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A HEALTHY LUNCHBOX FOR A HEALTHY YEAR

BY GWENN SCHURGIN O'KEEFFE, M.D., FA.A.P.

Over the last few years, my family has developed a tradition of get-
ting all our back-to-school shopping completed just before our big
end of the summer vacation. The idea is to just go on vacation and
keep school at bay for a bit longer. Among the myriad of back-to-
school items, a new school lunch box is always on the list. My kids,
who are 9 and 11%, view it as a right of passage. One thing is for
sure: the lunch box always reflects their current tastes and stages.
I’'m not too picky about what they choose, just so long as it can ac-
tually holds a lunch!

As my girls get older, I have to admit I find it more of a struggle
to plan their lunches. Aside from picky tastes, their school schedule
just doesn’t allow much time to actually get in the nutrition and en-
ergy they need, and that includes snacks and hydration. It’s no won-
der many of our kids come home ornery.

Over the last year, I tweaked my thinking about lunch in a few
small ways that ended up having an enormous impact: I realized
they need more choice and control in what their lunch box contains.
So much of their school day is decided by others and that can be
frustrating for a child.

I started to view lunch within the context of my kids” overall nu-
trition. This has helped me not worry too much about the balance
of just one meal if their entire day gives them what they need.
Fruits and veggies are crucial to their overall growth but don’t always
get that energy jolt needed to learn. So, I tend to reserve fruits and

veggies for dinner and after-school snacks, and add more carbohy-
drates like pretzels and granola bars for lunch and in-school snacks.
The energy they provide lasts longer for my girls.

It occurred to me that getting through a school day is like a mini
marathon for my kids but involving both body and mind. Just like
with a marathon, hydration becomes as crucial as energy. So, I've put
more emphasis on what they drink during the day and how much.

Food choices are a huge part of creating a lunch your child will
eat. Have you ever noticed that restaurants have very similar kids’
menus regardless of what is on the adult menu? “Grown-up” taste
buds don’t develop until middle school or high school. And, unlike
us parents, kids can truly eat the same meal every day without get-
ting bored. I swear my youngest daughter will one day become a
ham or waffle!

As I mentioned earlier, considering lunch in the big picture of
your child’s overall nutrition is really helpful. The government’s
new food pyramid (www.mypyramid.gov) gives a great visual de-
scription of what kids should eat during the day but it can be over-
whelming. I know my kids don’t come anywhere close to what the
pyramid suggests for a given day but their nutrition is fine if I take
into account what they eat over the course of a few days. So, if one
day has more carbohydrates or fewer fruits, I help them make up for
it the next day. If one day has an extra treat built in, we skip dessert.

Give and take, and balance. Those are the ultimate ingredients to
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