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Introduction

A Crutch for Building Lunchboxes




Are you in a rut with packing school lunches? Are you short on time but worry about whether your child is getting a nutritious meal at school? Then this is the place for you. As a mom of three girls, I have packed my fair share of school lunches. I used to dread getting up in the morning to pack them. And, to be honest, mornings still are not my cup of tea. Blurry eyed, and usually running late, I used to revert to the same ol’ same ol’. 

About four years ago, I started collecting and developing my own better lunchbox menu ideas…A sort of “go-to” crutch in the morning where I did not have to think to pack the simplest, nutritious and variety-filled lunches. We know what foods our kids like, we know what is healthy, but sometimes it’s hard to remember those quick options available when you are rushed and/or tired.

Meals so delicious parents will want to eat them too…  Which is a huge time and money saver in itself, because working parents can now look forward to brown bagging it to work as you throw together the same lunch for your kids. Just because they are kids doesn’t mean they have to eat a perpetual mix of princess and action hero packaged garbage everyday. Try acquainting them to new (and easy) lunch menus. You might be surprised!

Variety is the spice of life…  There are probably things in here your kids haven’t tried. Give them a whirl and don’t get discouraged! I realize a lot of kids are “picky eaters,” but unless we introduce them to a variety of foods then they will never acquire new tastes. Food is fun, and its fun to try new things. 

Portions… You know your kids best. From my lunchroom observations, I see two things: a lot of waste, and a lot of large portions of unhealthy items (of mostly things like chips). A discussion on our nations’ obesity problem is for another book. Still, in these pages feel free to tailor the portion to meet your child’s needs; keeping in mind they don’t eat the same quantity as you do. A lunchbox of 400-500 calories low in fat should do for a 4 to 8 year old. 

If you want zero work, then this isn’t the book for you—that’s where you send along a Lunchable pre-packaged deal or send money for the flabby school lunch. What I promise here are good ideas that are easy, fast, well rounded, and nutritious with minimal planning. My hope for this book is to present lunchboxes in a ridiculously simple way. These aren’t new ideas, just menu items and combinations that you may not have considered for a while, or weren’t aware of how easy and fast they were to throw in the ol’ lunchbox. This is a compilation of menus/recipes that you can use as your handholding in your own crazy busy pre-dawn household. I hope you will try these simple lunch recipes and edit them to find yours or your child’s favorite taste.

I hope by sharing my collection, that you find some new tricks to “re-tool” your own arsenal of ideas, and share with other moms who are bored of the usual lunchbox drill. This is how I got through a year of monotonous lunch building…. Enjoy!


Chapter 1

Get Your Veg On: No-Lettuce Salads & Rice Bowls




Salads like ones that follow are more popular with my kids than their lettuce-version cousins because, since they travel better, they look more appealing at the other end. Take a break from sandwiches; skip the thermos and keeping stuff hot—these meals pack nutrition and offer variety to the same ol’ same ol’. These are equally wonderful for mom and dads lunchbox too.




TIP: I was frustrated some days when I packed a new lunch the girls hadn't seen before because most of it came home in a mangled mess.  Something that has worked for me has been to call them over in the morning to see what I am preparing and loading up for them so they can get a sneak peek (and I can explain how yummy its going to be).  It gives me a chance to head of any doubts they have of trying something new!  I've also given a "surprise" at the end of the day if the new lunch is entirely eaten (honor system here on this point).




Couscous
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Couscous is a ridiculously easy and fast item to prepare, with a ton of “add-in” options! It makes a great side dish the night before, so leftovers make this lunchbox even easier. And, it is great hot or cold! That’s why I put it in the No-Lettuce-Salad section. Think of it as a speedy (10min) rice that can be paired with almost anything. Once again, you can shave the chicken from the pre-made roaster chicken you bought for other recipes or there is pre-cooked chicken in your freezer section. Same goes for time-saver pre-cook veggies. Here are some of my girls’ favorites that just take 15min to prepare:




1. Chicken Cheese Couscous

Prepare couscous according to directions. Mix in 2c of chicken diced, 1/4c feta cheese, and 1c fresh chopped tomatoes, 1/2c broccoli florets, 1 clove of garlic chopped. 




