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FOREWORD
For over 20 years, Slow Food has emphasized the key role that school canteens can 
play, indirectly influencing multiple aspects of food systems: the environmental impact 
of supply chains, food education, the right remuneration for small local producers.

Eating at school becomes an important moment in the growth of children (and not only 
for them) because it can help establish good long-term healthy eating habits. This, 
however, is only possible if mealtimes are preceded and accompanied by significant 
nutrition education, in which canteen personnel, teachers and family members are 
actively involved.

For Slow Food, cooks are the vehicle for both physical and cultural transformation of 
food. However, it is often customary to attribute very little value to the work of the 
cooks of a collective company, even though they provide daily food to thousands of 
people. Slow Food wants to overturn this prejudice and promote those who, even 
when serving large numbers, manage to choose raw materials from a short supply 
chain and with a low environmental impact. This is why some canteens have already 
been accepted into the Cooks’ Alliance network and others will be included: they follow 
the principles and cornerstones of Slow Food’s Call to Action, promoting a virtuous 
canteen model.

We often believe that collective catering systems are decided annually, by experts, 
and we trust that the dishes prepared are in line with nutritional needs. But do we 
ever reflect on the environmental impact of those dishes? In addition to the exact 
quantity of carbohydrates and proteins, what is the relationship between the food 
eaten at school and the culture of the population or local producers? In most cases, 
public tenders force collective catering to chase the lowest cost, to the detriment of 
the quality of the food. “Quality” which does not only concern the sensory aspect, but, 
as Renata Lukášová of Slow Food Prague explains perfectly: “We want to create an 
environment in canteens where all children have access to food they like and that is 
good for them, for producers and for the planet”.
It is clear how this goal fully follows the 3 pillars of Slow Food, biodiversity, education 
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and advocacy: in the pages of this Case Study, you will read about the needs of a 
territory that are addressed thanks to the synergy between various public and private 
stakeholders of the civil society, who come together to rebuild the school catering 
system in the Czech Republic, bringing the principles of Slow Food to the meals eaten 
at school.

Although reflecting upon a meal in the canteen may seem like a drop in the ocean of 
food systems, that single menu must be multiplied by millions and millions of students. 
Over 400 million meals served in the Czech Republic every year are a strategic point 
for simultaneously addressing the multiple critical issues of the Czech food system, 
which consequently have an impact on the international one. In fact, canteens take 
on even greater importance, considering that it can be an opportunity to guarantee 
a good, clean and fair meal even to all those children and teenagers who may not 
have the possibility of having sustainable daily food at home, perhaps because their 
families do not have the knowledge nor - above all - the economic resources to make 
certain food choices.

This Case Study tells us that a systemic transformation needs time and the active 
participation of the various parties involved to achieve shared and long-term goals, but 
that it is possible. “It’s on Our Plate and We Care” is an ongoing project that addresses 
urgent needs today, promoting sustainable nutrition for children and young people, 
to ensure a better future tomorrow, for them and for everyone.

Ottavia Pieretto
Protein Transition Project Coordinator of Slow Food International
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INTRODUCTION
This document analyzes and describes It ’s on Our Plate and We Care, a project to 
renovate the network of state school canteens of the Czech Republic, which started in 
2020 at the behest of the Czech Ministry of Health and in collaboration with Slow Food 
Prague since the beginning. 

Currently in progress, the It ’s on Our Plate and We Care project also involves the 
collaboration of the Czech Gastronomic Institute and the Czech National Institute of 
Public Health and Culinary Arts, as well as the involvement of the Czech Ministry of 
Health, the Czech Ministry of Education, and the Czech Ministry of Youth and Sport. The 
involvement of many sectors shows how vast its reach in terms of content and objectives 
is. School meal service systems are quite complex organisms with extraordinary potential 
to impact not only the health of children and the environment, but also the development 
of the territory, economy, education, and culture of the communities. Precisely for this 
reason, an increasing number of countries around the world is introducing or improving 
its school meal service system, which is seen as an investment with important benefits 
both for human health and on national and local economies.

This document - commissioned by Slow Food and written by the Italian Foodinsider 
association, an independent observatory and center of analysis and research on school 
canteens - aims at describing the Czech project called It ’s on Our Plate and We Care by 
illustrating not only its ideation phases and, subsequently, its development, but also 
the objectives and visions that have determined its inception, presenting in detail all 
the players involved. 

The strengths and critical issues of the existing system, which has been operating for 
over half a century, will be highlighted, as well as the transformation processes that 
will allow the new system to start. These must be in line with national and European 
regulations, both with modern knowledge and practices on nutrition and quality of food, 
food and environmental education, methods of preparation of dishes, organization of 
work, and criteria for the choice of food and suppliers.
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It ’s on Our Plate and We Care is an ongoing project, therefore the data provided in this 
document reflect its progress up to December 31, 2022. Starting from an initial phase 
that did not foresee a budget, in the years 2021 and 2022 It ’s in Our Plate and We 
Care managed to kick off, thanks also to a series of donations by non-governmental 
organizations and to the arrival of Alexandra Kostalová as project manager, researcher, 
and nutrition expert. In the days of its final editing, some news emerged that gives 
hope for further progress: the Czech Ministry of Health has shown, with concrete 
measures, that it strongly believes in this project. The details of these decisions will 
be included in a subsequent refresher document, so that there is time to verify and 
document the concrete outcomes of the meetings.
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1. THE BACKGROUND
 
School meal service in the Czech Republic is part of a school system that includes nine 
years of compulsory education and consists of four phases:

• Kindergarten (not compulsory), which is usually accessed at the age of 3. In 2020, 
86% of children aged 3-5 attended kindergarten (4% in private facilities).

• Elementary school, which lasts 9 years (from 6 to 15 years of age) and which is 
divided into two cycles, lasting 5 and 4 years, respectively.

• Gymnasium, which can be accessed after 5 or 7 years of primary school. Alternatively, 
higher education includes conservatories, vocational schools, and special schools for 
pupils with particular disabilities.

• University or post-graduate education. 
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A national system of school canteens has been active in the Czech Republic for almost 60 years, 
started after World War II with the aim of improving the nutrition of children and offering help 
and support to working parents. Today, from the beginning of kindergarten to the end of high 
school (from 3 to 18 years of age), school meal service is still guaranteed by the State, which, 
through the national system of over 8,500 active school canteens provides meals five days a week 
to approximately 1.8 million students, serving a total of approximately 383 million meals per year1. 

Eating at school is not compulsory, but 75% of students eat lunch in the canteen every 
day. Only 11% of students do not eat at the canteen, for reasons ranging from lack of time 
to the frequent unavailability of the kitchens to provide special menus for children with 
particular dietary needs (health, religious, ethical reasons, etc).

1.1 REFERENCE REGULATIONS
School canteens fall under the responsibility of the Czech Ministry of Education, the Czech 
Ministry of Health, and the Czech Ministry of Agriculture. The national legislation (DECREE 
no. 107/2005 Coll. on school food and subsequent amendments) defines the nutritional 
standards around which school menus are built, which are required to satisfy at least 
35% of the daily energy needs of the students. The law does not precisely establish the 
nutritional value of each meal nor the rules for compliance with the aforementioned 
minimum threshold to be followed by the providers of this service. 

