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Introduction

Children are pretty amazing people, aren’t they? And amazing people deserve amazing food; especially kids, with their growing minds and bodies.

It’s unfortunate that many of the foods currently marketed to children are so high in sugar, salt, unhealthy fats, and additives. I think we can all agree that consuming such foods on a regular basis does not contribute to a healthy lifestyle, or to forming positive eating habits to carry into adulthood.

However, the healthiest food in the world isn’t going to do us any good unless we also want to eat it! And while many kids love a wide range of foods, chances are they’re still going to prefer foods that are fun to look at, fun to eat, and, most importantly, foods that taste delicious!Over the past four decades, I’ve worked with hundreds of children, ranging from kindergarten through sixth grade, through my employment in public schools, as a volunteer, and, last but not least, as a mom and grandma! As part of my classroom experience, I’ve run cooking clubs, implemented healthy snack programs, coordinated the planting and harvesting of school gardens, and even put on a three-course French dinner for twenty second-graders! All those experiences have contributed to my understanding of what kids enjoy eating and some fun ways to facilitate that.

The Organic Lunchbox offers you a refreshing alternative to many of the prepackaged foods out there. The recipes, running the gamut from breakfast-style entrées to snacks, hearty main dishes, soups, sandwiches, salads, and even some desserts, are prepared using organically grown grains, produce, and proteins.

But what, exactly, constitutes organic? And how do these foods compare to natural, non-GMO, or BST Free? We’ll be doing a little detective work to better enable us to make informed choices.

You’ll find quite a bit of variety in The Organic Lunchbox. Some recipes are quick and easy, using only a few ingredients. Others would make great family-oriented cooking projects on a day when you have a little more time to share with your children. The vast majority of them are also kid-tested, kid-prepared, and kid-approved.

So, come and open the lunchbox with me. New eating adventures await within!

Enjoy!

Marie





Organic … What Does It Mean?

There certainly are a lot of different terms floating around when it comes to our food supply. Let me try to demystify a few of them for you.

According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) blog page, certified organic foods are grown in accordance with a complex set of standards set forth by the USDA.

Produce must be grown without use of synthetic fertilizers or pesticides. There are a few exceptions allowed in the treatment of certain conditions, but those products must meet with the approval of the USDA and be applied only for approved purposes. Additionally, it must be proven that the soil upon which the produce is grown has met this standard for at least three years prior to the harvesting of fruits, vegetables, or herbs labeled as organic.

Animals raised to produce organic meat or milk and poultry must:

•   be fed 100 percent organic feed and forage;

•   not be administered growth hormones or antibiotics; and

•   be allowed to live in conditions that accommodate their natural behaviors, such as cattle being allowed to graze in open pastures.

Processed foods labeled as organic are prohibited from containing artificial colors, flavors, or preservatives. There are some limited exceptions, such as the use of baking soda in baked goods, pectin in jams or jellies, or enzymes in yogurt products.

When a processed food is labeled as containing a specific organic ingredient (such as wheat in crackers), it must contain at least 70 percent organically produced ingredients. Additionally, the remaining nonorganic ingredients must have been produced in accordance with USDA regulations and without the use of prohibited practices, such as genetic engineering. While these products are not strictly organic, they do meet a goodly part of the criteria.

A genetically modified organism, a.k.a. GMO, can be any plant, animal, or organism that has had part of its genome modified, reduced, or added to. This can be accomplished through a technique called recombinant gene therapy, in which DNA from more than one species is spliced together and then introduced into a host organism. In the production of food, it may be used to produce varieties of plants that are disease-, pesticide-, or pest-resistant, or fish that grow at an abnormally accelerated rate. There is a fair amount of controversy revolving around the concept of GMOs, with proponents seeing their use as a way to end world hunger. Many others question the effects of this technology on other species, such as the possibility of “super weeds” being an inadvertent by-product. There is also concern about biotech companies “taking over” farming, or other as yet unknown factors, including but not limited to what long-term effect consumption of these products might have on human beings.

