Healthy Lunchbox Ideas for Kids

As well as helping prevent disease, eating healthy food helps children concentrate and learn, so a healthy lunchbox is important.  The best lunch is one that is nutritious, quick to prepare and most importantly is fun and easy to eat.  
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General Tips:
· A carbohydrate-based food is a good starting point for a lunch to fill hungry tummies and provides energy for play.  Lean meat, tinned fish, egg, baked beans and tofu are good high-protein foods, which satisfy hunger and help to repair the body, and importantly many also provide iron.  Dairy foods are also a great source of protein and they are also a great source of calcium.  We should all be having five or more servings of fruit and vegetables a day.  They provide vitamins, minerals and dietary fibre, so try to include at least a serve each of fruit and vegetables in every lunchbox.  

· Encourage children to drink plenty as dehydration can affect behaviour and concentration.  Active bodies need plenty of fluid to keep them well hydrated, and water is the best choice.  Milk is also a good choice and 100% fruit juice diluted with water is OK.  Sugary drinks (e.g. sweetened juice drinks, cordial and fizzy drinks) can linger in kids’ mouths may increase the risk of tooth decay so are best left out.

· Encourage your children to be involved in choosing foods and preparing their lunch as it can help ensure it gets eaten and is enjoyed.  Have them help create a list of foods they like and dislike and praise your child when they choose healthy foods.

· Try to set a good example with your own lunches.  However, children sometimes have different tastes to us, so baked bean sandwiches may sound disgusting to you but many kids love them.
· Young children often like mini-sized food, so use the same concept with lunches.

· Try new foods at home first, before sending them to school in the lunch box. Surprises aren’t always welcome!

· Vary what they have for lunch so they don’t get bored.  The options for sandwich fillings are endless (e.g. cottage cheese & pineapple, cheese & vegemite, ham & salad, creamed corn, jam, honey, peanut butter, cream cheese & chopped dates or dried apricot, tuna, egg, spaghetti, baked beans, hummus & salad - for more ideas see: www.kiwifamilies.co.nz/UserFiles/File/lunchideas_kf1.pdf).  But don’t worry if your child wants to eat the same thing every day as you can introduce variety in other lunch foods, like fruit, and in other meals.
· If you pack your child’s lunch box with lots of processed foods (e.g. crisps, muesli bars, roll-ups, etc.) then your child may not be getting the sustained energy they need.  These foods are usually higher in fat and sugar and are often lower in essential vitamins and minerals.  Set yourself a goal of only one (or ideally no) pre-packaged or processed snack food in the lunchbox.
· Peer pressure is big. Kids often want to eat exactly what their friends have. Talk to your child about this. If the friends seem to have too many treat items, explain that you are looking after their health. Some of the reality programmes on TV, like ‘Honey we’re killing the kids’, can actually help kids understand why you don’t overdo the treats: it’s really not because the other mums are ‘nicer’ than you!

· Don’t forget to consider food safety issues.  In hot weather it may be wise to use an insulated lunch box or you can prepare a drink bottle the night before, pop it in the freezer and as it defrosts it will keep the lunch packed with it cool.
Ideas for the Lunchbox:
· Cut sandwiches into different shapes – triangles, squares or use cookie cutters to make interesting shapes (especially good for young children).

· Try kid sushi - use one slice of bread, top with filling such as avocado, hummus or cheese, grated carrot and/or lettuce, then roll up and slice like sushi into little rolls.  Real sushi is a good option too for those more adventurous kids.

· For a change from sandwiches use crackers, crispbread or rice/corn cakes.

· A savoury muffin or pikelet/fritter made with grated carrot, zucchini, potato and/or corn kernels.

· Cook extra pasta or rice at dinner and use the next day for a salad - add fresh/frozen vege, leftover chopped meat or some tuna and a little dressing.

· When making meatballs for dinner make some extra mini ones for the lunchbox.

· Serve vege sticks (e.g. carrots, cucumber, pepper) with a dip - hummus and tzatziki (yoghurt with grated cucumber) are healthy choices.

· Mix veges into pasta or as topping for a mini pizza.

· Make fruit manageable and easy to eat: fruit salad, mandarins or pre-peeled oranges, seedless grapes, or cut a kiwi fruit in half and include a spoon in the lunchbox.
· Include fruit cut up with yoghurt to dip it into.

· Cold, cooked corn on the cob in small bite-sized chunks makes a healthy vegetable snack 

· Mix popcorn with dried fruit for a high-energy snack 

· Sandwich homemade blueberry fruit pikelets or store-bought plain pikelets together with jam 

· Mini bagels split and sandwiched with chocolate hazelnut spread 

· Jaffles (toasted sandwiches made with whole-grain bread or fruit toast) eaten cold – savoury, eg cheese and tomato, or sweet, eg apple and cinnamon 

· Small bags of nuts, pretzels or chunky cereal like fruity bix
· Creamed rice in small pottles 

· Rice paper parcels – filled with thin carrot strips, tahini, cucumber strips and glass noodles. 

· Falafel buns – use pre-made falafels in a pita pocket with hummus and salad. 

· Cheesy vegetable frittata squares – use creamed corn, pre-cooked potato cubes, pre-cooked broccoli and edam cheese. 

· Risotto cake – use leftover risotto rolled into balls. Put a little ham and a cube of cheese in the middle. 

· Tortilla ‘sushi’ roll-ups – blended avocado, cream cheese, finely shredded lettuce, grated carrot and toasted sesame seeds.
· Mini vege quiches – make in muffin pan 

· Celery stick with peanut butter 

· Traffic light skewers: cherry tomato, orange capsicum and cucumber on sticks

Good Resources:
· www.healthyfood.co.nz (articles with ideas & recipes)
· www.kiwifamilies.co.nz (planners & ideas)
· www.littlies.co.nz (Fun Food Guide & Snack Ideas Chart)
· www.lunchinabox.net (lots of inspiration plus recipes & more)
· www.sanitarium.co.nz (some great recipes)
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Your checklist for making a healthy lunchbox:


Carbohydrate: 1 or more serves from bread & cereals group


Protein: 1 serve from meat, fish or alternative group


Dairy: 1 serve of calcium rich food (e.g. cheese, yoghurt)


Vegetable: at least 1 serve


Fruit: 1 serve (or 2 if no vegetables)


Drink: approx 200-300 ml


NB. Generally a serving is what fits in the palm of your child’s hand