The State has prepared a metaphorical basket of categories of raw materials2 to be used 
within a month, which vary by age groups, and with maximum and minimum thresholds 
for the different categories of foods (e.g. vegetables, fruit) and for individual nutrients 
(e.g. fats, sugar). In addition to the 10 food groups, the basket includes an “other” item 
which allows the purchase of products not included in the basket itself. The Czech Ministry 
of Health has developed recommendations for the correct management of the basket; its 
implementation, however, is not mandatory.

The legislation currently in effect does not deal with the quality of the raw materials (origin, 
methods of conservation, choice of fresh or premade product ...) nor of the dishes (methods of 
preparation and cooking) and there are no precise indications on the size of the portions to be 
served. Finally, it does not specify the purpose of the school meal service system (to feed? to 
nourish? to educate?). For some aspects, such as that of food safety, European standards apply.  

2. The types of food products are listed in attachment 1 of decree no. 107/2005 Coll. on school meals, and subsequent 
amendments

1. SCHOOL MEALS, Analysis and design of the modernization system within the project, State Institute of Health, 
Prague, 2020.   
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1.2 CONTROL AND MONITORING
The Czech health authority and the Czech Ministry of Education carry out control and 
monitoring activities on supplies and compliance with general nutritional standards, 
while there are no systematic checks on the nutritional value of the dishes actually 
served nor on portion size. The suppliers of the school meal service are required to 
keep data on the products purchased and administered for a period of at least one 
calendar year. In the 2015-6 and 2017-8 school years, the Czech health authority 
conducted studies on the nutritional adequacy of school canteens.
 
1.3 KITCHENS
Around 90% of schools have an internal kitchen. There is also a small number of independent 
organizations (the main one being Compass Group) that operate under the supervision of 
the individual municipalities. In the absence of a central purchasing organization, each 
school kitchen purchases the food it needs.
Meals are prepared early in the morning and stored at high temperatures for a long time 
until they are served.Although the general level of hygiene is high, 30% of school kitchens 
need modernization, as well as trained personnel who are able to make the best use of the 
equipment for preparing and storing food.

1.4 SELECTION, TRAINING, AND REMUNERATION OF PERSONNEL
The school meal service personnel has an average age of 55, has no specific job qualifications, a 
nd has no training or professional development obligations. There are training courses available, 
mainly held by private companies representing food or equipment brands. These provide general 
information on nutrition (drawing on sources of different types) but also aim at promoting their products.

1.5 CHOICE OF RECIPES
In the absence of an official database of acceptable recipes, every kitchen has ample freedom 
to choose and define the recipes to propose and the ingredients to use: fresh, freeze-dried or 
premade foods, the amount of salt and other condiments, etc.

1.6 COSTS AND ECONOMIC COVERAGE OF MEALS
The State directly provides for the coverage of the costs of the internal kitchens (structure 
and personnel), while the cost of the ingredients, which has a spending limit, is borne on 
the families. The global annual expenditure on school canteens currently amounts to about 
15 billion korunas (about 625,000 euro)3.

3. SCHOOL MEALS, Analysis and design of the modernization system within the project, State Institute of Health, 
Prague, 2020.    
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1.7 FOOD EDUCATION
Teachers are not involved in the choices concerning canteens. The food education 
offered in compulsory schools in the Czech Republic is not related to the meals offered 
in canteens. It is mainly general nutritional education, such as subdivision of foods into 
categories and principles of healthy diets and lifestyles.

There are widespread initiatives such as the ‘International School Canteen Day’ and other 
independent initiatives such as those held in school gardens. Canteens invite parents to school 
dinners or cafeterias, where pupils and parents can have breakfast together in the morning.

1.8 FOOD AND MEALS
The food basket and nutritional standards that the Czech Republic proposes for school 
meals are based on criteria and knowledge that date back to the last decades of the 
twentieth century. The ingredients included in the basket can be used by each kitchen to 
develop their own recipes autonomously, and are then not subject to checks or evaluations 
of their nutritional value.

The regulations do not prohibit the consumption of highly-processed foods. For this reason, it 
is not uncommon for schools to serve sugary drinks, sweet or savory packaged snacks, foods 
containing high quantities of additives (sugars and sweeteners, fats, stabilizers, thickeners, 
emulsifiers, salt, artificial flavorings, colorings, polishing agents, instant broths, etc.). 

There are no indications on admissible and non-admissible preparation techniques. 
This is why menus can include, for example, dishes based on separated or mechanically 
recomposed meat. The use of premade and processed foods is in fact frequent (61% of 
school canteens) because these products are an easy solution in view of organizational 
problems (lack of time or equipment) or poor preparation/ability of the cooks (modest 
knowledge of cooking techniques or inability to use some equipment).

The internal kitchens have ample autonomy regarding the quantities of salt, sugar, and 
fat to be used in the preparations and on the portions to be served (the size of the portion 
within the same age group varies 1.8 times). Most of the schools have vending machines 
for snacks which pupils can use without limitations, probably even to supplement the 
meal given that, as calculated by the Czech State Institute of Health, canteens serve 
portions that satisfy on average only 29% of the pupils’ daily nutritional requirement, in 
comparison with the 35% proposed by regulations: an aspect that raises doubts about 
the purchasing procedures and the use of economic resources.



13

RECONSTRUCTION PATH OF THE SCHOOL CANTEEN IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC IT’S IN OUR PLATE AND WE CARE

The personnel assigned to the occasional checks do not have the required preparation 
to correctly assess nutritional aspects (contents of fats, carbohydrates, sugars, proteins, 
salt, and other nutrients) and do not have uniform parameters to express comparable 
evaluations, and therefore, data.

It is known that meals are often unbalanced and characterized by an insufficient use 
of polyunsaturated fatty acids (e.g. blue fish, rapeseed oil, extra virgin olive oil, nuts) 
and, conversely, by an excessive intake of salt4. The intakes of calcium, iron, zinc, and 
magnesium are also insufficient, while the presence of proteins is overabundant. The 
required protein consumption in the 1980s (the years to which the current basket dates 
back) was believed to be double the amount compared to the current recommendations, 
which instead favor the consumption of white meat and fish instead of red meat and 
insist on a greater consumption of vegetables.

Finally, the directives on school meals, having not been updated in recent decades, inevitably 
ignore considerations on the environmental impact of the menu in terms of origin and 
method of production of ingredients, methods of preparing meals, waste management.

 Infographic inspired by the Truly Healthy Schools project.
Data integrated and updated based on statistics from the Czech Ministry of Education and Science, 

studies by the Czech National Institute of Health and Human Development, and WHO data. 

4. STANDARD UPDATE STUDY ON NUTRITIONAL ADEQUACY IN SCHOOL CANTEENS - State Institute of Health, hygienica 
epidemiologica et microbiologica 1/2019 ISSN 1804-9613  



14

RECONSTRUCTION PATH OF THE SCHOOL CANTEEN IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC IT’S IN OUR PLATE AND WE CARE

2. FROM ANALYSIS TO CRITICAL ISSUES
 
In the Czech Republic, the pilot phase of a project called It’s on Our Plate and We Care 
is underway, which currently involves eighteen participating schools and which will help 
define the new school meal service model for the whole country. 

This project started from an in-depth analysis of Czech school canteens in order to identify 
the critical issues of the existing system - shown in this chapter - with the purpose of starting 
the process of transformation and change. 

This preliminary analysis made use of the data of various studies conducted several times 
by the State Institute of Public Health - in 2015-2016 and in 2017-2018 - which provided 
crucial information on the nutritional aspects of school canteens. It also incorporated the 
data from the survey on the perception of school canteen service quality, aimed at parents 
and carried out in August 2020. 