It is important to note that organically grown foods are specifically prohibited from using GMO technology. Therefore, by definition, no food labeled as organic by the USDA can be genetically modified. However, other foods that are not organically grown may also be quite accurately labeled as non-GMO if that is the manner in which they have been produced. Look for non-GMO labeling on products or do some online research.

Hybrid seeds and plants are part of a much older technology than GMO seeds and plants. They are formed when two similar varieties, often from the same species, cross-pollinate, thereby producing a slightly different variation than either parent. Early hybridization of plants by humans was a time-consuming process that could take multiple generations to produce the end product. Modern hybridization techniques speed up the process by selectively growing and cross-pollinating parent species of the two plants the grower wishes to hybridize. The resulting seeds are referred to as F1. F1 seeds and the vegetables grown from them can be marketed as either organic or not, dependent on the methodology used to produce them. Some strong proponents of non-GMO technology also do not approve of hybrid products, most likely because you cannot use the seeds produced by a hybrid crop to plant the following year; they revert back to the parent plants, rather than growing the same product. However, I don’t believe this factor makes a hybrid squash or ear of corn any more or less nutritious or palatable than those produced from traditional seed. I personally grow some vegetables from hybrid seeds in my garden every year.
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Recombinant Bovine Growth Hormone, abbreviated as rBGH (also referred to as Recombinant Bovine Somatotropin, or rBST), is a genetically altered hormone that is injected into some dairy cattle, causing them to produce 10–15 percent more milk than they naturally would. Although the FDA approved the use of rBST/rBGH in 1993, and in 1994 prohibited dairies from claiming there is any difference between milk produced from rBGH/rBST-injected cows and those that are not injected with it, those decisions remain controversial. Many farmers have chosen to forego use of this substance for a variety of reasons, not the least of which are the detrimental health effects suffered by the injected cows. It is noteworthy that a number of other countries ban the use of this substance entirely. If you are concerned about the use of GMOs and/or care about the health and well-being of the animals being used to produce milk, you now have even more reasons to buy organic; rBST/rBGH-free, nonorganic milk is also widely available.
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Natural foods may be labeled as such if they do not contain any artificial or synthetic substances. However, according to the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) website, this does not currently address food production methods, such as the use of pesticides. It also does not specifically address manufacturing and processing methods like irradiation, pasteurization, or thermal technologies. The FDA recently sought out public input in regards to appropriate use of the “natural” designation (the comment period closed May 10, 2016), so I suspect that at some point in the future we may be seeing a more definitive use of the word.

What About Peanuts, Tree Nuts, and Seeds?

In recent years, an increasing number of children have experienced allergic reactions to peanuts. In some instances, these reactions are life-threatening; they are definitely a reason for serious concern. In response to this, a number of schools are now banning peanuts and peanut products. Some have gone further, banning tree nuts and in some cases even seeds. Approximately 40 percent of kids with peanut allergies are also allergic to one or more tree nuts.

The allergen component in peanuts is contained in the protein. While some peanut oil has been so highly refined that the protein content is mostly nonexistent, other less-refined varieties of it may indeed carry traces of protein; enough to spark an allergic reaction in a vulnerable individual. If your child has an allergy to peanuts and/or tree nuts, your physician is the person best equipped to guide you through what may be considered safe or unsafe. If you are simply unsure what to send or not send to a peanut- or tree nut-free school, I suggest you check in with the school nurse and/or administrator for guidance.

Tree nuts cover a wide range, and in many instances if a person has proven allergic to one type of nut, they may be told to avoid all tree nuts as a preventative measure. One exception that is frequently mentioned is the coconut. Although listed as a tree nut by the FDA, coconuts are actually the “seed of a drupaceous fruit.” As such, they may be safe for a person with nut allergies to eat—but, again, it is essential to discuss this with your family doctor. I have included some recipes that contain coconut oil, as it is widely available in organic form. If you have been instructed to avoid coconut oil, solid vegetable shortening can usually be substituted for it.

