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PACK
A SURPRISE

9 NEW WAYS TO THINK ABOUT LUNCH
BY DANETTE M. WATT
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Here we go again. It’s Sunday night, and you’re staring into the fridge with glazed-over 
eyes. Ham and cheese? Peanut butter and jelly? You don’t have the energy to chop 
vegetables for a salad, and you’re not sure they’d eat it even if you did.

You wonder how many school lunches you’ve packed already, and think about all the ones staring you down this school year. Nine 
months of school means 150 lunches you have to plan, prepare and pack. And on top of that, you’re trying to make sure your kids 
actually eat healthy food that fills them up, gives them energy and helps them stay focused. Instead of giving up and giving them 
pre-packaged junk, mix up your routine with some new ideas—kid-friendly food that will be easy to make, and won’t find its way 
back into the lunchbox, or the trash.

Shake-Your-Own Nachos
Kids love nachos, and your pre-teen or teen will get the 
nutrients he needs with this dietitian-approved setup. 

Handful of baked tortilla chips
1⁄4 to 1⁄2 cup salsa
1 to 2 ounces shredded cheese
Shredded lettuce
Chopped tomatoes, onions, olives

Place chips in a container with a lid. Put salsa in a sepa-
rate small container, and pack cheese, lettuce and other 
toppings separately. At lunchtime, pour the salsa over 
the chips, then shake out the cheese and toppings. Pack 
extra napkins! Low in fat and sugar, this meal provides 
vitamin A, vitamin C, potassium and calcium.

SOURCE: REGISTERED DIETITIAN HELEN ABBOTT,  
PERRY COUNTY MEMORIAL HOSPITAL, PERRYVILLE, MO.

LONG-AGO LUNCHES
This is a school lunch menu from 1917, as actually served by 
the School Lunch Committee of the Home and School League 
(We’re not sure where they got the name, either.) in Philadelphia. 
Students could buy a “1-cent lunch” or a “5-cent dinner.”  
For 2 cents more, they could get cocoa or milk.

MONDAY Baked beans and roll - 5 cents  
Crackers or ice cream - 1 cent

TUESDAY Vegetable soup and roll - 5 cents  
Crackers or ice cream - 1 cent

WEDNESDAY Creamed beef on toast and roll - 5 cents  
Dates - 1 cent

THURSDAY Macaroni with tomato sauce and roll - 5 cents  
Jam sandwich - 1 cent

FRIDAY Creamed salmon and roll - 5 cents  
Crackers or ice cream - 1 cent

SOURCE: FOODTIMELINE.ORG
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OUT-OF-THIS-WORLD IDEAS

As a farmer at La Vista CSA Farm in Godfrey, Ill., mom Crystal 
Stevens understands how important a good lunch is for her two 
young children, and she has to get extra creative for her vegetar-
ian family.

Three-year-old Iris isn’t in school yet, but a typical packed 
lunch for her 9-year-old son, Cayan, includes an avocado, cheese 
and spinach sandwich on tapioca bread with Vegenaise, a vegan 
mayo alternative.

“We also like endive boats with hummus, beans and veggies, 
such as shredded carrots,” Stevens says.

Cayan carries his midday meal in a Planet Box lunchbox above, 
a small metallic carrier with segmented containers that Stevens 
says help with portion control and organization. “It helps to have 
compartments,” she says. “There’s no need to search for contain-
ers or lids daily.”

When sending snacks, Stevens has a few trusty sidekicks:
 Celery sticks with sunflower butter and raisins
 Grapes and blueberries
 Apples and pears
 Veggie straws or organic chips cooked in avocado oil

Coco-Nutty Bites
Instead of packaged cookies, try making these coconut chocolate 
macaroons that are a favorite in the Stevens household.

2 cups unsweetened coconut flakes
1 cup pumpkin or sunflower seeds
1 cup pitted dried dates
4 tablespoons maple syrup or honey
1⁄2 cup raw cacao powder

Mix all ingredients in a food processor until a ball is formed,  
and spinning inside of the food processor. Roll into bite-size 
balls and keep refrigerated.

Veggie Noodles
Fresh veggies make this a healthier alternative to boxed 
pasta salads. There are about 200 calories in 1 cup.

8 ounces whole grain colored or shaped pasta
8 ounces cherry tomatoes, cut in half 
1 cucumber, peeled and diced
4 ounces feta cheese
Fat-free Italian dressing, to taste

Prepare pasta according to package directions. When 
pasta cools, add the veggies, dressing and feta cheese. 
Cover and chill in the refrigerator. Best served chilled, so 
if taking to school or work, include a frozen drink. When 
lunchtime comes around, the drink will have thawed and 
your lunch will be cool.

SOURCE: REGISTERED DIETITIAN JOY VAUGHT,  
LOURDES HOSPITAL, PADUCAH, KY. 

821 calories 
are in the average elementary school lunch,  
according to the 2013 documentary Lunch.