2. Parmesan Chicken Couscous

Prepare couscous according to directions. Mix in 1c diced chicken, 2T Parmesan cheese, basil (fresh is best)




TIP: I like packing healthy lunches and if I feel like I have a well-rounded meal, I throw in a Halloween-size chocolate as a treat. The kids feel like they are getting something special but not in the ridiculously large king-size version we’ve grown accustomed to.




3. Tomato Parmesan Couscous

Prepare couscous according to directions except replace water with chicken broth. Add 2 cloves diced garlic, asparagus spears (pre-cooked ones in your freezer section), 1 diced plum tomato, 3/4c Parmesan cheese. 




*Other great add-ins includes peas, green onions, Gorgonzola cheese, dried cranberries, pesto sauce, mushrooms, and diced bell pepper. Mix and match what tastes suit your lunchboxer!
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4. Artichoke Dip

This is amazingly filling! In a deep bowl combine: 1 can artichoke hearts, 1 can chickpeas, ½ cup of mayonnaise, garlic salt, 1T lemon juice, 2T Parmesan. I use a hand blender like the kind you make smoothies with to blend until pureed—this saves on cleanup of your food processor. Send along to school with pita chips or sliced veggies.




TIP: One of my favorite lunchbox tricks is frozen 8 oz. waters that I use to keep lunches cool. By the time lunchtime rolls around…ice cold water!




5. Blueberry Corn Bean No-Lettuce Salad

Combine 1c blueberries, 3/4c frozen corn, 1 can black beans rinsed. Toss with your favorite vinaigrette and cilantro. Send along with a buttered roll.




TIP: Short on time and want to add more vegetables? Look for menu items (like spaghetti sauce) that you can add a 4 oz. jar of squash or carrot baby food to. It’s a fast way to sneak in more nutrition without bothering with pureeing.




6. THE Chicken Salad

A personal favorite! Use the rest of the pre-made roaster chicken you used in Hail Caesar! Combine 1lb chopped chicken, 1 can artichokes, 1 can black beans, scallions, capers. Mix with 2 Tbs of your favorite vinaigrette and send along with pita bread or pita chips.
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7. South of the Border No-Lettuce Salad

Throw together 1 can black beans, corn, chopped tomato, diced onion/scallion, and avocado. Add lime juice (keeps avocado from turning brown), 2T Olive Oil, cilantro and pinches of salt/pepper/chili powder. Send with a small side of corn chips.




TIP: Ever get a note from someone that made you feel special? Writing a quick note for your kids’ lunchbox will give them a mid-day smile. Try asking a couple of questions in the note for them to ponder--it might spur some good after-school discussion!




8. Tuna Tostada Salad

Combine diced tomatoes, onion, and cilantro. Add tuna and fresh lemon juice to the vegetable mixture and season with salt and pepper. Send along in separately wrapped tostada, corn chips, or taco shell for your kids to fill!




TIP: Try adding a variety of veggies as the “snack” part of their lunchbox. I recently found individually wrapped edamame in my freezer section! Great sources of protein and soybeans have almost every mineral your body needs.




9. Super Popular Sesame Noodle

Like a lot of pasta dishes, this is popular cold or hot—perfect for any lunchbox! A snap to make in the morning, but even better as a leftover from the night before! Honest.

Cook 1lb angel hair pasta. Whisk together 1/4c soy sauce, 2T sesame oil, 2 cloves minced garlic, and a smidge of ginger seasoning.  Drain pasta and mix with sauce. Add 3 diced scallions and 1 grated carrot. Really, this takes about 5 minutes longer than your ordinary sandwich lunchbox and the kids love it.




TIP: Your deli section has a lot of fun, pre-made things that will add variety to your lunches. Think na’an flat bread to change your sandwiches or interesting dips, olives and cheeses. Think outside (inside) the box! It’s good for your kids to try new things!




10. Pizza-Lovers Sam’ich

It’s impossible to make a warm, melted pizza for your kids’ lunchbox, but how about all the tastes in a sandwich. We like to start with a bagel or English muffin, add a layer of thin-cut hard salami or pepperoni, followed by sliced tomatoes (layered this way keeps the bread un-soggy), another layer of meat, and a slice of mozzarella. 




11. Southwest Kielbasa Rice Bowl

Rice bowls are a surprisingly fast morning pack. Microwave steam brown or white rice according to package directions. Mix 1 cup with 2 inches sliced turkey kielbasa, 2 tsp. taco seasoning, 2 Tbs each frozen corn and black beans, 1 Tbs cilantro (fresh is best) and a tsp. limejuice. Heat in a skillet for 5 min. 