Be sure to read labels for “hidden” ingredients. Peanut oil is frequently used to fry potato chips and is also often found in prepared Chinese and Mexican foods. Commercially produced baked goods or ice creams may also contain peanut meal, peanut oil, traces of peanuts, or may simply have been baked or mixed in close proximity to them.

Although a small number of individuals with peanut allergies also may not be able to tolerate soybeans, many people are able to consume soy with no ill effects. Soy butter has become a widely accepted alternative to peanut butter. Even though soy beans and peanuts are both legumes by definition, there seems to be less tendency to cross-reactivity between members of the legume family (peanuts, peas, beans, soybeans) than there is with certain other interrelated food groups, such as a person with an allergy to shrimp also experiencing an allergic reaction to lobster.

One challenge when using soy products is finding those that are organic, or even non-GMO. By some estimates, 90 percent of the soybeans grown in the United States have been genetically modified; and as previously mentioned, this automatically precludes them from being considered organic. According to the website organicauthority.com, brands including Eden Foods, Wildwood, Mitoku, and Tofurky are all good sources of non-GMO, organically produced soy products.

Another consideration when purchasing any food is that you want your child to enjoy eating it. For instance, when the school where I was employed banned peanuts a few years ago, the most popular soy butter among the kids was a product called Wowbutter. While it is not listed as organic, it is non-GMO and has a very informative product website. In my personal opinion, it tastes much better than some of the other soy-based products out there.

I have included some recipes with seeds in them. In general, during my searches on the subject, the seed that popped up over and over again as the most common allergen was the sesame seed. Since they are widely used to top breads and buns, chances are if your child has a sensitivity to them you’re already aware of it. I haven’t used sesame in any of my recipes, except for tahini as an alternative ingredient in hummus. There are a few recipes with other types of seeds in them, such as pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds or sun butter, ground flaxseed, and poppy seeds, as these are frequently considered acceptable alternatives to peanuts and/or tree nuts. In most instances, they can simply be omitted from the recipe in question if you don’t wish to use them.

Preparing Organic Meals for Your Family

Going 100 percent organic can still pose some challenges. Variables may include the area of the country you live in, whether you are in a rural or urban setting, and the eating habits of your family.

I am fortunate to live in an area where there is strong support for sustainable, locally produced, organic products, and even in this setting I faced some challenges trying to make every recipe totally from organic ingredients. In general, organic foods are still considerably more costly than nonorganic, and this may also factor into whether your diet will consist entirely of organic foods, or if there will be some combination of organic and nonorganic involved.

I’ll begin with a few tips for keeping your budget workable when buying organic.
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Look for fresh, organic produce in season. Stock up when there is a plentiful supply and put some aside for later use. If you have adequate freezer space, that can be a relatively simple way to preserve some nice fresh veggies or fruits when they are at their peak. If you’re not familiar with how to successfully freeze a certain item, invest in a good home guide or do a search online.

Organic herbs and spices are now widely available, but those in individual bottles can be quite expensive. Finding a store in your area that sells organic spices and herbs in bulk can result in significant price savings.

Check out both the canned goods and freezer sections at your grocery store to determine what is available. Just like you, the producers of fruits and vegetables are going to preserve their products when they are at their freshest, and they are often more economical to purchase than their fresh counterparts.

Depending on the size of the community you live in, shop at more than one store. Health food stores and cooperatives will often offer the widest selection, but general grocery stores are increasingly meeting the needs of consumers who wish to buy organic.

The easier an organic product is to produce and store, the more readily available it will be. This is why grain products, such as cereal and flour, as well as certain vegetables and fruits, will probably be easier to find than meat. Organic eggs and dairy products have also become more readily available in recent years due to customer demand.

