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Summary:  

     This study is prepared and implemented on the initiative of teachers from the 
Department of Health Care at Trakia University in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria. It aims 
to provide a total picture of the learning process in the desired health behavior of 
a certain group of children – those raised  in institutions. In this context we 
analyze the importance of innovations and the various factors determining the 
success or failure of this process in the time of the research. On the basis of a 
cost-benefit analysis, the report is an attempt to seek arguments to support the 
thesis of an independent and healthy lives of these children based on sufficient 
and current medical knowledge. The text has a role as a basis for launching an 
open and responsible debate on the issues of continuing the medical education of 
those children. 

Keywords: children in institutions; health behavior; training; benefits. 

 

     Despite of the policy of deinstitutionalization that has been developing in 
Bulgaria since 2000 there is still a high number of children who are kept in 
institutions. The institutional care has its negative effects on children and is 
characterized by high financial and social cost. 

     In Bulgaria the National Health Strategy for Children 2008-2018 year based 
on international experience and strong scientific research advocates improving 
health education of children [2]. According to the World Health Organization 
70% of cases of early death among adults are mostly due to the type of behaviors 
formed while growing up. If in this period children acquire unhealthy eating 
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habits, get used to having unprotected sex and use drugs these habits are crucial 
to their health. They can facilitate the transmission of HIV / AIDS and sexually 
transmitted infections. This behavior can lead to unwanted pregnancy, addictions 
or development of chronic diseases. 

Supporting health and development of young people need: 

1. To ensurethe access of children and adolescents to modern adequate scientific 
information on sexual and reproductive health, prevention of unwanted 
pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, HIV / AIDS and substance abuse. 

2. To provide the access of children in Bulgarian schools to systematic health 
education aimed at building knowledge, attitudes and skills for safe behavior and 
avoiding risky health practices. 

3. To carrying out health education campaigns aimed at young people to prevent 
unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, HIV / AIDS and 
substance abuse. 

     These topics remain urgent especially when it comes to children raised in 
institutions and deprived of parental care. In these cases the responsibility and 
initiative lies in the hands of the directors and the staff responsible about 
education. Here important is the inclusion and participation of the child in the 
learning process and this should be expanded through the development of 
additional extracurricular activities according to the needs and interests of the 
children not only the capabilities of the teachers in the school [2]. 

     In this connection a research project with duration 2014-2015 was held. It was 
supported and financed by the Thracian University in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria. The 
project was aimed at helping disadvantaged children and finding ways and means 
to enhance their health education by providing knowledge. From the pedagogical 
point of view the preferred application of development was the 'peer education'. 
It was applied in and out of school youth to provide them with information on 
sexual and reproductive health, prevention of unwanted pregnancy, sexually 
transmitted infections, HIV / AIDS and substance abuse, rational and healthy 
eating and more. The implementation of the training module was done by students 
with medical degree at the Medical Faculty at the University. They provided 
modern and up to date health knowledge of young men and women in homes for 
children deprived of parental care in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria. The training aimed 
to help young people to be independent and responsible, so they can make 
informed choices and to make the right decisions about their health. Respondents 
were training in workshops on: Improving hygiene habits; Prevention: 
dependencies of psycho-active substances like alcohol, smoking, drugs; 
Prevention of infectious diseases and infestations; Sexual education and 
prevention of sexually transmitted diseases [5]. As a result we expect formation 
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and implementation of responsible health behavior in young men and women 
deprived of parental care. 

Purpose: To inform children raised in institutions of the developments in health 
behavior by giving them modern health training and involve them in leading a 
healthier way of living. 

Methods: Survey monitoring - mathematical and statistical - IBM SPSS version 
20 (in some tables and graphs the amount of shares / percentages exceed 100 
because respondents were able to indicate more than one answer) desk-Research. 

Participants: 

1. Students majoring in nursing - 45 people 

2. 34 children aged 9 to 18 years of home for children deprived of parental care 
home "Bulgarian" in the city of Stara Zagora, Bulgaria. 

Time period –form January to May 2015. 

     Focusing on using the "peer education" an idea was formed – the students-
tutors to be initially interviewed about the level of their personal health behavior. 
To achieve this purpose they completed a questionnaire containing 15 questions, 
three of which were identification and the others were supposed to survey their 
opinions. 

     We examined the self-assessment of the respondents regarding their health 
status and physical form (Table 1). The majority of them are defined as people in 
good health (47%) and in good physical shape (52%). These results are rather 
unexpected taking into account their young age and by the fact that 62% of the 
study group identify themselves as people who constantly strive to maintain their 
health. Almost 71% of respondents indicated that they use one or more techniques 
for a healthy lifestyle. 

Table 1 

 Self-assessment of 
health status 
Proportion(%) 

Self-assessment of 
physical condition 
Proportion(%) 

Perfectly 9,8% 9,8% 
Very good 36,5% 33% 
Good 47,3% 52% 
Insufficient 4,2% 8% 
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     The results presented directly correspond with one of the questions in the 
questionnaire that asks whether it is important to lead a healthy lifestyle - 49.2% 
answered that it is important, but not on the first place in life for them. The 
important elements of a healthy lifestyle were indicated to be abstaining from 
smoking and alcohol. It is noteworthy that among the surveyed students the 
highest proportion is of those who smoke - 70% and 62% stated that they 
consumed alcohol, but in both cases without abusing. 

