
Back to School (or Work) Mealtime Tips  

and Tricks 
 

By Elizabeth Christensen. Healthy Lifestyles Educator & SNAP-Ed Nutritionist 

Just like that, September is here, school is back in session, and fall is approaching. While it is always sad to 
say goodbye to summer, there is no better time to get back in the groove of balancing busy schedules and 
mealtimes. We all know how difficult it can be to time-manage with everything from work, to school, to 
carpooling family members to various activities. With a few simple meal planning and in-advance meal 
preparation tips and tricks, you can make mealtimes easier and spend more time doing the things you and 
your family love. 

First up is meal planning. What exactly does meal planning mean? It can involve as little or as much 
advanced food planning to fit your needs. It can be helpful to think ahead to avoid the last-minute grocery or 
takeout scramble on busy weeknights. Meal planning can save you excess stress, time, and money because 
you’ll always know what foods you have available to prepare at home or what is coming up on your weekly 
menu. Below are some of my favorite tips: 

• Create a Menu: This can look as simple or complex as you like. I like to use a whiteboard in my kitchen to 
write out weekday dinners for the whole family to see. This can help with the dreaded question “What 
are we having for dinner?” and keep everyone involved in mealtime. Don’t forget to add variety with a 
balance of both plant and animal protein-based dishes. My menu whiteboard looks as simple as Monday: 
Spaghetti, Tuesday: Tacos or you can get as specific as listing the different sides and ingredients.  

• Inventory the Fridge and Pantry: Check out what ingredients you already have on hand. See what 
produce needs to be used before going bad and what pantry staples you can use in recipes and what you 
may need to stock up on.  

• Write a shopping list (and stick to it!): After creating a menu for the week, make a shopping list with all 
of the ingredients you’ll need. I like to create a menu with common ingredients to save money and avoid 
food waste. Remember to shop around and look for sales. Our farmers markets run through October, so 
don’t forget about looking there for great deals on produce!  

Next, let’s meal prep! Meal prep has come into popularity within the past few years as a way to spend a 
block of time early in the week to reduce meal preparation time later on during busy weekdays. Meal prep 
can look like cooking and storing individual meals that will be ready to eat at a moment’s notice. It can also 
look like preparing a few components of meals to make cooking more streamlined later on. Whether you 
want to prep a lot or a little, here are my favorite meal prep tricks: 

• Cook once, eat multiple times! Save yourself time later on by cooking and storing food for multiple 
meals. Soups and stews can be made in advance, frozen in portions, and defrosted for a comforting Fall 
meal, any night of the week. Roast chickpeas on Sunday and add them to salads, in wraps, or as a quick 
snack throughout the week. Cook chicken breast in the slow cooker, shred, and add to tacos, pasta, and 
salads.  

• Make breakfast easy and nutritious: Mornings can be tricky with getting out the door on time. Prepare 
breakfasts ahead of time that can be taken from the fridge or freezer and easily reheated. Overnight oats 
are full of fiber and can be divided into small jars or containers on Sunday and eaten each morning 
without any heating needed. Freezer breakfast burritos or sandwiches can provide a punch of protein 
from eggs and can be heated quickly in the microwave for a nutritious and filling way to start each day.  

• Get the whole family involved: Help get meals on the table faster by allocating kitchen duties. Assign 
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soux-chef and cleanup duties to kids and have them get involved with preparing a meal of their choice. A 
bonus: picky eaters are more likely to try new foods if they have choice and involvement in the 
preparation!  

So whether you spend just an hour or a half a day preparing meals for the upcoming week, your future self 
will thank you! Meal planning and meal prep is a great way to avoid the weekday meal scramble and helps 
you save time and money by avoiding the drive through. A little bit of prep today can save you precious time 
later on!  

Barbecue Roasted Chickpeas 

Make these easy roasted chickpeas ahead of time and add on top of salads, in wraps, or just eat them as a 
quick, flavorful snack. Chickpeas are packed with fiber and protein to keep you feeling fuller, longer. Recipe 
Adapted from Minimalist Baker  

1 (15-ounce) can chickpeas (drained and rinsed) 

1 Tbsp olive oil 

2 tsp maple syrup 

1 ½ tsp smoked paprika 

1 tsp chili powder 

¾ tsp garlic powder 

¾ tsp onion powder 

1/4 tsp sea salt 

1/4 tsp black pepper 

1/4 tsp cayenne pepper (optional) 

 

1. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees Fahrenheit. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper or a nonstick 
baking mat.  

2. Add drained chickpeas to a medium bowl. Add olive oil and seasonings and toss well to coat the 
chickpeas.  

3. Spread chickpeas in an even layer on the baking sheet. 

4. Bake chickpeas for 20 to 25 minutes, tossing halfway through, until desired crispiness. 

https://www.facebook.com/ccejefferson/
https://www.instagram.com/cce_jefferson/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSt2HmdzWnSyAqmWRF7TOVA?view_as=subscriber
https://www.linkedin.com/company/cornell-cooperative-extension-of-jefferson-county/

