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As the first generation of dietitians in Vietnam,
studying in a graduate program in Japan, we are
working hard to study every day in order to improve
our country's nutrition situation, especially schools'
nutrition. Through one year of working as a dietitian
in a primary school in Vietnam, as well as one year of
internship in Japanese school kitchens, I have seen the
difference in school meals between two countries.

In Japan, lunch is often the most enjoyable time
of the day for children. They eagerly await the lunch
and eat with delight. Meals are meticulously planned
by the dietitian and carefully prepared by the cooking
staff. Hence school lunches are very attractive and
delicious. Moreover, the menus are different every day
in a school year, keeping children from getting bored.
For those reasons, almost all the students eat all the
food provided, and the amount of food leftover is very
small.

In contrast, in Vietnam, children often do not like
school meals. They often say that school meals are not
tasty, the menu is repetitive. Many children do not eat
at school but choose to eat at home. Currently, public
schools in Vietnam do not have dietitians. Meals are
prepared based on the experiences of the kitchen staff
members — who are not fully trained in nutrition. They
often make simple, quick-cooking menus. The dishes
are very monotonous and not eye-catching. For that

reason, children who eat school lunch often leave a lot
of food, mainly vegetables, and rice.

So why there is such a difference in the
deliciousness and attractiveness of school meals
between the two countries?

During my internship, I discovered that in Japan,
they use a lot of materials, more than 10 kinds for each
meal. On the first day of my internship, I was really
surprised when I walked into the kitchen and saw
many types of vegetables with a variety of colors. With
such a variety of vegetables, they have created many
different food combinations, in all dishes: main dishes,
side dishes or even stable food (Photo 1). When
combining vegetables together, vegetables with
meats/fish/eggs or with rice, it will give children new
sensations in both flavor and texture. In addition, when
vegetables are part of a tasty mixture, even disliked
vegetables might become acceptable. Also, because of
these combinations, meals become colorful
stimulating children's appetite. On the other hand, in
Vietnam, a meal has only about 5-6 materials and is
often cooked separately, without any combination
(Photo 2). Therefore, the colors are also quite
monotonous, not bringing excitement to children.
Because of that cooking method, children who already
do not like to eat vegetables will only eat meat and
leave vegetables behind.

Photo 1: Japanese school meal

In addition to using a variety of food materials,
the cutting method between the two countries is also
different. In Japan, the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology has recommended to
choose a cutting method that suits the nature of the
ingredients and the cooking method, and decide the
thickness and size according to the dish to standardize.
They had made the guideline on how to cut the vegetable
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Photo 2: Vietnamese school meal

for school lunch (photo 3) and also give examples of
the characteristics of different cutting methods (Photo
4). Through my internship, I saw that the school really
put it into practice. Each material has a different
cutting method depending on the combination and is
cut very carefully so that the thickness of all pieces is
similar. With fish and meat, when delivered, the
supplier has already cut it according to the
requirements of the dietitian. With vegetables, every
morning, the cooking staff cut them according to the
instruction which was carefully noted by the dietitian.



With the same vegetable but two different dishes, the
cut is different. For example, carrots in a salad had thin
strips cut, but in a soup, they were cut into quarter
slices (Photo 1). With that cutting method, the
ingredients will be mixed well together, and make the
dish look better. In opposition, in Vietnam, the
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Japanese and Vietnamese school lunches

materials are cut very rough, the size is uneven. As in
stir-fried chicken (Photo 2), there were both very large
pieces and very small pieces, so when cooking, small
pieces might become very tender while large pieces
still hard. Vegetables and eggs were also the same.
This made the overall dish look less appealing.
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Photo 3: Guideline on how to cut the vegetable for school lunch
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Photo 4: Characteristics of different cutting methods.
[Those cut at right angles to the fibers (left) are characterized by their ease of chewing.
Those cut in parallel (right) retain elasticity and chewy texture]

While these findings may sound small, simply
increasing the number of food materials to make more
food combinations and more colorful meals and
changing the way of cutting can have a huge impact on
the palatability and appeal of a meal. In my opinion, if
Vietnamese school meals can improve those points, it
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will make children able to eat with interest and the
leftover will be reduced. In addition, I think that it
might work not only at school meals but also at home
meals. And not only Vietnam, but all countries can also
try the above points to improve children's meals.






