


A Parent’s Guide to 
School Lunch

This guide was created as a fun and easy way to encourage children 
to eat well with food provided from home. The guidance follows 
USDA’s myplate.gov guidelines and focuses on variety and high 
quality / nutrient-dense food choices. The formula is simple: fill half 
your plate (or lunch box) with colorful fruits or vegetables (aim for 
two to three different types), one-quarter with whole grains, and the 
remaining quarter with healthy proteins. Healthy fats and a small 
amount of dairy (if desired) round out a tasty meal that will fuel an 
active, healthy lifestyle.
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Variety

• Choose any 1 fresh fruit. For example: grapes, apple 
slices or rings, melon chunks (cantaloupe, honeydew, 
watermelon), berries (strawberries, blueberries, 
raspberries), or banana half.

• Choose any 2 vegetables. For example: carrot coins or 
sticks, cucumber, broccoli, bell pepper strips, asparagus 
spears, summer squash ribbons, or grape tomatoes.

• Choose any 1 healthy protein. For example: Beans, 
edamame, nuts, seeds, peanut butter, hummus, veggie 
burger, roasted turkey or chicken slices, or a hardboiled 
egg.

• Choose any 1 whole grain. For example: whole grain 
pasta, bread, and crackers, brown rice, quinoa, steel-cut 
oats, and other minimally-processed whole grains.

• Incorporating dairy (if desired). For example: unflavored 
milk, plain Greek yogurt, small amounts of cheese like 
cottage cheese, and string cheese. For dairy-free 
options, try soy milk and soy yogurt, which contain 
similar amounts of calcium, protein, and vitamin D as 
dairy milk.



Practical Tips for Planning 
School Lunches

ENCOURAGE CHILD INVOLVEMENT

• Having your child be part of the planning, shopping, prepping and cooking will 
help them know where new foods have come from helps them try new things.

• Set up a simple system (e.g. weekly chat before shopping) where you ask for their
favorite healthy foods. (There is no wrong answer) Their involvement and 
preferences can help you develop successful shopping lists and less waste at 
home.

PHASE IN CHANGES

• Give your child time to adjust to changes to their lunches. Phase in new lunch 
menu ideas by introducing a few new items once or twice a month but keeping 
their favorites in the rotation too. Try to make menus and recipes interesting by 
offering different colors and textures.

• This gradual approach keeps your little one interested in new lunch dishes and 
gives them something to look forward to. 

UPGRADE KID CLASSICS

• Better school lunches begin with dishes that kids already love. Upgrade kid 
classics with simple strategies like baking instead of frying. Improve their favorites 
with healthier ingredients or by simply adding a vegetable to a classic. Here is a 
sample pasta recipe that updates a classic with a vegetable. Give kids plenty of 
variety too.

UPDATE YOUR EVERYDAY OPTIONS

• Offer different veggie and dip combos several times a week

• Replace regular fries with oven-baked sweet potato slices

• Serve raw veggie wraps with romaine hearts as crunchy alternatives to tacos
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GIVE YOUR CHILD “A GARDEN”

• Imagine the pride when herbs in salads or vegetables in 
soups are grown from your home garden. If you don’t 
have space for a garden, put an herb plant like basil in 
your windowsill or counter and use in freshly made 
dishes.

HELP YOUR CHILD VISUALIZE THEIR MEAL

• Picture planning your lunches with your kids. Give your 
child a template to help them plan where each of the 
menu items will go. Make it fun! They can draw the 
item or write it. Try using the template below!

• Post an illustrated copy of the menu for the week so 
they have a fun way to see what’s for lunch

LET THEM HELP

• Set time aside and ask your child to help make new 
dishes. Have them try the item before bringing it to 
school.  
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