The analysis highlighted in detail the critical issues of the school canteen service. With 
respect to these, the “pillars” of the project were then defined. The critical issues that 
emerged from the study, introduced in the previous chapter and listed below, concern all 
the elements that operate within the school canteen system and define its framework: from 
legislation to the competence of the various players that revolve around the canteen, from 
organization to processes. 

2.1 REGULATORY FRAMEWORK 
The legislation regulating school meals is obsolete from several points of view: it does not 
set specific requirements for the nutritional value of individual meals (snack and lunch, 
and in the case of boarding schools, breakfast and dinner), for the quality and type of 
ingredients allowed, for the size of the portions, for the technology used to prepare food, 
nor for the handling and management of waste. 

The state school meal service system in the Czech Republic has not been modernized for 
almost 60 years, which means that the innovations and knowledge brought about by nutritional 
science, which has made important strides in recent decades, have not been incorporated.
The current legislation focuses mainly on the safety aspects of the school meal with the 
minimum aim of satiating children. 
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On the other hand, it does not deal with the procedures, the organization, nor the roles 
and responsibilities of the individuals who operate within this process. The regulatory 
framework does not consider the canteen a tool for educating children and their families 
on healthy food and lifestyle. 

2.2 PERSONNEL 
In the food service sector (canteens, restaurants, fast-food outlets, etc.), the lowest salary is that 
of school canteen personnel. The low retribution level also corresponds to a low reputation of 
the profession, and this has clear repercussions both on the motivation of the workers and on 
the care they put into preparing the dishes, also taking into account that the personnel who are 
hired to work in school canteens often have inadequate skills.

The following table compares the impact of the various cost items in Italy, the Czech Republic, 
and Finland. Finland is a reference country for this project (since the last post-war period, Finland 
has boasted a public system of high quality, free school canteens, as illustrated in Chapter 5) 
on the total expenditure for the canteen. In Italy and Finland the cost of personnel is most 
significant, yet in the Czech Republic the greatest expenditure is on the food.

CZECH REPUBLIC ITALY FINLAND

Personnel cost 36% 47,5% 43%

Food cost 48% 35,4% 31%

Other costs 16% 17,1% 26%

The widespread unawareness of basic cooking techniques and the need to compensate 
for the lack of personnel with simpler procedures translates into a consistent use of highly 
processed, premade products, such as instant dehydrated mixes.

Due to the aforementioned reasons, young cooks are not attracted by the prospect 
of working in school canteens and this causes a higher average age of the staff. The 
absence of a natural generational turnover raises concern: it is reasonable to think that the 
problem of the lack of personnel will continue to worsen in the coming years. 

Finally, there is a lack of an ongoing training system that takes into account the needs of 
the canteen and at least partially accounts for the problems associated with the lack of a 
qualified workforce.
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2.3 CONTROL TOOLS AND NUTRITIONAL VALUE OF THE DIET  
School meal service activities in school canteens are controlled by the Czech School 
Inspectorate (under the Czech Ministry of Education), health authorities, and the Czech 
State Veterinary Administration. Control of compliance with the consumer basket is the 
responsibility of the School Inspectorate and is carried out by clerical personnel who 
do not have training to assess the nutritional quality of food, which causes errors in 
the management of the basket itself. The control of the basket does not fall within the 
responsibility of the Czech Ministry of Health, although the public health system has 
repeatedly identified and corrected errors in its management.

The software currently used by school canteens for reporting on the consumer basket 
is not consistent and authorities do not have control over the various IT systems used. 
Consequently, they have no way of verifying whether the dishes made and served in a given 
period actually correspond to the required nutritional values. Basket matching software 
may contain errors and this results in dishes that do not match the requirements. For 
example, fruit tea is incorrectly included in the “fruit” category. Thus, in the calculations of 
nutritional intake, as dried foods must be multiplied by 10, a few grams of tea is calculated 
as kilos of fruit served, which never actually made it onto children’s plates.

In an attempt to remedy some inconsistencies, the Czech Ministry of Health has issued two 
documents - Nutritional recommendations for consumer baskets and Objective management 
of consumer baskets - which provide information and tools to push towards a more accurate 
and uniform management of the basket and to guarantee a higher nutritional quality of 
the food served. However, complying with them is not mandatory and the arbitrary use of 
recipes of unknown nutritional value is still widespread. Therefore, there is a lack of uniform, 
comparable, and binding rules and procedures, as well as a lack of regular monitoring of 
the nutritional value of the food served and of the adequate size of the portions. 

The checks carried out on a random basis provide information which, although partial, 
seem to highlight a non-correspondence between the “standard portions” served to 
children in the 7-10 age range and the cost of the food.  The table below shows the 
difference in portions in two canteens: same region, similar dishes. 
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The document reads: The study5 found that the quantities of food reported in the consumer 
basket and the quantities of food taken into analysis as standard portions do not match. On 
a purely mathematical basis, this translates into a difference of CZK 420 million theoretically 
unspent for food, and this applies only to the 7-10 age group. The question is whether this 
mathematical reasoning corresponds to reality or whether this money is returned to the 
system in some way, for example in the form of larger portions for older children.
  

Soup weight 198 g
Weight of the main course 420 g
Total 618 g

Soup weight 139 g
Weight of the main course 156 g
Total 295 g

2.4 ORGANIZATION AND EQUIPMENT
To serve a large number of portions, adequate and efficient structures are required within 
cooking systems that respect the ergonomics and capacity of the canteen (the number 
of meals to be served), as well as a logical layout of the work areas. To date, Czech school 
canteens lack equipment that simplifies and rationalizes the organization of work. The 
implementation of modern equipment in the kitchen would allow for better organization 
of work and a more attentive approach to ingredients, to ensure the highest possible 
nutritional and sensory value.

The shortcomings in terms of equipment and organization are many:
• Although kitchens are often equipped with modern cooking technologies, some of 

their functions are not utilized enough (due to incompetence, lack of interest, lack of 
motivation to change the way of working).

5. Text extracted and translated from ‘SCHOOL MEALS’, Analysis and design of the modernization system within the 
project, State Institute of Health, Prague, 2020. The study referred to (study on the nutritional adequacy of school 
canteens) was conducted several times by the health authorities in the 2015/2016 and 2017/2018 school years
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• Equipment is purchased without specific intended uses and with no connection to 
personnel training. 

• Many dishes are prepared early in the morning and kept at high temperatures for 
hours, a method suitable for limiting the risk of contamination but which reduces the 
nutritional quality of the meal.

• There is a lack of blast chillers, which would allow premade products to be cooled to be 
used later for cooking (for example, to cool broths to be used for sauces, meat juices, 
etc.). Therefore, instant and industrially-produced premade products are still used, which 
contain an excess of salt and additives and have an inappropriate fat composition.

• There are no cleaners, so the cooks have the burden of cleaning, which further 
increases their workload.

2.5 CONSUMPTION, WASTE, AND SURPLUS
According to reports from school canteen personnel, 20-35% of prepared food ends up 
being discarded. This means that up to 48,000 tons of food per year, or about 238 tons 
per day, are thrown away. Converting this data into 500-gram portions shows that 96 
million portions of food become waste every year, which corresponds to about 7.5 billion 
korunas wasted (calculating that families spend about 7.5 korunas per meal).

In most cases, school meal service facilities do not monitor the efficiency of operations 
and quantities of leftovers, which could be used to rethink recipes and portions. Instead, 
it would be appropriate to design a school meal service system capable of taking these 
aspects into account and seeking sustainable solutions.