If you have to make a choice in which items you buy that are organically produced, factor in a few considerations. Each year the Environmental Working Group analyzes Department of Agriculture data to determine which fruits and vegetables have the highest amounts of pesticide residues and rates them accordingly. They then compile a “Dirty Dozen” list, as well as a “Clean Fifteen” list, showing those nonorganically grown fruits and vegetables with the lowest levels of pesticide contamination. According to the information page on the EWG site, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends EWG’s Shoppers Guide as a resource to pediatricians when consulting with parents about reducing pesticide exposure in their children (ewg.org/foodnews/dirty_dozen_list.php).

Look for meat and poultry that has a humanely raised designation and that has been kept antibiotic-free. In beef, also look for grass-fed and/or grass-pastured; in poultry and eggs, look for cage-free and antibiotic-free. If you have a local butcher shop, check in with them about the sources of their meat.

Sometimes knowing your source can be an important factor in deciding whether to go strictly organic or not. For instance, in recipes containing maple syrup or honey, I’ve used such designations as locally produced or pure. In order to be designated organic, maple syrup producers must document that no pesticides or chemicals were used on the trees tapped or in the general area, that all the trees tapped were in good general health, and that all the sap used in production of the syrup can be traced to those sources. Since maple syrup by its nature is produced from forested maple trees, use of such substances may be minimal to begin with. I purchase maple syrup from my neighbor’s small-scale organic farm, confident in the knowledge that even though their syrup may not specifically be labeled organic, I am getting a pure product, because I know their farming practices. Similarly, purchasing from a local, small-scale beekeeper assures me that I’m getting pure, pesticide-free honey. If you live in an area where locally produced maple syrup or honey is not readily available, looking for the organic designation will assure you that what you’re getting is the real deal. However, you still need to be vigilant about reading labels carefully. For instance, I discovered organic “pancake syrup,” which wasn’t maple at all and contained, among other things, “organic caramel coloring,” sitting side-by-side with pure organic maple syrup in a local store. As with so many other purchase decisions we make, it’s wise to be an informed consumer.

Not having access to the large-scale supply of organic ingredients utilized by major producers of organic prepared foods can still prove a bit of a challenge. I’ve worked hard in formulating recipes for this cookbook to ensure the ingredients I used were as close to the real thing as I—or any other average person—could get. Sometimes that meant getting a little inventive, such as dicing up organic canned pineapple slices when I couldn’t find crushed pineapple with the organic designation. And I’ve also made note of when a particular seasoning or other ingredient was not organic.

Please don’t be discouraged if you cannot find every item in every recipe in organic form. Some organic is always better than none! You may even discover organic substitutions that suit you and your child just as well as the original version. Whether you’re an old pro at organic cooking or just getting started, I hope you enjoy the variety you’ll find in The Organic Lunchbox.

And now, let’s get started! Happy eating!
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Breakfast for Lunch
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Good Any Time of the Day

Breakfast foods have lots of kid appeal, and with a little planning can provide a tasty and balanced meal for lunch as well! When dealing with eggs, meat, or dairy, maintaining safe food temperatures is a must. The dishes here should all be sent safely chilled, in insulated containers or lunchboxes, with a frozen gel pack included. If your child’s school has the facilities to reheat them, the egg and meat dishes can be warmed up there. If not, they’re really not bad chilled, either.

Funny Face Bagels

Breakfast Burritos

Savory French Toast Fingers

Crunchy French Toast Fingers

Apple Berry Sauce

Sopapillas with Apple Berry Sauce

Salsa Scrambled Eggs

Slightly Spicy Sausage Patties

Maple Sausage Patties

Green Eggs & Ham Breakfast Quiche

Multigrain Waffles

Sweet Potato Pancakes

Maple Honey Butter

Buttery Pie Crust

Tutti-Frutti Pancake Rolls

Sunny Side Up

Teeny Tiny Tater Bites

Pumpkin Yogurt

Maple Nut Yogurt

Cornmeal Muffins

Pumpkin Muffins

Wild Blueberry Muffins

Calico Muffins

Golden Granola

Autumn Pumpkin Parfaits

Double Oat Crunch Granola

Cereal Sundaes
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Funny Face Bagels

Although I think of bagels as breakfast food, there are so many variations to these fun-to-make faces that you could enjoy them most any time of the day. Kids can easily construct their own funny faces, flowers, or whatever other design strikes their fancy in a matter of minutes.

