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Abstract

This qualitative study analyzed various environmental factors and difficulties faced by school foodservices during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Focus group interviews were conducted by enrolling 12 nutrition teachers and nutritionists. Data
collected were subsequently analyzed for changes implemented during the pandemic, in hygiene management, diet
management, and distribution management of the school meal. The content and method of delivery of information related
to diet guidance and school foodservice by related organizations were also examined. Results of the survey show that
personal hygiene (such as maintaining student-to-student distance, checking students for a fever, and hand disinfection) was
duly applied, installation of table coverings and distancing between school cafeteria seats were conducted, and mandatory
mask-wearing to prevent droplet transmission was enforced. Depending on the COVID-19 situation, the number of students
having school meals was limited per grade, and time-spaced meals were provided. To prevent infection, menus that required
frequent hand contact were excluded from the meal plan. Overall, it was difficult to manage the meal plan due to frequent
changes in tasks, such as the number of orders and meal expenses. These changes were communicated by nutrition teachers
and nutritionists wherein the numbers of school meals were adjusted, depending on situations arising from each COVID-
19 crisis stage. Furthermore, in some schools, either face-to-face nutrition counseling was stopped entirely, or nutrition
education was conducted online. Parent participation was disallowed in the monitoring of school meals, and the prohibition
on conversations inside the school cafeteria resulted in the absence of communication among students, nutrition teachers,
and nutritionists. Additionally, confusion in meal management was caused by frequent changes in the school meal
management guidelines provided by the Office of Education and the School Health Promotion Center in response to
COVID-19. In anticipation of the emergence of a new virus or infectious diseases caused by mutations in the years to come,
it is suggested that a holistic, well-thought-out response manual for safe meal operation needs to be established, in close
collaboration with schools and school foodservice-related institutions.
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<Table 1> General characteristics of focus group study participants

Group 1
Case Affiliation Gender Age Zeearfisiczf
1 H. nutritionist F 46 22
2 M. nutritionist F 38 15
3 H. nutritionist F 34 11
4 M. nutritionist F 31
5 M. nutritionist F 31
6 M. nutritionist F 34 10
Group 2
Case Affiliation Gender Age Years. of
service
1 M. nutritionist F 52 12
2 E. nutrition teacher F 44 18
3 H. nutritionist F 29 3
4 H. nutritionist F 28 3.5
5 H. nutritionist F 23 1.5
6 E. nutrition teacher F 50 22

The abbreviations E, M, and H refer to elementary, middle, and high
schools, respectively.
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<Table 2> Questions used for focus group interviews

Category

Question

» What are the important considerations for hygiene management when providing school meals

Hygiene management

during the COVID-19 pandemic?

» What were the difficulties in hygiene management when providing school meals during COVID-19?

Menu management

* What were some difficulties in creating a meal plan during COVID-19?

Managing school meals distribution

» What were the difficulties in managing school meals during COVID-19?
* What has significantly changed when providing meals to students during COVID-19?

Dietary guidance

» Were there any difficulties in guiding students' diet during COVID-19?
» Were there any difficulties in communicating with students and parents during COVID-19?

» Was the information received from school foodservice-related institutions during COVID-19

Items wished to be delivered to

efficient for meal management operation?

school foodservice-related institutions < Is there any additional guidance on the COVID-19 pandemic you wish to receive from the

Office of Education while this pandemic persists?

Other matters
management.

* Other than the above, please tell us about the problems and difficulties of meal service
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<Table 3> Changes in the hygiene management of school foodservice before and during COVID-19

» Regular disinfection and quarantine measures by external specialized companies in accordance with the school

foodservice hygiene management guidelines

» Use of the meal distribution tools in the school cafeteria without replacement through the end of the distribution

 Open tables without partitions
Before COVID-19

« Random choice of seats in the school cafeteria

* Implementation of basic hygiene education (personal hygiene, food handling, kitchen hygiene management, etc.)

for two hours a month

» Wearing of various types of masks by foodservice workers inside the cafeteria (e.g., dental masks, transparent

sanitary masks, etc.)

« Additional support for quarantine personnel and an increase in the frequency of disinfection by the district office
in addition to existing school-supported specialized companies

* Replacing the meal distribution tools in the school cafeteria with regularly disinfected tools according to a time-

spaced meal plan

During COVID-19  * Installation of partitions on the tables of the school cafeteria

* Implementation of designated seats or distancing between seats in the school cafeteria

« In addition to basic hygiene education for foodservice workers, measurement of body temperature immediately
after work and before serving, additional verification and recording of the number of coughing episodes, etc.