2.6 FOOD EDUCATION 
A lack of a modern vision of nutrition education is also a reason why such a high level 
of waste is generated. Implementation of a food and nutrition curriculum component 
for students is important, and equally important for teachers. Training is essential for 
the teaching personnel to develop a greater educational sensitivity towards the topic of 
nutrition and to acquire knowledge and skills in step with the times: not only on nutritional 
information but also on the cultural, environmental, and affective value of the meal served 
at school.   
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3. SWOT ANALYSIS 

STRENGTHS

 ભ Tradition

 ભ Existence of a national public system

 ભ Existing concept of system supervision

WEAKNESSES

 ભ Insufficient, unprepared, unmotivated, and 
poorly paid personnel

 ભ Lack of professional training

 ભ Unsuitable kitchen equipment

 ભ Inefficient work organization

 ભ Inadequate food nutritional value in terms 
of quantity and quality

 ભ Obsolete “basket” system

 ભ Lack of a vision for modernization

 ભ Absence of uniform criteria and 
methodologies for controls and 
evaluations 

 ભ High percentage of waste

 ભ Lack of modern food education programs

OPPORTUNITIES

 ભ Positive impact on children’s eating 
habits and, consequently, their families.

 ભ System efficiency (procedures, costs, 
safety, quality)

 ભ Creation of new job opportunities

 ભ Enhancement of the short chain, for 
the benefit of local and environmental 
producers

 ભ Prevention of health problems related 
to incorrect nutrition

 ભ Appreciation of the food culture of the 
country since childhood

RISKS

 ભ Collapse of the school meal service system 
due to the lack of personnel

 ભ Uncontrolled privatization and, 
consequently:

 ભ Introduction of large-scale industrial 
cooking systems

 ભ Negative consequences of an unbalanced 
or insufficient diet on the present and 
future health of the pupils

Below, the results of the analysis are listed schematically using the SWOT (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) representation criterion.
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3. THE PROJECT: OBJECTIVES AND PILLARS
 

The different partners, public and private, who are collaborating on the three-year 
work plan to carry out the It’s on Our Plate and We Care project have set themselves as 
a primary objective of the first phase of intervention the clear definition of the food 
quality standards and the consequent training of school cooks, in order to teach them 
to prepare the dishes starting from raw materials and without resorting to industrial 
premade products.
 
3.1 THE FIRST-LEVEL OBJECTIVES
The project aims at developing a high-quality school meal service system that has a 
positive impact on the health of students and their families, able to satisfy the expectations 
of all the people who work in the school meal service area and able to impact the food 
culture of the country.

School canteens are not only meant to be only a means of feeding students respecting 
hygienic requirements; they must become a political tool, capable of affecting the 
future of the new generations, involving all the stakeholders that revolve around the 
canteen itself.

To achieve these objectives, it is necessary to improve the reputation and quality of 
school meal services and to strengthen the skills of all the collaborating individuals, 
working in a fair and transparent way in order to build a relationship of mutual, lasting, 
and constant trust.
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3.2 THE SECOND-LEVEL OBJECTIVES
The main second-level objectives are the following:

 ભ Improve the reputation of the cooks and personnel who work in the kitchens and 
make the professional activity of school meal service staff more attractive, also in 
order to recruit young gastronomes. 

 ભ Develop the skills of the kitchen personnel to improve culinary techniques and the 
gastronomic capacity of the cooks, thus overcoming the need for premade products.

 ભ Modernize the kitchens and the equipment of the school canteens.

 ભ Improve the quality of food and menus, with a greater variety in terms of both food 
and recipes for students. 

 ભ Improve the purchasing system by also making use of the short chain and opening its 
doors to the possibility of obtaining ingredients from school gardens as well as local 
producers.

 ભ Turn the school canteen into a food education tool, involving students, parents, and 
teachers in the educational path.

 ભ Transform the school canteen into a tool to promote the health of the entire 
community and create well-being; spreading a positive view of the school meal. 
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3.3 THE SIX PILLARS 
School meal service is a complex mechanism that consists of many gears that must work 
together smoothly. The project of the Czech Republic recognized the complexity of school 
meal service and analyzed each element to identify both the strengths and the critical 
issues, and therefore started a series of interventions that, together, will allow profound 
transformations. The project was divided into six areas, called ‘pillars’, within which specific 
objectives have been defined, to be achieved through a series of targeted actions.

a. Personnel
As part of the It’s on Our Plate and We Care project, an organizational structure will be 
created, made up of different types of professionals, each of which, duly paid, will carry 
out work activities that require specific technical-practical, theoretical, organizational, and 
communication skills within the kitchen or canteen service.
For each of these positions, specific and continuous training will be required and guaranteed, 
in order to develop skills and continually give new stimuli to personnel, thus creating a 
dynamic and stimulating work environment. As in any workplace, the degree of professional 
satisfaction of the personnel is important for the success of the school canteen service, 
because it builds employee loyalty and motivates improvement.

b. Facilities and premises
The type and size of the organizational structure of the service, the rooms, the kitchen, 
and the related equipment depend on the number of people who use the school canteen. 
To serve a large number of students, adequate and efficient structures are needed. The 
cooking systems must respect the ergonomics and production needs of the individual 
canteens and must guarantee a logical arrangement of the work areas; the provision of 
modern and efficient equipment must simplify and rationalize the organization of work and 
allow food to be stored safely for later use. The It’s on Our Plate and We Care project will 
develop the standards for the facilities and define the list of equipment needed, so that the 
food prepared is of the best possible quality and the processes to produce it are efficient. 
The defined standards may be useful to the contracting authorities to improve the quality 
of the tenders, by defining in detail the necessary tools and the size of the structures within 
which to carry out the service. 
The school canteens involved in this project will be gradually renovated or equipped with 
new technology to support the processes.
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c. Operational processes
There are canteens (see Chapter 5, Phase 3) which have modified the organizational process by 
improving the result of the service. These best practices have shown how important organizational 
efficiency is, because it simplifies the work of the personnel, guarantees a better level of food 
hygiene, and allows the nutritional and sensory value of foods to be preserved.
This project has the ambition to define the standard operating processes that will serve to 
guarantee higher quality dishes: tastier, hygienically safe, and more capable of preserving 
the protective power of food.

d. Food and gastronomy
In the school canteen, the taste of the dish, the presentation, the smell, and the texture 
of the food are crucial aspects that influence the students’ willingness to eat it. Yet, in 
the current school meal service system, the sensory aspect is not the priority. This project 
aims at putting the gastronomic quality of the dishes back at the center of the processes 
by defining a series of standards and aims at defining parameters that can guide the 
composition of the meal. Among these parameters are the description of the ingredients to 
be used, the nutritional value required, the variety of the menu, and the recipes themselves. 
Thanks to these standards, it will be possible to develop specific tools and solutions for 
school canteens and guarantee the production of palatable and nutritionally appropriate 
dishes, respective of the children’s ages. No longer simply satiating foods, but foods also 
offered for the purpose of preventing chronic noncommunicable diseases associated with 
unhealthy lifestyles. Therefore, a diet with more foods of plant origin, more fiber, less red 
meat, and less salt and added sugars is the ultimate goal.

