis

The Pearson Chi-square test () is used to assess the association between categorical
independent variables (dietary pattern, sociodemographic attributes, SCT/HBM components)
and categorical outcomes (BMI percentile category, stunting category, GPA category).
Fisher's exact test is applied when expected frequencies is less than five in more than 20% of
cells. A two-sample independent t-test will be used to compare the continuous outcomes
(HAZ, BAZ, and GPA) between the vegetarian and non-vegetarian groups. When Levene's
test shows uneven variances, Welch's correction is applied. Pearson's product-moment
correlation coefficient (r) is used to assess the linear relationships between continuous
variables (BMI-for-age z-score and GPA), stratified by dietary group. For all bivariate tests, a
two-tailed significance level of p < 0.05 is used.

Multivariate Analysis: Multinomial Logistic Regression

Multinomial logistic regression analysis (NOMREG in SPSS) is used to examine the
simultaneous association of SCT and HBM constructs with nutritional status (BMI percentile
categories such as underweight, healthy weight, overweight/obese) and academic
achievement (GPA categories such as high, medium, low) as polychotomous dependent
variables. Multinomial logistic regression (MLR) is appropriate when the dependent variable
has more than two unordered categories and the predictor variables are categorical or
dichotomous (Omuemu & Ogboghodo, 2020). Both of which are applied in this study. In this
way, multivariate analysis is performed to assess the association between food consumption
patterns, nutritional status, and academic achievement among vegetarian and non-vegetarian
school children (Denis, 2018).

Ethical Considerations

The Nepal Health Research Council (NHRC) has approved this study and provided
ethical clearance letter (NHRC, Ref. No. 1926/2025). The student is asked for written consent
before participating in the study, and participation is voluntary. Permission to conduct the
study is obtained from the guardian/principal of selected schools. Before the study, verbal
and written assent is obtained from the children and the written consent is obtained from
parents or legal guardian of the children. Privacy and confidentiality of the survey is assured
at all levels. Before data collection, the objectives of the study are shared to the respondents.
The researcher respects the cultural value, norms and traditions of each respondent during the
process of data collection. The researcher requests respondents to participate voluntarily in
this study.
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Here, the researchers fully commit to protect the respondents’ right of privacy. No
personal responses are disclosed; pseudo name or anonymity is used. It is ensured that the
data of this research are used for academic purpose and not for other purpose.

Before beginning the study, the researcher ensures the willingness and consent of the students
and their guardians, as well as the cooperation of school authorities and teachers.

Result and Discussion

The main purpose of the study is to identify the dietary intake, nutritional status, and
academic achievement of vegetarian and non-vegetarian school children and their
association. To the extent of our knowledge, this study might be novel to examine food
intake, nutritional status, and academic achievement in this age group. Therefore, this study
provides the first understanding of the overall connection between diet and nutrient intake
and children's academic achievement. The data can subsequently be utilized to guide dietary
patterns for research pertaining to academic achievement and nutritional health promotion.
Therefore, this protocol contributes to minimizing research waste through the promotion of
increased transparency and reporting in methodological studies; this makes it possible for
their evaluation through following set reporting standards and through the provision of a
database in which such studies can be accessed. It also assists end users in identifying gaps in
methodology and reporting in a way that is likely to influence patient care; hence promoting
the use of methodological evidence for enhancing research practice (Lawson et al., 2020).
Thus, as we examine this repository of data on research methods, we intend to further
highlight the importance of studies that aim to improve the design related with health,
nutrition and education research. Most of the studies comparing the vegetarian diet to the
non-vegetarian group, only included small samples of children under the age of five or
adolescents. where blood measurements were used as indications of nutritional status in the
majority of the trials (Dahal, 2019; Koirala, 2023). Furthermore, the literatures demonstrated
that there is not enough current research to make informed judgments about the impacts of
vegetarian diets on children across different nations (Schiirmann et al., 2017). A study found
that children's academic performance is influenced by their nutritional status, which is
influenced by their dietary intake. Similarly, the study found that nutritional status of
vegetarian and non-vegetarian females was nearly equal in the middle-class school-age
population (13—15 years). There was a negligible difference between the two groups'
academic and physical performance, with the non-vegetarian performing considerably faster
than the vegetarian only in one physical exercise (touching toes) (Pareek & Ayesha, 2015).