» Wearing of KF80 or KF94 medical masks by foodservice workers
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<Table 4> Changes in the menu management of school foodservice plans before and during COVID-19

* Preparation of a menu that meets the management standards for a school foodservice plan
» Use of a shared drinking fountain in the school cafeteria to drink water

Before COVID-19  « Due to the fixed number of school meals, the amount of orders and expenses for school meals do not change
substantially

* A meal plan is managed in accordance with the academic schedule

* An institution related to school foodservice" provides simple menu recipes and recommends such menus
» Exclude menus that are likely to cause cross-contamination (e.g., hamburgers, meals wrapped in lettuce)
* Provide simple meals that minimize face-to-face contact and allow quick intake (e.g, rice platters, menus with no soup)
* Parents’ unreasonable demand for alternative meals for school meals (e.g., food cooked in a school cafeteria
should be packaged in a disposable container and taken out)
» The number of disposable food packaging containers increased due to the provision of convenient food
During COVID-19 * The decrease in satisfaction with meals and the increase in complaints due to the provision of simple meals

* Drinking water is individually carried and is individually provided by the cafeteria
* More processed desserts are provided in school cafeterias

* Order volume and meal expenses are not consistent due to the fluctuation in the number of meals needed at
school during each stage of the COVID-19 crisis

* Planning ahead for meal plan management is not feasible due to circumstantial changes
« Imposition of the tasks to support alternative meals in addition to general meals (e.g., food ingredient package®)

DThe Office of Education and the School Health Promotion Center
JFood ingredient packages: part of a project to supply food ingredients, such as farm products for school meals, to students’ families as school
meals were suspended due to the postponement of the opening of elementary, middle, and high schools due to COVID-19
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<Table 5> Changes in the meal distribution management of school meals before and during COVID-19

* Serving food at a set meal time

* Allocation of nutrition teachers or nutritionists and some faculty members for food management guidance
Before COVID-19  « Focusing on face-to-face and hybrid (face-to-face + self-) distribution methods rather than only self-distribution

* Food distribution managed by nutrition teachers and nutritionists is critical to enhancing smooth food distribution
of consistent quantity and preventing food poisoning.

« In accordance with the school foodservice guidelines delivered from the institution relating to school meals,"
there are restrictions on the number of school meals by grade and the time-spacing of meals.

After COVID-19

* An increased number of teachers assigned to guide meal distribution management and increased time for guidance

* The self- or hybrid (face-to-face + self-) distribution method has been converted to face-to-face distribution.

« In addition to the existing task of management of food distribution by nutrition teachers and nutritionists, the
task of managing quarantine during food distribution has been added.

DThe Office of Education and the School Health Promotion Center
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<Table 6> Changes in dietary guidance for school foodservice before and during COVID-19 pandemic

« Students’ poor table manners

» Adverse reactions and allergies to specific foods are identified through nutrition counseling and pre-meal surveys.

Before COVID-19  « Periodic nutrition counseling or nutrition education is provided by nutrition teachers or nutritionists.

« Parents participate in monitoring and express opinions regarding the meal service site at least once a week.

» Exchanging opinions among nutrition teachers, nutritionists, and students on school meals

 Improvement of students’ table manners due to strengthened guidance along with the increased number of teachers

* Due to the increased number of COVID-19-related text messages sent by the school, parents’ response rate to
the surveys related to school meals and allergies has decreased.

After COVID-19

« In place of nutrition counseling by nutrition teachers or nutritionists, nutrition education is conducted online.

« Pursuant to the regulations of the school meal-related institutions that prohibit outsiders from entering the school,”
parents are not allowed to participate in monitoring school meals.

* Lack of communication among students, nutrition teachers, and nutritionists due to the prohibition of

conversations inside the cafeteria

DThe Office of Education and the School Health Promotion Center
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<Table 7> Changes in school meal information by school meal-related institutions before and during COVID-19

* Operation of school meals in accordance with the management direction of school foodservice and the hygiene

management guidelines for school foodservice

Before COVID-19

* Measures for preventing and responding to food poisoning accidents are guided by the Ministry of Education

and the School Health Promotion Center.

» The guidelines for managing school foodservice are frequently changed due to changes in the COVID-19 situation.

During COVID-19  « Regarding how to respond to the COVID-19 situation, each institution related to school foodservice sends an
official letter to the school that focuses on different issues, intensifying confusion in relation to meal management.
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