e. Care and education
Eating at school can and must become an integral part of the children’s educational path: 
a moment of inclusion, of socialization, of sharing the enjoyment of food, of knowledge of 
food, also from a nutritional point of view (foods with a high protective factor compared to 
pro-inflammatory foods, which potentially endanger health). Through the daily consumption 
of healthy foods, children will become accustomed to non-artificial foods, acquire good 
eating habits, and become aware of the value of quality food, which not only satiates the 
stomach but nourishes the body and mind. This awareness can only be acquired when the 
canteen is considered “school time” and not a break in the teaching activity. 
The pillar of education, crucial within the project, transforms the canteen into an authentic 
didactic tool, as well as one of care and prevention. Flavors and knowledge feed the 
development of body and mind and invest in the health of the new generations.
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f. Supplies
In the context of school meal services, a lot of money is invested in the purchase of raw 
materials, goods, equipment, and services. Therefore, there must be a valid correlation 
between capital expenditure and operational expenditure (CAPEX/OPEX), to ensure efficient 
management of the school meal service system.
In both of these areas, there is ample room for improvement. The change requires the 
definition of new quality standards, keeping in mind the connection and interaction between 
the different pillars.  The It’s on Our Plate and We Care project has the ambition to define 
these new standards and to design an assessment system with specific quality indicators 
which will enable the entire system to evolve and improve over time.
A school canteen that will be able to meet the new quality standards in all sectors/pillars 
can transform itself into a “school restaurant”: a place where students are at the center, 
where their needs, taste, without losing sight of health, where there is continuity between 
food education (in the classroom, in the school garden, etc.) and actual eating.
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4. THE PLAYERS
It’s on our plate and We Care is a project born under the sponsorship of the Czech Ministry 
of Health, in close collaboration with the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport 
and with the Czech Ministry of Agriculture, with the intention of also involving the Czech 
Ministry of the Environment and the Czech Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs. 

The collaboration of different ministries is inspired by the Finnish model which involves the 
Finnish Ministry of Education together with the Finnish National Agency for Education, the 
Finnish Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, the Finnish National Institute of Health and 
Healthy Lifestyles, the Finnish Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry. These institutions have 
responsibilities in specific areas, all of which are important for the correct functioning of 
the school canteen service. 

Those listed above are not the only active players within the project, which requires 
cross-sector roles and skills to pursue the various project objectives. This is why the 
collaboration of the Ministries with other specialized institutions is essential, such as 
the Czech Gastronomic Institute and the State Institute of Health and Culinary Arts, 
each of which intends to contribute to defining the quality standards for their own field 
of competence.

The project was created with an innovative approach that recognizes the complexity of 
the school meal service system, broken down into sectors, skills, and work groups that 
collaborate to lay the structural foundations of a system that must be rethought, using 
new scientific assumptions and modern logic.
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4.1 THE INSTITUTIONS
The Ministries involved have institutional responsibilities and objectives that aim at 
defining the new reference standards, as illustrated in the following table.

INSTITUTION STANDARDS TO BE DEFINED

CZECH MINISTRY OF 
HEALTH

• Nutritional value of foods
• Nutritional value of recipes
• Portion sizes
• List of suitable raw materials
• Variety of menus
• Nutritional training (accuracy of information, 

training of canteen personnel)
• Establishment of the assessment system (among 

the items to be assessed: nutritional value of 
food, food safety, good hygiene and procedures 
practices)

• IT control system (unified software for school 
canteens, connected to state control)

CZECH MINISTRY OF 
EDUCATION

• Integration of the school canteen within the 
education system.

• Continuing training system for non-pedagogical 
operators

• Service assessment system (satisfaction, food 
waste, adherence to nutritional values, etc.)

• Clear remuneration system for school canteen 
personnel

• IT control system (unified software for school 
canteens connected to state control)
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CZECH MINISTRY OF 
AGRICULTURE

• List of suitable raw materials (in collaboration with 
the Czech Ministry of Health)

• Sourcing regional and local food for school 
canteens

• Monitoring of regional, local, organic food 
consumption within the school meal service system

• Minimization of food waste

CZECH MINISTRY OF 
THE ENVIRONMENT • Waste management, circular economy

CZECH MINISTRY OF 
LABOR AND SOCIAL 

AFFAIRS
• Increase in tabular salaries - inclusion in the 

highest salary classes

4.2 PARTNERS
A. Czech Gastronomic Institute (Český Gastronomický Institut)
This is an organization that brings together professional gastronomes specialized in 
national gastronomy. Within the It’s On Our Plate and We Care project, the Czech Gastronomic 
Institute has the ambition to create cooking experiences capable of promoting the well-
being of all people involved in the school canteen: creating better working conditions 
for cooks, favoring the didactic approach of teachers, improving students’ eating habits, 
putting suppliers in a position to obtain adequate economic recognition. The goal is to 
help create a fair, efficient, and well-oiled system that allows each stakeholder (cooks, 
suppliers, teachers, and students) to achieve their goals. The Czech Gastronomic Institute 
covers the salary costs of one of the two people working full-time on the project.
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B. National Institute of Public Health (Státní Zdravotní Ústav)
This is an institute that prepares the foundations for the national health policy, and for the 
protection and promotion of health. It carries out reference activities in the field of public 
health prevention, monitors and studies the relationship between living conditions and 
health. It controls the quality of services provided to protect public health, participates in 
postgraduate training in the medical fields of prevention and promotion of health and plays 
an important role in the health education of the population. The National Institute of Public 
Health covers the remuneration costs of the second person working full-time on the project.

C. Culinary Arts
Culinary Arts is an educational program for teaching culinary techniques and practices 
starting from its foundations. It is carried out through online courses designed for 
professional gastronomes, which also include school meal service cooks, but which is 
open to all those who want to self-train and improve their culinary knowledge and skills.

D. Round Table on health
The Round Table is made up of experts on the many areas involved in school meal service: 
from the quality of ingredients to the nutritional value of foods, to catering operations, 
to equipment and ergonomics of cafeterias, to education, food waste, etc. It is within the 
Round Table that the areas around which specific standards are identified, which are then 
defined in smaller working groups.
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Its members include Martin Krobot, who is a member of the Czech Association of 
Nutritional Therapists (Masaryk University - Faculty of Medicine) and deals with the 
preparation of nutritional recommendations and legal documents for school nutrition, 
and Jan Viewegh, an engineer specialized in this sector, who is studying the optimal 
layouts and technical equipment of school kitchens. With regard to kitchen centers, the 
preparation of a manual on the ideal layout of school kitchens for three different sizes 
(capacities for 100, 300, and 500 meals) is planned.

E. Slow Food Prague
Slow Food Prague plays a fundamental role in the project, especially for its sensitivity on 
the issues of education and sustainability. Within the project, Slow Food takes an active 
part in several areas: from the education of children to the training of cooks, up to the 
connection with the local food chain. Together with the Czech Gastronomic Institute and 
Zachran jidlo (Safe Food), Slow Food has long been committed to drawing attention to 
the role of school canteens within society, also proposing concrete solutions. It directly 
finances the work of the project manager of the project described here, which has made it 
possible to create methodological supports such as, for example, the document We cook 
from the ground up.

F. Pilot schools
The project, in this first pilot phase, involves the school canteens of eighteen schools, 
mainly elementary schools, which have lent themselves to experimenting with the quality 
standards that will be defined over the years. After the experiment, the feedback from 
the canteens will be collected to understand if the new standards are easy to implement, 
if they need to be improved or changed and what supporting information needs to be 
developed to ensure that they spread and are put into practice once and for all after the 
pilot phase.

G. Masaryk University and Charles University (Univerzita Karlova)
Martin Krobot (representing Masaryk University) and Dana Hrnčířová (representing Charles 
University) are both nutritionists and members of the Multidisciplinary Working Group. 
Their role is to guarantee the correctness and completeness of nutritional information 
and to maintain links with international research groups. 