MIX AND MATCH
Kids like creative combos, so swap around their 
favorites. Try pretzels with peanut butter. Why not 
turkey and grapes? Apples and hummus. Ask them 
to come up with interesting mixes, and they’ll be 
throwing open their lunchbox in anticipation of their 
unique creation.
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Gobble Pockets
Stuff a pita pocket for this fun twist on a typical turkey 
sandwich. This sandwich provides 25 grams of protein, 
and, at 360 calories for one wrap, has about 100 fewer 
calories than the average school lunch entree of hot 
dogs or chicken nuggets.

1 whole-grain pita pocket
4 slices of deli turkey
1 slice low-fat cheese
8 cucumber slices
1 cup spinach
1⁄2 cup tomatoes

Cut pita pocket in half. Put 
two slices of turkey in each 
half and 1⁄2 of the cheese 
slice in each pita half. Add 
4 cucumber slices, 1⁄2 cup of 
spinach and 1⁄4 cup of toma-
toes in each half. Pair with 
fresh pineapple and carrot 
sticks for a complete meal.

SOURCE: REGISTERED DIETITIAN JESSICA OFF, 
ST. VINCENT HOSPITALS, INDIANAPOLIS

WHAT LITTLE DIPPERS LOVE

When Cara Ardelean’s two elementary-age children, Grace and 
Alex above beg for store-bought Lunchables, she sends them to 
school with whole grain crackers, low-fat cheese and slices of 
nitrate-free and nitrite-free lunchmeat to assemble at lunch.

To round out the meal, the Washington Township, Mich., 
schoolteacher makes a healthier version of ranch dip for them to 
eat with fresh vegetables.

Ardelean’s dip tactic is right on, says Kelly Houston, a regis-
tered dietitian at Alton Memorial Hospital in Alton, Ill. She says 
dips pull kids in with an interactive, tactile approach to snacking.

“Kids love to dip their food,” Houston says. “So adding a 
healthy dip like hummus or nut butter can improve their intake 
of healthful foods, and decrease the likelihood that food will be 
traded, or end up in the garbage.”

And since they can dip just about any raw veggie—celery sticks, 
carrot coins, cucumber moons or slices of red, orange or yellow 
peppers—it’s a chance to give picky eaters a choice when you can: 
“Would you like carrot sticks or cherry tomatoes in your lunch?”

To create the dip, Ardelean mixes her homemade seasoning 
with plain Greek yogurt, and says her kids don’t notice the differ-
ence. “Using plain Greek yogurt ups the protein without giving 
up the flavor,” Ardelean says.

Homemade Ranch Dip
1⁄3 cup dry buttermilk
2 tablespoons dried parsley 
1 1⁄2 teaspoons dried dill weed 
2 teaspoons garlic powder 
2 teaspoons onion powder 
2 teaspoons dried onion flakes 
1 teaspoon ground black pepper 
1 teaspoon dried chives 
1 teaspoon salt

Stir 1 tablespoon of this seasoning mix into 1 cup  
of plain Greek yogurt. Store the remainder to make  
fresh dip anytime.

Kids love to dip their food.  
Adding a healthy dip like hummus  

or nut butter can decrease  
the likelihood that a food  

will be traded, or end up in the garbage.
REGISTERED DIETITIAN KELLY HOUSTON 

ABOVE-BOARD BITES
By most accounts, school lunches are healthier since  
the USDA initiated school lunch reforms several years ago. 
According to a 2012 School Nutrition Dietary Assessment 
study, 85% of all schools offered lunches that met or 
exceeded the standards for the School Meals Initiative  
target nutrients—protein, vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium,  
and iron. Grains are now whole grains, and schools must 
serve a prescribed amount of dark green, red or orange  
and starchy vegetables throughout the week.



2%
among children who eat  
school lunches rather than 
those who brown bag,  
according to the  
2013 documentary Lunch.

higher 
obesity risk

PackIt Freezable Lunch Bag

$20 | PackIt.com
Fold flat and freeze overnight, and the gel-lined walls  
of this bag will chill a meal and a 12-ounce drink for  
up to 10 hours, depending on external temperatures.

 Zip closure

 Made from food-safe, nontoxic poly canvas
 and waterproof EVA

 PVC-, BPA-, phthalate- and lead-free

 Available in smaller sandwich
 and salad sizes

 Custom embroidery available

Kids’ Soft Touch Lid Meal Carrier

$8 | Fit-Fresh.com
Two ice packs can be snapped into 
the lid of this lunch carrier, with 
dividers to keep your child’s sand-
wich and two snacks separately. 

 Squish-proof

 BPA free

 Ice pack is non-toxic

 Soft TPE lip makes 
 the container easy to open 

 Also sold at Target, 
 Wegmans and Macy’s

Blue Avocado Cooper insulated lunch bag

$15 | BlueAvocado.com
Blue Avocado promotes its lunch containers for their eco-friendliness. 
The Cooper lunch bag comes with a label giving information about 
the carbon footprint left by its production.

