Add a healthy punch to your child’s lunch

Today’s myriad of tempting fast food options makes it difficult to compete with your child’s appetite. But you can fill the lunchbox or bag with enticing and nutritious foods and beverages, and also set a good example at home with healthy eating habits. Introducing a diet high in whole grains, fruits and vegetables with fast food in moderation can help parents to model good behaviors that children will use for the rest of their lives.

Lunch does not have to be limited to cold sandwiches. The more creative and flexible the choices, the easier it is to incorporate food groups based on the USDA food pyramid. If your child has access to a microwave at school, leftovers from the night before are a good choice. A lunchbox with a thermos to keep foods warm and an ice pack to keep foods cold will also extend your options. 

Here are some brownbag ideas incorporating all food groups:

· Grains- Instead of plain sandwich bread, try pita bread, bagels, tortilla wraps, potatoes, rice, leftover pasta, popcorn cakes, crackers or dry cereal.

· Fruits- Apples, oranges and bananas can be exchanged for fruits that are in season, like mango or strawberries. Try a slice of pineapple on a ham and cheese sandwich or include some dried fruit, such as apricots and apples.

· Vegetables- Carrots, jicama, bell pepper and broccoli are good for dipping in low-fat ranch dressing. Top sandwiches with tomatoes, lettuce, sprouts, cucumbers or onions.

· Dairy- One serving of dairy products includes 8 ounces of milk or yogurt or 1½ ounces of cheese. Low-fat, milk-based pudding and chocolate milk are nice treats once in a while.

· Meat- Change your selection of lean meats every day for variety. Good meat substitutes are beans, tuna fish, eggs, cheese, nuts, peanut butter, almond butter or hummus.

Children should also help make their own lunches once they are old enough. Kids who are involved in the preparation are far more likely to eat everything in their lunchboxes. It’s also a good idea to provide a variety of healthy options and let the children decide what they want for lunch that day. 

The days of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches as regular lunch fare may be gone. But when you offer creative, healthy options, your child can look forward to a lunch that’s far from the plain brown bag it’s packed in. 
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