H. Save Food
In the Czech Republic, Save Food is the only non-governmental organization which deals 
systematically and with great professionalism with food waste. It collaborates within the 
project to help reduce waste in the school meal service system.



"Košťálová, A., Selinger, E. (2020) Máme to na talíři a není nám to jedno
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4.3 THE IMPLEMENTATION TEAM
The implementation team consists of a small group of people, but it collaborates with 
experts from six working groups who, together, develop quality standards for different 
areas of school meals.

ALEXANDRA KOSTALOVÁ

Alexandra graduated from Masaryk University 
with a degree in Human Nutrition. She currently 
works at the Czech Gastronomic Institute and 
the State Institute of Health, where she is 
dedicated to the promotion of good nutrition. 
She is the main researcher of the Healthy 
School Canteen project and co-author of the 
Feed Yourself Nutritional Recommendations, 
adopted by the Czech Ministry of Health’s 
online health portal. She collaborated with the 
Czech Ministry of Education on the Movement 
and nutrition project. She gives lectures for 
professionals and the public and has authored 
numerous publications.

JIŘÍ ROITH

Jiří graduated from the International Culinary 
Schools of Vancouver in 2010 with a degree in 
Culinary Arts and Restaurant Management. After 
his return from Canada, he founded the Farm 
to Table gastronomic concept and in 2014, he 
created the Culinary Arts training program, which 
has the main objective of improving the standards 
of Czech gastronomy schools to bring them closer 
to global standards. In 2020, he co-founded the 
Czech Gastronomic Institute, whose main goal 
and mission is to develop Czech gastronomy. 



32

RECONSTRUCTION PATH OF THE SCHOOL CANTEEN IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC IT’S IN OUR PLATE AND WE CARE

ELISHKA SELINGER

As a physician, Elishka works in the field of 
preventive medicine and public health, and 
currently works at the National Institute of 
Health. While studying at the Third Faculty 
of Medicine of Charles University in Prague, 
she carried out research internships in Italy, 
Germany, and Norway. During her studies, she 
received the award of the Minister of Education, 
Youth and Sports, and the scholarship of the 
faculty for medical graduates Donatio Facultatis 
Medicinae Tertiae. Her research interests are 
mainly in the field of nutritional epidemiology and 
currently, in particular, the impacts of alternative 
diets on health.

RENATA LUKÁŠOVÁ

With her degree in Sociology at Masaryk 
University, Renata has always worked in the 
tourism and hospitality sectors and her specialty 
is customer experience. She is member of 
the board of Slow Food Prague and was an 
ambassador for Jamie Oliver’s Food Revolution.
She currently works at Culinary Arts.
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A CODE OF ETHICS AS A METHOD OF WORK
One of the It’s on Our Plate and We Care project’s many objectives is to improve the quality 
of school meals as well as its public reputation. For this reason, the team wanted to create 
a functional framework with precise rules in order to strengthen the ability of all partners to 
collaborate and act fairly and transparently on the basis of mutual, lasting, and consistent 
trust. With this logic, a Code of Ethics was agreed upon and defined, which establishes rules 
of conduct including:

• Maintaining the highest standards of mutual conduct, using only lawful and ethical 
means in all activities

• Actively promoting the highest level of moral integrity (honesty, fairness, and integrity)

• Working actively, openly, and honestly with other partners to develop a school food 
system of the highest quality that impacts the health of generations of children

• Being fair, impartial, and respectful towards employers, employees, collaborators, 
competitors, customers, and in general to all those involved in professional relationships

• Committing to honesty in all public statements regarding the school meals of the 
project

• Complying with all applicable national and international laws and regulations relating 
to food and catering

• Ensuring safety at work 

• Refusing the use of forced labor or other exploitative conditions 

• Refusing any unfair or deceptive practices and always present intentions honestly 
and openly

• Respecting all cultures, ages, nationalities, and gender expressions 

• Respecting intellectual property, such as patents, copyrights, trademarks, and trade 
secrets. If an unintentional violation occurs due to unawareness, it must be addressed 
and corrected promptly
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• Complying with all antitrust and competition laws and all laws prohibiting unfair or 
unethical business practices

• Respecting competitors, by not making false statements about them, and  not 
commenting on their activities in bad faith

• Providing professionals and the general public with complete and true information on 
all material terms of any agreement affecting them

• Complying with contractual obligations 

• Maintaining the positive, constructive, and professional spirit of the it’s on our plate 
and we care project

• Never giving bribes or other payments in any form, directly or indirectly, to obtain 
or retain favorable business or stock, or giving or distributing illegal gifts that are, 
or may be, contrary to the organization’s policies or that may create expectations or 
obligation on the part of the recipients

• Establishing standards based on facts, data, and research, formulated completely 
independently and in collaboration with independent experts in the field

• Establishing standards by the project that will create a fair and transparent 
environment for all operating in the school meals sector.
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5. THE RECONSTRUCTION PATH:  
THE 4 PHASES OF THE PROJECT
The project is divided into four phases, which will often proceed in tandem.

5.1 PHASE 1: THE QUALITY OF FOOD
As shown in the previous chapters, the study on the nutritional adequacy of school 
canteens has provided crucial information about the quality of the meals offered at 
schools, highlighting its weak points. 
The Finnish model, which inspired the project, is one of the most sophisticated and 
complete systems applicable in the Czech Republic, provided that specific tools are 
developed such as: a list of permitted ingredients, a database of recipes with established 
nutritional value, a system for monitoring the nutritional value of meals on a weekly basis.

A. List of allowed foods
The list of ingredients eligible for school canteens is currently being finalized and will be 
entered into the database. The ingredients suitable for school meals will be listed and 
described in detail, in terms of type, nutritional value, energy value, salt content, sugar 
content, fat, allergens, etc. The list will exclude processed foods or foods with low nutritional 
value.
The permitted ingredients must be used to develop previously-approved recipes, respecting 
each step of the established procedures, up to the correct portioning on the plate. The 
data provided by the software will allow accurate calculations of the portion size of a dish 
in relation to the recommended nutritional value. By adopting precise recipe elaboration 
processes and using quality ingredients, the probability will increase that the dish served 
has nutritional requirements in keeping with the recommendations and that, at the same 
time, it will be appreciated from a sensory point of view. Naturally, the exact description of 
the procedures cannot replace the skills of the cooks, acquired with practical training that 
will transform into ongoing training.
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B. Recipe database with calculated nutritional value
In summary, the proposed solution consists in offering school canteens a national database 
of recipes which includes the nutritional values of the dishes, the precise description of the 
preparation procedures, and the planning of the weekly menus to allow for a better variety 
on the menu. 
The new database is managed by the Czech Ministry of Agriculture (nutridatabaze.cz) and 
includes over 900 ingredients: still few compared to the Finnish database, which has 4,000. 
However, this number may be sufficient to cover the menus of three school months and 
these dishes could then be offered again in the following months. The database could also 
be expanded by the school canteens themselves, which could use their own recipes, as long 
as the calculation of nutritional values is included.