In this scenario, a study claimed that compared to non-vegetarians, vegetarians has
better nutrient intake. They have lower blood pressure, less harmful body fat, and less
abdominal obesity. It is well known that people who eat primarily vegetarian food as children
are less likely to develop chronic degenerative diseases (Koirala, 2023). Contradictorily, an
observational quantitative cross-sectional study of Brazil in 134 students aged 9-1lyears
concluded that there was no significant correlation found between dietary intake with
nutritional status and academic achievement (Schmidt et al., 2018). In this controversy, there
were few studies regarding the association between dietary intake and nutritional status as
well as academic achievement of vegetarian and non-vegetarian children aged 6-14. So, these
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findings will provide robust evidence that dietary intake may contribute to promoting
nutrition status and academic success in children.

In addition, this protocol has developed the new theoretical framework that integrates
Social Cognitive Theory with the Health Belief Model to explain how cognitive, behavioral,
and social factors impact dietary intake and other outcomes. Self-efficacy, outcome
expectations, observational learning, and self-regulation are important components of the
reciprocal relationships among the individual characteristics, external stimuli, and behaviors
that mold behavior (Bandura, 1986). People who are exposed to good social models and have
higher levels of self-efficacy are more likely to acquire and maintain healthy eating habits.
Meanwhile, HBM highlights how perceived benefits and barriers influence food choice and
academic achievement of children, suggesting that people are more likely to adopt healthy
behaviors when they believe the benefits outweigh the barriers (Rosenstock, 1974).

Strengths and Limitations

This study has several strengths because it focuses to minimize social desirable bias,
various strategies are implemented, including the use of repeated dietary recall to reduce
recall bias, random sampling to limit selection bias and confounding is addressed through
multivariate analysis. Ethical approval for the study has been obtained from Nepal Health
Research Council. Confidentiality and anonymity of participants is strictly maintained, and
participation is voluntary with the right to withdraw at any time. Therefore, this study has the
strength to report as methodological rigor, transparency and reproducibility. In addition, the
combination of SCT and HBM has a number of research implications, including the
suggestion that successful interventions should concentrate on boosting self-efficacy and self-
regulation abilities by promoting social influence through parental support and peer
modeling. Programs should also discuss the advantages and perceived obstacles of eating
healthily.

Even though, we acknowledge that there are inherent challenges in searching and
acquiring studies with contradictory findings. So, the main limitation of this study is that it
uses only a cross-sectional design which precludes causal interference about the direction of
relationship between study variables. It is not properly randomized and only took place in the
Kathmandu district of Nepal. The 24hour dietary recall captures a single day's food intake
which may not represent habitual dietary patterns This study does not offer a multi-level
approach to changing environmental and societal factors.

Conclusion

Healthy dietary intake plays a crucial role to improve nutritional status and academic
achievement of school children. The integration of behavioral theories such as Social
Cognitive Theory and the Health Belief Model emphasizes the importance of self-efficacy,
social support and reducing barriers to healthy eating. In this regard, this protocol provides
the first comparative theory grounded quantitative evidence. The study establishes that the
SCT and HBM provide a comprehensive theoretically valid and empirically productive
framework for analyzing the determinants of nutritional status and academic outcomes in
school children of Nepal. The expected outcome of this study becomes valuable in these two

209



Dietary Intake, Nutritional... Adhikari et al.

groups; vegetarian and non-vegetarian. So the protocol provides critical insights for
educators, policymakers, and healthcare professionals to support children’s growth and
development effectively.
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