 Food stays cold for up to six hours

 PVC-, lead- and BPA-free

 Made from 50% post-consumer recycled bottle fabric

 Reusable zip bags available to avoid baggie use

 Wipe-clean FDA-grade lining

% post-cconsonsumumer recycled bottle fabricric

baggs available te to ao avoivoid bd baggaggieie useuse

DAA-gradede lininningg

Juice in the Box drink box

$12 | JuiceInTheBox.com
This patented reusable drink box lets you send a drink with 
your child’s lunch in a no-waste container.

 Hard construction means no more squirt surprises

 Kid-friendly latching lid

 Push-button opening

 BPA- and phthalate-free

 Available in green, orange, pink, red and blue

SEND THEM PACKING

Ju

$$12$$12
Thh
yooCRUNCH UP LUNCH!

For a quick lunchbox treat, 
try Strawberry Crunchies, 
says registered dietitian 
Helen Abbott, in Perryville, 
Mo. Dip whole strawberries 
into yogurt, then roll them in 
whole grain cereal.



A PRESSING ISSUE
Putting an end to vending machine junk 
A sensible diet definitely includes healthy snacks, especially for growing children 
and active teens who benefit from a between-meals nibble. To encourage better 
snacking, school vending machine snacks must follow new USDA Smart Snacks in 
School guidelines, part of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010. Smart Snacks 
in School standards limit two components—ingredients and calories. A snack must 
have no more than:

 200 calories
 35% sugar by weight (some fruit exceptions)
 230 milligrams of sodium
 35% of calories from fat, with some exceptions  

 (mandated 0% trans fat and maximum 10% of calories from saturated fats)

Soda is out. During school hours, all students, regardless of grade level, are lim-
ited to plain water, low-fat milk and full-strength fruit or vegetable juices, or 
full-strength fruit or vegetable juices diluted with water. Older kids can have  
12 fluid ounces, while elementary students are limited to 8 fluid ounces.

How does this snack swap stack up in real life? Here’s an example: Your 
kid might now eat a 4-ounce fruit cup with 100% juice, containing 68 calories, 
instead of a 2.2-ounce package of fruit flavored candy with 249 calories,  
177 of them empty.

Chicken Mix-Up
This salad is ideal for teens. The protein in the chicken 
and yogurt help them feel full longer.

1 chicken breast, cooked, chilled and shredded
1 small apple, diced
1⁄4 cup grapes, sliced in half or 1⁄4 cup Craisins
1⁄4 cup roasted, unsalted almonds, chopped
2 green onions, sliced
1⁄4 cup nonfat plain Greek yogurt
1 tablespoon mustard
Sea salt and pepper to taste

Combine all ingredients. Serve with low-fat crackers, in a 
wrap or on whole-wheat pita bread.

SOURCE: REGISTERED DIETITIAN MICHELLE MCCORMICK,  
CARBONDALE MEMORIAL HOSPITAL, CARBONDALE, ILL.

DON’T LET LUNCH BECOME A HOT MESS
A kid’s lunch sits for at least a few hours before it’s eaten. A study in 
the journal Pediatrics found that, even with multiple ice packs, more 
than 90% of food items included in school lunches were at unsafe tem-
peratures by lunchtime. To avoid food poisoning, follow some basic 
guidelines.

Keep food in the fridge set below 40 degrees Fahrenheit until it’s time to 
pack it. You can even freeze a sandwich or other items the night before.

Wash all fruits and vegetables, even ones that will be cut or peeled.

Peanut butter, almond butter and hard cheeses are protein-packed  
non-perishable options.

Keep hot foods hot and cold foods cold until they’re ready to eat.  
Invest in an insulated lunch box, and use an ice pack or a frozen juice box 
to keep items cold. Use a Thermos for soup and other hot foods.

Remind kids to wash their hands before they eat, but include  
hand sanitizer or hand wipes just in case.

Tell your kids to toss any leftover perishable items; and throw away  
any perishable food that comes home.

5 SNACKS TO STASH
Teenagers are unpredictable. They often 
don’t eat breakfast, and they might even 
skip lunch. This adds up to bad news for their 
concentration during class, and it can be 
doubly troubling for young athletes on their 
way to practice and other teens staying after 
school for clubs. Give them some snacks 
loaded with protein that they can keep in 
their locker, to grab for quick energy on their 
way to something fun. Portion them in zipper 
bags for easy grabbing.

Almonds or walnuts with dried fruit
For a real protein blast

Dried edamame (Japanese soy beans)
They’re on the table at the sushi place

Pretzels with single-serve peanut butter
Just rip and dip

A bag of clementines
Those cuties sure are refreshing

Homemade protein bars
Pinterest has plenty

A BIG FOOD GAP
Lunch is crucial for kids, but breakfast is  
just as important. Here’s what it looks like  
when teens skip a morning meal.

6 p.m.
Dinner

7 a.m.  
Skip 
breakfast

Noon 
Lunch 

10 p.m.- 6 a.m.
Sleep

That is 18 full hours with  
no food—almost a full day!
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