C. Computer control 
The software described above should be incorporated into a single national IT system 
that the control authorities should use to verify the correspondence between nutritional 
recommendations and consumption. In this way, the large number of recorded data could 
facilitate the procedures of the supervisory authorities, eliminating the currently common 
errors and contradictions described in the pages dedicated to the critical issues. The single 
IT system would allow institutions to produce useful statistics to verify the compliance of 
meals and the quantities of ingredients used. It could even be an interesting indicator for 
local farmers or food producers.
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D. Portions
In addition to the nutritional values and a precise description of the procedures, it is 
important that the portion size is indicated for each recipe. Also in this case, the project 
is inspired by the Finnish system, which divides the portions into three groups (S, M, L). In 
the Czech Republic, there will be four portion sizes: 

XS  
3-6 years 

S  
6-10 years

M  
11-14 years

L  
15 years and over

FINNISH PARAMETERS MODEL ADAPTED  
TO THE CZECH REPUBLIC
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The Finnish model also involves calculating the total energy value of the meal and a triple 
ratio of energy (kcal to MJ) from each nutrient. These parameters are also monitored 
weekly by the service provider, who prepares the menus and chooses the appropriate 
recipes based on these parameters (provided that the prescribed variety of dishes offered 
is complied with).

AGE KCAL/FOOD MJ ENERGY/FOOD

6–9 550 2.3

10–13 700 3.0

14–16 850 3.5

5.2 PHASE 2: PERSONNEL AND ORGANIZATION
A. Basic goals 
The Czech School Inspectorate carried out a survey6 (October 2016 - June 2017) on the 
quality of school meal services, from which the following needs emerged:

1. Expand the range of training experiences for the professional growth of personnel.

2. Increase the remuneration level of school meal service personnel.

3. Improve standards for healthy eating and educating children’s eating habits.

4. Identify recipes that enable the preparation of meals that are nutritionally balanced 
and at the same time appetizing for children.

5. Expand the range of meals offered, drawing inspiration from successful canteens 
and encourage the sharing of ideas and experiences between school canteens 
(competitions, virtual environments, etc.).

6. Support the creation and operation of school meal service committees in primary schools.

Of these six points, two concern the kitchen personnel, in which it is necessary to invest 
in training and compensation. 

6. Thematic report - Quality of school catering - Czech School Inspectorate (CSI) 2016 - 2017
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Some training activities for school canteen personnel already exist but, currently, the 
trainers are corporate representatives that sell products for mass catering; therefore, 
there is a risk that the information is not entirely objective and impartial. Indeed, the main 
concern of these trainers is the success of their products on the market; the quality of the 
information provided to school meal service personnel is subordinated to this objective.

B. Ongoing training
The project dedicates an important space to the training of the kitchen personnel to ensure 
continued success of the project’s goals. It provides for a reorganization of the professional 
profiles necessary within the meal preparation process, with clear distinctions of roles, 
duties, and responsibilities. Each position will correspond to specific and ongoing training. 
The training activities include courses on:

 ભ Basic cooking techniques: the palatability of food is an unavoidable prerequisite for 
children to eat properly.

 ભ Use of modern kitchen equipment in order to allow for better organization of work 
and a careful approach to ingredients to maintain the highest possible nutritional and 
sensory value.

 ભ Basic notions of nutrition and product sciences, important for managing the selection 
of quality ingredients, with the lowest possible number of processed foods.

 ભ Principles of good hygiene and production practices.

In the context of the project, the cooking techniques needed to work within school 
canteens are currently taught in a two-year course under the guidance of Culinary Arts.

Once canteen staff have acquired the necessary nutritional skills, have learned basic 
cooking techniques and can determine the cost and nutritional value of dishes, then they 
can be involved in recipe development together with nutritionists.
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C. Economic aspects: remuneration
Motivating personnel also means guaranteeing them adequate remuneration. No school 
canteen system can produce meals of good nutritional and sensory quality without well-paid 
personnel who are competent in cooking techniques and have a good understanding of the 
scientific principles of good and healthy eating. Increasing personnel salaries is the first step 
towards improving the quality of school meal services and avoiding the significant risk of a 
lack of qualified personnel. 

For this reason, the project aims at:
• improving personnel salaries;

• guaranteeing wage conditions comparable to those of the entire food service sector

• optimizing working hours;

• increasing the prestige of the school canteen cook profession;

• attracting the interest of graduates in canteen-related professions and nutrition experts 
to work in this sector;

• stimulating continuous training.
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D. Economic aspects: purchase of foodstuffs  
The project focuses on the quality of the food and this aspect has strong economic 
implications. Bigger budget limits are needed for the purchase of raw materials, also due 
to recent price increases. 

The current limits are no longer sufficient. Most canteens are already buying at prices 
close to the limits of the regulations currently in force. Raising these ceilings is an essential 
step to prioritize product quality. 

Raising spending limits can go hand in hand with more efficient use of subsidies for economically 
disadvantaged children, to ensure they too have access to a full and healthy meal. 

E. Self service
To guarantee children a more active role in the school feeding system and a more 
responsible attitude towards food, waste, and health, the project considers it appropriate 
to introduce a meal distribution system based on the self-service buffet model, which 
allows diners to help themselves. The self-service would be only partial (therefore assisted), 
for example, with younger children, when the risk of burns is higher, especially in the case 
of soups. In this case, the school canteen personnel should intervene in support. 

The system is designed in such a way as to stimulate the consumption of healthy foods: 
in fact, the meal begins with vegetables or fruit. Children are informed about the menu 
of the day, the appropriate portions, and the alternative foods they can choose from if 
they do not like a particular food. In the Finnish system, a pupil can choose between two 
different dishes each day, with a minimum of one vegetarian meal per week. 

At the self-service buffet, the children decide for themselves how much and what to put 
on the plate, choosing from various side dishes. Of course, the child may serve him/
herself a smaller portion than that established by law, and this must be avoided. The 
Finnish model, which inspired the project, has found an educational solution: the child 
learns in class to identify the correct volume of food to put on the plate: the plate-type. 
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F. The plate-type
A key element in the continued success of the project is to educate students on appropriate 
portion sizes. To help them orient themselves, models such as the following can be used 
during the teaching activities. 

Eating and learning together – recommendations for school meals - National Nutrition 
Council, Finnish National Agency for Education and National Institute for Health and Welfare, 
Helsinki, Finland 2017
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G. Consumption times
There is currently no legislation or recommendation on the optimal time to eat a school 
meal. The organization of distribution is difficult both in large schools and in those with 
limited space for the canteen. Children do not have enough time to eat their meals (which 
must be served, according to the rules of hygiene standards, at a temperature of 60˚C: 
Decree 137/2004 Coll. §25) and the loud noise makes the canteens not very pleasant 
places, where people do not want to stay for too long.

The optimal duration for the meal is about 30 minutes, but few schools allow this time. In 
most cases, meals are eaten in a hurry.
Only with the collaboration of the Czech Ministry of Education will it be possible to find 
solutions that meet the needs of teachers (lesson times), kitchens, and canteens as well 
as children, taking into account their physical and emotional needs. 

The best situation, currently, is found in kindergartens, where times are more relaxed. 
Unfortunately, with the transition to primary school, good habits are lost and lack of time 
plays a significant role, with a negative impact on eating. The “time” aspect, which the 
project signals as a criticality, is not yet reflected in the part of the project that contains 
the proposals for change.