12. Chicken Veggie Rice Bowl

Prepare rice according to package directions, or even use pre-cooked rice. Sauté 1/4 green pepper and 1/8 onion in skillet for 2-3 minutes. Stir in ¼ Cup pre-cooked chicken or all-natural chicken nuggets, with a mixed ¼ cup corn and peas. Season with Italian seasoning to taste. Combine with rice and deliver into thermos!


Chapter 2

Hot Off the Press: Fast, Easy Hot Lunch Recipes




Don’t be afraid of making a hot lunch—sometimes they are quicker believe it or not! And, to be honest, they give you a little mommy ego boost that you gave your kids a hot meal for lunch. Give a few a whirl—your kid will appreciate the variety (especially in the colder months). A warm lunch will feel like a mid-day hug from home. These are some great, quick main lunch courses that you can toss in with a drink to complete the package.




13. Vegetable Ramen Noodle

In a saucepan, whisk a ½ cup chicken broth, 2 Tbs peanut butter, and 1 Tbs soy sauce. Bring to boil, reduce heat uncovered for 2 minutes or until thickened. Cook 3 oz. package of ramen noodles separately (discard seasoning packet) and stir in 2 Tbs each of sweet-red pepper strips and sugar snap peas. Drain noodles and add to sauce…Split between two thermoses. This is a delicious (almost) Thai lunch.




14. The “New” Spaghetti

Combine 1 1/2 cups cooked leftover spaghetti squash with marinara sauce. Pack 2 Tbs of Parmesan cheese (a la salt and pepper above) for junior to sprinkle on. Add a couple pre-made turkey meatballs if you’d like. *If you’ve never made spaghetti squash, it is a wonderful alternative and not hard to cook…Not bad on the thighs either. Just follow the sticker on the squash.
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15. Cheese Ravioli

Cook ½ cup mini cheese ravioli and add 2 Tbs each of shredded carrot and frozen corn. Drain and top with 1 tsp. of olive oil. Great cold or hot! 




TIP: Feel free to use your own mix-and-match preferences to build your own balanced box. There are a number of frozen veggies that you can add to just about any recipe.




16. Marinara Noodle Nest

Make a noodle bird nest from ¾ cup cooked angel-hair pasta, 2 tsp. olive oil and 1 tsp. of fresh basil. Add a few halved cherry tomatoes and tiny mozzarella balls in the center.




17. Vegetable Bow-Tie Pasta

Combine 2 Tbs plain Greek yogurt, 1 tsp. milk, ½ tsp. lemon juice, 1/8 tsp. dried dill, salt, and pepper. Stir into ¾ cup cooked pasta; ¼ cup frozen peas thawed; ¼ cup chopped celery; and ½ oz. cheddar cheese cut into small cubes.




18. Easy (Very Easy) Chili

Brown ½ lb. ground turkey breast in a saucepan over medium heat. Add 1 tsp. dried oregano, ½ tsp. salt, and 1/8 tsp. ground cumin. Stir in 2 medium tomatoes, chopped, and 8 oz. tomato sauce. Cook, covered, for 5 minutes.


Chapter 3

Mommy-and-Me: Options for Kids With An Adult Variant




I hate wasting time, or doing more work than I have to for food preparation. That’s why I love lunchbox menus that I can create a healthy lunch for my kids, and my husband and me, all at the same time with the same ingredients. Our tastes are more sophisticated than the tikes, so these allow enough of a variation to appeal to both crowds. I’m starting here with a few of my favorite main lunch courses




19. Turkey Gobble-Gobble

I love this one. Place 1 slice of turkey on a mini bagel. Top with low-fat cream cheese and dried cranberries. For yours, substitute dried cranberries with cranberry chutney (whole berry cranberry sauce). It’s half of a Thanksgiving dinner wrapped in a tasty little package.




20. Turkey Gobble-Gobble 2

Mix 1/4cup cream cheese with 2T canned pumpkin (or purchase pumpkin cream cheese seasonally), and ¼ tsp. cinnamon. Spread 1T on bagel and top with 1T dried cranberries, lettuce, and deli turkey. It’s the WHOLE Thanksgiving dinner wrapped in a tasty little package.




TIP: Add some color! Use the fun idea of including seasonal napkins. It’s a fun way to add color and variety, not to mention a mid-day smile.




