           PACKING CONVENIENT, NUTRITIOUS
                          SCHOOL LUNCHES

Recently a mom asked me for some healthy ideas for packing school lunches.
Like all busy working moms, she wants lunches that are convenient as well as nutritious. Finding easy to fix, nutritious, cold foods at a reasonable cost that kids will eat and not throw away is a challenge. So, many parents purchase "Lunchables" and other brands of prepackaged convenient lunches.
Prepackaged convenient lunches
Most prepackaged convenient lunches do not provide the essential nutrients kids' growing minds and bodies need. Most contain not even one serving of fruit or vegetables and only 1/2 a serving of dairy. Instead of 100% whole wheat rolls or crackers, they contain ones made from white flour.   They also contain cookies and /or candy and a sugar-laden drink. 
Multivitamin Supplements
Many parents give their kids a multivitamin hoping to make up for their kid's poor food choices. It doesn't.  Multivitamins don't provide the hundreds of phytochemical nutrients in colorful fruits and vegetables which keep our immune system strong and protect against cancer and heart disease.  Nor do they contain omega-3 fats needed for growing brains. It also doesn't provide the needed fiber for a healthy gut.
Fiber
Unfortunately, convenient prepackaged lunches contain little to no fiber.  Fiber fills kids 
up so they don't overeat.  Besides physical activity, increasing our children's fiber intake may help prevent overeating and obesity. Whole grain rolls and crackers, (dried) beans (like bean enchiladas or baked beans), vegetables, fruits, nuts and popcorn provide fiber vital to curbing the growing childhood obesity epidemic. Fill your child's lunchbox with these nutrient dense foods---foods loaded fiber AND vitamins, minerals& phytonutrients-- & containing the fewest number of calories. These nutrient dense foods are great fuel for the brain, immune system and growing bodies. 
 Easy-To-Pack Nutritious, High fiber lunches
Note: I recommend kids buy milk, chocolate or white, at their school. Grocery stores newly sell containers of ultra-pasteurized milk that requires no refrigeration.  These are another alternative.  
Menu #1
Many kids love peanut butter so here's a quick, low -cost lunch. Spread peanut butter on a whole wheat tortilla. Then, roll a peeled banana inside it. Pack mini carrots in a baggie.

Add a handful of dark chocolate covered raisins in a baggie.  (Studies show that eating raisins protects against dental caries. Dark chocolate is high in antioxidants.) Add a bag of popped 100-calorie popcorn. (Popcorn is a whole grain.)
Variation: Substitute a toasted Nutri-Grain whole wheat waffle cut in half for the tortilla.
Menu#2

Slice whole wheat dinner rolls or wheat Hawaiian rolls to make 2 mini sandwiches. My daughter used to love her mini tuna salad sandwiches. (Tuna is rich in omega-3 fats --good for the brain and heart.)  The tuna salad can have chopped celery or apple in it.  Add juicy red cherry tomatoes and mini carrots in a baggie and some Light Ranch dressing in another a baggie.  Add some Apple chips (or wedges of fresh apple).  

Variations: Substitute various lean meats for the tuna--such as deli turkey & Swiss cheese, lean deli roast beef, or thinly sliced roast pork. Add condiments such as honey mustard, Miracle Whip or light mayo.  You can make these sandwiches on the weekend and freeze them.  Pack the sandwiches frozen. By lunchtime, they'll be thawed.  This saves time on  busy mornings and keeps food safer. Vary what you make the sandwiches on:  try wraps, mini bagels, toasted English muffins, pita bread or whole wheat bread cut out with cookie cutter shapes.  In wraps, add shredded carrots, spinach and diced red pepper for crunch, color and nutrients.
Menu#3

Pack a small plastic container of spaghetti sauce. Pack foods for dipping in the sauce: (frozen) meatballs, Mozzarella cheese sticks, zucchini strips and a bread stick.  (Make meatballs from lean ground beef on the weekend and freeze them.) Beef is a rich source of iron and the Vitamin C in the spaghetti sauce doubles the iron absorption. (Most kids don't get enough iron.)  Add a baggie of purple grapes and orange cantaloupe chunks. Throw in 3 dark chocolate kisses wrapped in an "I love you" note.

Menu#4
Pack chunks of frozen* or leftover roast chicken or deli chicken and a container of sweet and sour sauce for dipping. (* Tyson newly sells frozen cooked and seasoned unbreaded chicken breasts.)  Instead of boring, plain bread, make bread and jam sticks.  Spread a slice of whole wheat bread with your favorite jam or Simply Fruit Spread, fold and cut into strips. Or, pack wedges of pita bread stuffed with a little humus or grated cheese.  Pack strips of colored peppers, cauliflower & broccoli florets and/or mini carrots and a baggie of Light Ranch dressing for dipping.   Add a single-serve carton of applesauce, pineapple or a fruit cup.   Include two fortune cookies for fun.
Menu#5

Make a Mexican bean salsa. Combine black beans, frozen corn or canned Mexican corn (with onions and peppers) and chunky salsa. If you wish, add a little minced Cilantro. (For convenience, I found some dried Cilantro in the spice aisle.) Make this on the weekend and portion it into small plastic containers to be easily packed during the week.  Add a baggie of whole grain, high fiber Sun-Chips for scooping up the bean mixture.   Pack a baggie of grapes and/or melon chunks. (Dice cantaloupe, watermelon or other melons in the evening or on the weekend. Pack small portions into baggies ready to quickly add to lunches.)  Add a 3'' square of dark chocolate-walnut brownies made from a mix.  (Do not frost.)
Variation

 Instead of the bean salsa and Sun-Chips, spread a tortilla with mashed black beans or fat-free refried beans.  Add a sprinkle of grated Colby-Jack Mexican cheese, a spoonful of salsa and a little dice avocado mixed with a few drops of lime juice to prevent discoloration and a dash of dried Cilantro. (Avocadoes are super high in potassium and fat-soluble vitamins and minerals.)  
Menu#6
Pack a stack--of whole wheat crackers (Triscuits are my daughter's favorite) and natural cheese (such as Swiss, Monterey Jack, cheddar, etc.) and/or thinly sliced ham or turkey.
Or, pack a stack of whole wheat crackers and peanut butter. (Wheat Thins go great with peanut butter.)  Add a baggie of apple wedges and raisins. For dessert, pack a mini carton of yogurt or pudding.  Yogurt also comes in tubes which kids like frozen.  

Summary   Mix and match any of the foods in the menus to make up your own menu.  Be sure to include a protein, whole grain, fruit, vegetable (and milk)--and something fun like popcorn or pudding.
For more ideas on nutritious breakfasts and snacks (which would make great lunches, too) go the American Dietetic Association's website:   eatright.org.  Click on "Public" (at the top), then on "Childhood Obesity"(on the left) and finally on "Eat Right at School."