5.3 PHASE 3: THE CANTEEN AS AN EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY
The educational potential of the school canteen is very often ignored or underestimated. 
Instead, it is necessary to take into account that children spend a significant percentage 
of their lives at school and here they acquire habits, tastes, and beliefs that will accompany 
them throughout their lives.
Schools can play a decisive role in the prevention of eating disorders, because it can 
guide the habits of millions of children: the entire adult population of the future. 
At school, a child finds a “nutritional environment”, which operates as a positive or negative 
model: they may encounter a good canteen and valid educational programs or, conversely, 
a mediocre canteen, lack of educational programs, vending machines for manufactured 
snacks and drinks, and the widespread habit of celebrating anniversaries and festivities 
by setting up buffets with low quality food and drink. Both contexts will condition their 
present and future behavior. For this reason, it is crucial that healthy choices are not only 
present but also the most easily accessible. 
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The relationship between nutrition and health has short- and long-term effects. It has 
been shown that children who receive adequate nutrition have better school performance 
and are less absent from school, because they get sick less. Proper nutrition prevents 
childhood obesity and therefore in adulthood, which is associated with serious chronic 
diseases such as cardiovascular and metabolic diseases (type 2 diabetes) and cancer. Good 
eating habits, characterized by a high percentage of fruit and vegetables and a limited 
intake of salt, simple carbohydrates, and saturated fatty acids, are the best prevention 
tool currently available.
School environments that encourage healthy choices, healthy lifestyles, and open dialogue 
about relationships with food also help prevent eating disorders. 

A. Nutritional education in the classroom 
The Framework Curriculum for Primary Education provides for the introduction of 
nutritional education. However, the definition of the method, contents, and application 
methods of this hypothetical program are still missing. One possibility is to use the 
document of the Czech Ministry of Education and Science, Movement and Nutrition7 or 
that of the Czech Ministry of Agriculture, Know what you eat - teenagers8. There is a lack 
of systematic training for teachers, who can in turn convey these contents competently, 
with the establishment of a real school “subject” or across the curriculum.

7. https://pav.rvp.cz/filemanager/userfiles/Edukacni_materialy/1_pohyb_a_vyziva_web.pdf

8. https://www.viscojis.cz/teens/

https://pav.rvp.cz/filemanager/userfiles/Edukacni_materialy/1_pohyb_a_vyziva_web.pdf
https://www.viscojis.cz/teens/
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However, the existing food education lessons, some of which are undoubtedly 
commendable, have two important limitations: (1) they are sporadic experiences which 
don’t allow for the consolidation of new habits and (2) they have a fragile or a non-
existent connection to what is offered in the school canteen, which results in a missed 
opportunity to make an applicable educational impact.

It should be emphasized that the very fact that food education initiatives are proposed 
and implemented demonstrates the existence of this educational need and the will to 
find answers. Examples of good practices are the International School Canteen Days 
(association of school canteens in collaboration with the embassies and the National 
Institute of Health), the project day/week on the theme of the country linked to the 
traditional lunch menu in the school canteen, health days, project days, health education 
programs, extracurricular activities such as cooking clubs and food tastings for parents.

The cooking circles based on the HSE methodology, Children welcome in the kitchen, led 
by the heads of the school canteen of the Neplachovice primary school and kindergarten, 
in the Opava district, and of the Labská primary school in Brno, are proof of how it is 
possible to increase nutritional literacy and develop sensory perception through hands-
on teaching. The school cafeteria run by the pupils of Dukelská 1112 primary school in 
Mladá Boleslav unites nutritional literacy, financial literacy, and social behavior.

B. School canteen as an aggregation center for the local community  
Some school canteens invite parents to a school dinner where the dishes offered to 
the children in the canteen are presented. In this way, families can get an idea of the 
recipes, get to know the personnel, express their impressions, and make suggestions or 
be inspired by dishes to be made at home too. In some schools in the Czech Republic, 
school canteens function as cafeterias and are open to parents who can have breakfast 
or a snack with their children. These canteens are equipped with facilities where parents 
help themselves. In some cases, it’s been possible to transform the school garden into 
a community garden and connect it to the school canteen. These examples represent 
virtuous models that we intend to take into account.
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5.4 PHASE 4: ONGOING ASSESSMENT AT MULTIPLE LEVELS
Currently, the system is monitored by the supervisory authorities, according to their 
competences. There is therefore a financial control (MoEYS) and a security control (OOVZ, 
SVS). The School Inspectorate publishes reports on the data that it collects through its 
own investigations (see the chapter dedicated to critical issues). The project proposes a 
multi-level periodic evaluation, which includes feedback from different subjects involved 
in the school food service.

A. The children
Children who eat at school are good at judging taste, appearance, appeal, and variety. The 
assessment can take place at very short intervals - for example, daily, weekly, or monthly - and 
allow corrective measures to be implemented based on the results. 

B. The school
The school can evaluate the organization of the service, the noise in the environment, the 
variety of food, the taste orientation of the students, the frequency of taking or discarding 
certain foods (e.g. vegetables, waste). Assessment can also be considered part of teaching, 
such as monitoring food waste, monitoring vegetable consumption, etc.

C. The supplier
From the point of view of the supplier, it is necessary to collect data that is comparable 
between various canteens. These data could assess factors such as satisfaction with the 
school canteen, or other quantitative indicators: percentages of consumption, nutritional 
quality, comparisons between schools served by the same supplier.

D. The State
The State must collect and analyze the data provided by the unified software to plan and 
implement strategies to improve food service. It can also use analytics from individual 
vendors. This should make it possible to monitor the nutritional value of the foods served, 
the consumption of food groups, food safety, the quality of the ingredients used, the 
sufficiency of financial limits, the personnel, the comparison of evaluation data with other 
suppliers, etc.
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6. A NEW CANTEEN MODEL
The current project has the ambition to define a new canteen model, not only because the 
recommendations at the basis of the current dishes and menus are obsolete, but above 
all because the school canteen wants and is able to change objectives.  

If historically, in terms of health, the school canteen service was created with the intention 
of preventing nutritional deficiencies; nowadays, there is the additional objective to prevent 
chronic non-communicable diseases associated with unhealthy lifestyles. With this logic, 
a diet with more foods of plant origin is also recommended in the school canteen, to 
increase the intake of fibers, and to reduce the consumption of red meat. All this is linked 
to the emphasis placed not only on a greater consumption of whole grains, legumes, 
fruit, and vegetables and on a preference for lean animal proteins (like fish and poultry) 
over red meat, and also on a reduction in salt and added sugars. Neither of the latter 
objectives is a priority in current school canteen legislation and are therefore unlikely to 
be pursued. 

Other objectives, no less important, are included, such as the reduction of the environmental 
impact of school meals. Currently, due to a rigidity in the choice of food groups to use, the 
system does not allow schools to move towards more sustainable nutrition methods, an 
aspect on which it is instead appropriate to remodel the menus, which must and can be 
healthy and sustainable at the same time.

The canteen, therefore, raises the bar and becomes an instrument of social, economic, 
and environmental policy. The school canteen becomes an opportunity to educate about 
healthier eating styles, which can involve families in this path of knowledge to have an 
impact on the food culture of the communities, made up of local producers who can 
become suppliers of the school canteen, thus enriching the local agricultural fabric.  
The objective of the service has radically changed: we look at its complexity but also at 
the opportunities it offers to the country’s system. This new vision is expressed in the 
involvement of several Ministries, called to lead a change that requires a new regulatory 
framework and new rules. 
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Following this experimental phase, new standards, new control tools, and methodologies 
for measuring results will have to be regulated, which not only assess the students’ 
enjoyment but also the consumption amount and therefore, also of waste. 

The virtuous system that is emerging takes time but will make it possible to adapt nutrition 
to updated scientific recommendations, to promote a good, healthy and sustainable food 
culture and to make this service a social and economic opportunity for the community.
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