21. Beans, Beans…

Top 3 crackers with hummus (bought in the deli section) and shredded carrots. Cover each with another cracker. For yours, fill a whole-grain tortilla with hummus, shredded carrots, and spinach leaves; roll up.




22. Hail Caesar! Pita

Fill pita with shredded roaster chicken (cheat, and buy a pre-made roaster from your deli section), shredded Parmesan cheese, 1 tsp. Caesar salad dressing, and romaine lettuce. For you, place chicken and cheese on two romaine lettuce leaves. Wrap up like a taco and set aside a little Caesar salad dressing as a dip. This is one of my favorites!




23. This Little Piggy…

Make two ham-and-cheese sandwiches in the shape of a star using a cookie cutter. Serve with cherry tomatoes and sweet-pepper slices. To be honest, I don’t do this one often because I’m not a big “cut-the-crust-off” kind of mom but its more of a surprise difference in the lunchbox. For yours, chop the meat and cheese that’s left over from cutting out the star—add lettuce, peppers, and tomatoes to make a chef’s salad (dressing on the side).




24. Chicken Strawberry Pita

The pre-made roaster chicken is a great timesaver for a multitude of recipes! Plus, it’s a welcomed alternative to the usual deli meat. For this delicious sandwich, fill a whole grain pita with chicken, sliced strawberries, spinach leaves, and honey mustard. My kids love a side of cherry tomatoes (I salt them and put them in a Tupper), pickles and a few potato chips to go along. 
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25. Ham & Apple Sandwich

Mix ¼c plain Greek yogurt, 1 ½ tsp. chopped fresh dill, and a little salt. Spread on bread of choice, topped with deli ham, and thin apple slices. Cheddar cheese is a nice add-on.


Chapter 4

Power Packing: Complete Quick Lunchbox Ideas




These well-balanced, fast lunch menus are sure winners. In this section, no one item is “show-cased”, but I want to give you easy combos to make without having to think about your side items etc. …and still make a balanced box.  I like to keep the following recommended “food pyramid” plate in mind to make sure the lunch I’m sending has a good balance with the right portions from each food category.  Some might think the pyramid is outdated but I still notice how often I see folks with a little part of it on their plate throughout the day. It doesn’t have to be an exact science, and there is no “food police” to judge you for throwing in a small amount of chips or sweets. You know your kids and what they have or have not been eating.
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26. Afternoon Energy Burst

½ Roast beef & part-skim mozzarella cheese sandwich on whole wheat bread

6 oz. organic yogurt

½ orange

1 cup lightly salted popcorn (an easy-pop from the night before can last for a 5 day school-week in a zip)

6.75 oz. berry juice box




27. Thinking Ahead

1 cup left-over whole wheat pasta, 2 tsp. pesto, ¼ cup shredded carrots and 2 Tbsp. fresh red pepper

5 cucumber slices 

3 slivers of dried mango

8 oz. box reduced-fat organic chocolate milk




28. Well Balanced

2 slices fat-free banana bread with 2 Tbsp. soy-nut butter

1 piece reduced- fat string cheese

9 baby carrots	

Super Raisins (See Note)	

8 oz. Water




TIP: Super Raisins: Take a snack size box of raisins, open and pinch sides, 1-2 shakes of cinnamon down the side…totally yummy!




29. Small But Strong

2 Hard-boiled eggs

10-½ inch cheddar cheese cubes

7 whole grain crackers

8 oz. juice box	




TIP: Mix about 10 shakes of each salt and pepper in center of a small square of cling-wrap, twist to seal and break and shake at lunch.
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30. Eat Your Veggies

1 cup chicken/veggie/rice soup (use a can)

Whole grain roll

2 celery stalks with peanut butter and raisins (you know you loved these as a kid)

8-10 red grapes

8 oz. box reduced fat milk




TIP: Quinoa is a “super food” (on par with spinach) that is an excellent add-in to things like soup. You can find it in the bulk aisle of your grocery store or freezer section. I mix 1/4 cup in my soup pots. If you send a small thermos with soup try adding 1 T in virtually anything—your kids won’t even know. Flax seed is another similar sneaky add.




31. Its All in the Presentation

Turkey and American cheese pinwheels

(use a tortilla or any flat bread to roll in)

Handful of Goldfish crackers

½ cup watermelon balls

8 oz. box reduced fat milk
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