     Undisputed is the fact that physical activity has a positive effect on the human 
body. Regular physical exercises and sports improve the performance of many 
systems and organs, increases the body's resistance and vitality. In this connection 
the sports culture of the students involved in the study was researched. The results 
show (see Figure 1) that less than half of respondents (34.5%) sometimes take the 
opportunity to stroll and relax in nature. People whose workouts continue 
something like one hour a day is 44.5%. The remaining 21% are even more 
engaged, 68.2% practice twice a week, followed by 26.3% - daily and three times 
a week - 5.5%. 

 Figure 1 

 

Convinced of the positive impact that physical activity has on human health are 
all respondents - 97.8%, only one does not share this view. 

     Unhealthy eating leads to several health disorders, decreased physical activity, 
ability to learn and remember, mental stability and other adverse health effects. 
Respondents were asked to indicate their diet and the foods they consume. Up to 
twice a day eat 38.5 percent of the respondents, 40.2 percent receive food 3 times 
a day and more than that are 21.3%. Happy is the fact that 76% of respondents 
comply with the type, quantity and quality of food they adopt and comply with 
certain diet. In a study on the topic A. Andonova establish similar results found 
that over 2/3 of the students aspire to eat healthier by including  daily menu fruits 
and vegetables and dairy products. Notes that "In the future formed therein health 
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culture will be the basis on which will promote healthy practices for diet, physical 
activity and prevention among the population. "[1]. 

     All these elements of healthy behaviors typical for the lifestyle of the students 
with medical specialties and so they are a good example and may serve well as 
tutors. Their medical training and responsible behavior are important 
prerequisites for their choice for trainers in the realization of that project. At the 
same time they are well aware and implement innovations in their own health 
behavior. 

     In the opening process of the implementation of the project we did another 
survey. It was designed for children and students aimed to establish the level of 
knowledge of these health topics. It was found that respondents have enough 
primary information, but it needs to be updated and modernized. Before project 
managers and trainers students were challenged to detect, analyze and translate 
scientific information on topics of training, so that it is accessible and 
understandable to all participants. Consolidation of old knowledge becomes 
easier through the acquisition of new members because they better absorb 
knowledge if it meets something else - "By mixing the old with the new 
information." It was found that this method of learning activates the section of the 
midbrain which is responsible for motivation responding with increased 
production of mediators of the nervous system – neurohormones, which help in 
the training process. 

     Using this method and the fact that awareness and knowledge played a decisive 
role in cultivating health knowledge and habits we proceeded to the main part of 
the project implementation. For a period of three months (from February to April 
2015) twice a week one-hour training sessions –conversationswere performed. 
Both parties involved in the process: children from institutions and students - 
educators worked actively and effectively on topics of health behaviors in 
adolescence - increasing hygiene habits; prevention of dependencies of 
psychoactive substances /alcohol, smoking/; prevention of infectious diseases and 
infestations; sexual education and prevention of sexually transmitted diseases. 
The last mentioned subject was the most interesting and debated too. They were 
partially intertwined with the subject of increasing hygiene habits. The girls were 
acquainted with different types of intimate washes and maintenance of feminine 
hygiene - how to use the ladies' showers for example and etc. Issues that have 
been taboo for them turned into desirable modern knowledge through that mutual 
learning conversations. 

     Sexual education is aimed at strengthening and preservation of sexual health. 
It includes targeted delivery and actively absorbing knowledge and experience 
that contains anatomical and physiological and social components. On these 
accents the attention of the children without parental care was focused. The 
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survey shows their interests in the way they have shared them concerning the 
topics. The results are represented in Figure 2. 

 Figure 2. 

 

     The leading role of the topic took the importance of contraception and hygiene 
of the sex life. This was stated as the most intriguing problem - 86% among 
respondents indicate it as the most important way of preventing undesirable 
outcomes. Not a small percentage - 76% of the respondents said that enhancing 
knowledge about the technique of sexual life is also of a great importance. Other 
percentages are presented with references in figures too. In analyzing the 
questions of the questionnaire it was found that with some respondents there is an 
impact on sexuality driven by alcohol and drugs which is actually an extremely 
important issue not only at an individual level but also for the society - 2/3 of the 
young men and 1/3 of the girls admitted that very often they use a significant 
amount of alcohol on a date. As a result they lead unwise sexual life which may 
have effects on both fertility and their emotional relationships. But after the 
training and the acquired new knowledge 7/8 of the respondents in the final 
survey tend to see their sexual behavior in a new way and are willing to be more 
responsible in their actions. 

     The accumulated empirical evidence of the training and questioningcannot be 
presented in its entity in this work. They will be the subjects of subsequent 
publications. 

Conclusions: 

Students who serve as trainers: 

§ Show a responsible attitude, motivation, needs and interests in physical activity 
and sport and try to have a healthy lifestyle. 

§ Transmit their own positive experience with a regard to developments in the 
healthy lifestyle of children raised in institutions. 
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§ Are a positive example for the children raised without parental care. 

     Children raised in institutions willingly agree to participate in trainings to 
improve their health and knowledge. They find it useful and would implement 
what they have learned in their actions towards better personal health - 7/8 of 
them are willing to change their sexual behavior in order to use safer sexual 
practices and taking responsibilities. 

     The idea that the children raised in institutions should be involved in this 
research is extremely important not only for them but for the society too. The 
developments in the sphere of health behavior find its undeniable place in the 
creating of proper health behavior in these children. By providing appropriate 
training, increased health awareness and health knowledge for these young men 
and women we hope we finally achieve cultivation of their health habits and help 
them build a healthier lifestyle. 
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