
Build a Better Lunchbox 
 

By April Bennett, Nutrition Program Manager 

As the season’s change and kids return to school, fall reminds us that 
we have another opportunity to revisit our health goals or set new 
intentions. One way to do this is by reexamining our lunch choices for 
both kids and adults. Packing a lunch is a great way to stay on track 
with eating goals and ensure that we have enough high-quality fuel to 
last through the day. By bringing a lunch from home, we avoid the 
pitfalls of fast food, vending machines, or other convenience foods that 
may be full of fat, sugar, sodium, and other non-nutritious 
preservatives. If you’re thinking that preparing yet another meal 
everyday sounds like too much work, let me reassure you that packing 
a nutritious, delicious daily lunch does not have to mean more work.  
Here are some simple tips to help you get started: 

• Cook one protein for the week: Whether it’s roasting a chicken, 
throwing some meat in the slow cooker (think pulled pork) or 
grilling some pork chops, cook enough to incorporate into lunches 
for the entire week. 

• Supplement with plant-based proteins: Canned beans and legumes or hummus, roasted nuts or nut 
butters, and frozen edamame (aka soybeans) are all quick and easy ways to add protein to your lunches 
without having to cook. Add these to salad greens, spread hummus or nut butters on a wrap or whole-
grain bread, or toss with pasta. Swapping traditional pasta for lant-based pastas such as chickpea pasta 
can also boost protein and fiber. 

• Treat yourself with low-fat dairy: such as Greek yogurt or low-fat cheese. While the label may say low-
fat, these items can often feel just as creamy and indulgent as their full-fat counterparts. Look for low 
sugar options for yogurt and consider pairing low-fat cheese with whole grain crackers for an afternoon 
snack. 

• Vary your veggies: See how many colors of veggies you can incorporate into your meal. Hummus and low
-fat yogurt make great dips for raw veggies or try adding cut up leftover vegetables to pasta or wraps. 
And remember, salads don’t always have to be made with lettuce. Corn, broccoli, tomatoes, and 
cucumbers can all be the basis for a great salad. If you want your salad to stay fresh and crisp, pack it in a 
mason jar or other repurposed glass jar with the dressing on the bottom and the most delicate 
ingredients, like lettuce, on top. When you’re ready to eat, just shake and serve! 

• Add a sweet treat: No meal is complete without something sweet! And the very best sweets come from 
fruit!  Not only are they delicious but they are the original grab-and-go snack! Add a whole banana, 
apple, peach, or pear for a quick and easy snack you can enjoy any time of day. Or toss cut up fruit into 
salads and stir-fry dishes for a burst of flavor. No time to prep ahead? Buy fruit cups packed in water or 
100% fruit juice instead of heavy syrup. 

• Mix it up: While it may be tempting to find a menu that works and stick with it, avoid getting into a food 
rut by including a variety of foods from every food group each day. Different colors, textures, and flavor 
profiles can keep meals interesting. Consider using muffin liners, sectioned containers, or small reusable 
containers to pack small servings of several different foods. This method models the popular bento boxes 
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on the market, but you do not need to buy special 
equipment or containers in order to pack meals in this 
style. 

For more ideas on packing healthy lunches, check out these 
resources: 

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/kids-healthy
-lunchbox-guide/ 

https://www.unlockfood.ca/en/Articles/Workplace-wellness/
Packing-Healthy-Lunches-and-Snacks-for-Work.aspx  

https://health.clevelandclinic.org/how-to-pack-a-healthier-school-lunch-for-your-child/ 

https://www.eatright.org/food/planning-and-prep/snack-and-meal-ideas/banishing-brown-bag-boredom 

https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/packing-lunches-for-work-or-school/ 

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/kids-healthy-lunchbox-guide/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/kids-healthy-lunchbox-guide/
https://www.unlockfood.ca/en/Articles/Workplace-wellness/Packing-Healthy-Lunches-and-Snacks-for-Work.aspx
https://www.unlockfood.ca/en/Articles/Workplace-wellness/Packing-Healthy-Lunches-and-Snacks-for-Work.aspx
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/how-to-pack-a-healthier-school-lunch-for-your-child/
https://www.eatright.org/food/planning-and-prep/snack-and-meal-ideas/banishing-brown-bag-boredom
https://hgic.clemson.edu/factsheet/packing-lunches-for-work-or-school/
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/

