
 

Around 25 percent of health messages in
Spanish text books are not based on scientific
evidence
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Around 25 percent of health messages in Spanish text books are not based on
scientific evidence. Credit: SINC.

Most school text books contain messages about health, but 24.6% of
these are not based on any scientific evidence, according to a study by
the Knowledge Management Unit at Baza Hospital (Granada), published
in the journal BMC Public Health.

"We analysed a total of 844 health messages in primary and secondary
school text books in order to identify the level of scientific evidence
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underpinning these texts, and we classified them into three categories –
messages with a high, medium or low level of evidence, messages with
an unknown level of evidence, and messages with no known evidence",
Inés María Barrio Cantalejo, a researcher at Baza Hospital and the lead
author of this study published in the journal BMC Public Health, tells
SINC.

The research team compiled the information between 1 March 2006 and
1 June 2007 based on text books being used at the time in the city of
Granada. Texts written in languages other than Spanish, "teachers'
guides", and books not containing any health-related messages were
discounted.

"We drew up a table to classify the messages and we recorded the data
about the year and subject matter of the text book. We identified 237
books and we manually reviewed 129 that met the previously-stated
requirements. Lastly, we used 80 as a sample", explains Barrio
Cantalejo.

Out of all the books in the sample, 73.7% (59 books) were aimed at
primary school level and contained 548 messages. The average number
of messages per book was 10.6, with the highest levels of health-related
content being found in books for the third year of secondary education
(37%), and in terms of subject matter in Biology and Geology books
(32.5%).

Out of the total of 844 messages studied, 61% were classified as having
an unknown level of evidence (information such as "children should not
cook without an adult's help in order to avoid domestic accidents"),
while 15% fell into the category where the level of scientific proof was
known.

However, 24.6% did not display any known evidence (such as "breathing
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through the nose instead of the mouth prevents colds" and "do not swim
after eating, because this can affect the digestive system and you could
suffer immersion syncope").

Out of the content in which the level of evidence was known, 6% was
classified as having a high level of evidence, such as the statement that
"children should use fluoride toothpaste when they brush their teeth";
and 7.7% with a low level, such as "alcohol consumption causes
malnutrition and affects the digestive system". In addition, two messages
went completely against scientific reality: "You should always rest
following a muscular injury" and "wounds must be disinfected with
hydrogen peroxide".

Oral health messages are most rigorous

When broken down by subject area, more than 70% of the messages
relating to "balanced diets and malnutrition", "food hygiene", "smoking",
"sexual behaviour and AIDS" and "rest and ergonomics" were based on
an unknown level of evidence. "Oral health" had the highest percentage
of messages based on a high level of proof (37.5%), followed by
"pregnancy and newborn babies" (35%).

"Our results suggest the need to establish standards to show teachers and
the editors of school text books how to select health messages. This
would make it easier for schoolchildren to acquire factual knowledge",
concludes Barrio Cantalejo.

  More information: Inés M Barrio-Cantalejo, Luisa M Ayudarte-
Larios, Mariano Hernán-García, Pablo Simón-Lorda, José Francisco
García-Gutiérrez, Jesús Martínez-Tapias. "Are the health messages in
schoolbooks based on scientific evidence? A descriptive study", BMC
PUBLIC HEALTH 11 (54), 2011.
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