Ingredients:

Organic bagels, split

Organic cream cheese, soy butter, or an alternative seed/tree nut butter, if allowed

Organic fruit spread, optional

Desired organic fruits and/or berries and/or vegetable slices

Shredded organic carrot or toasted organic coconut

Directions:

1)   Spread each bagel half with the desired topping. If you’d like to add fruit spread, this can either be mixed in with the cream cheese, soy, seed, or nut butter, or smoothed on top of the bagel.

2)   Next, add in sliced or whole fruits, berries, or vegetable slices to form your clown face of choice. Use a whole or half berry, cherry, or cherry tomato for the nose and grated carrot or toasted coconut for hair. One large half is probably plenty for a smaller child.

3)   Place your completed clown face in a sandwich carrier, ready to be enjoyed for lunch! Keep it cool with a frozen gel pack until ready to eat.




Breakfast Burritos

I like soft corn tortillas for these simple sandwiches, although soft flour tortillas may be slightly less crumbly. Mixing together a bit of sour cream and yogurt makes a not-too-tangy kid-friendly condiment for spreading on each tortilla. Including a bit of Avocado Dip (p. 135) adds color, flavor, and nutritional value. You can easily use just the sour cream mixture or the avocado mixture, depending on your child’s taste preferences.

Ingredients per burrito:

1 tablespoon sour cream

1 tablespoon plain Greek-style yogurt

1 Salsa Scrambled Egg (p. 11)

1 patty Slightly Spicy Sausage Patties (p. 12), optional

1 soft organic corn or flour tortilla

2 tablespoons Avocado Dip (p. 135)

Directions:

1)   Combine the sour cream and yogurt, mixing well; set aside.

2)   Prepare the Salsa Scrambled Egg as the recipe directs. Allow it to cool before constructing your burrito, unless it’s being eaten right away.

3)   Fry the sausage patty until it is evenly cooked; cut in half and cool before using. You could also crumble the sausage meat into the pan for cooking.

4)   Spread one side of the tortilla with the sour cream/yogurt mixture and the Avocado Dip. Carefully place the egg (and sausage if using) in a line slightly to one side of the middle. Roll the tortilla up and wrap tightly in wax paper, twisting the ends shut. Add a paper towel wrap around the wax paper, if you wish.

5)   Chill until serving time in an insulated lunchbox with a frozen gel pack. One end of the burrito can then be slowly unwrapped as lunch is enjoyed!




Savory French Toast Fingers

Breakfast doesn’t have to be sweet in order to be tasty. Case in point is this savory version of French toast. You will note it is oven fried. It can be done on the stovetop if you prefer, but I think the more even heat of the oven helps keep the cheese from darkening too much while the French toast is cooking through. Depending on your kid’s favorite flavor combinations, you can include a little container of ketchup, salsa, or marinara sauce (such as Italian Tomato Sauce, p. 95) for dipping purposes. Crispy Kale Chips (p. 123) or a little salad of string beans marinated in Italian or French dressing is also a nice accompaniment; breakfast can be as adventuresome as you wish it to be!

Makes 1 serving as listed; easy to multiply for more.

Ingredients per serving:

1 tablespoon organic oil

1 large organic egg

1 tablespoon organic milk

1 tablespoon organic grated Parmesan cheese

Pinch sea salt; about ⅛ teaspoon

Organic black pepper, to taste

Pinch of organic basil or dry mustard, optional

Drop or two of hot sauce, optional

2 slices rustic-style organic bread

Directions:

1)   Adjust your oven rack to the middle position, then preheat the oven to 375° F. Place the oil in a pan just large enough to hold the number of sticks you are preparing, making sure to coat the entire surface.

2)   Beat together the egg and milk until smooth. Stir in the cheese, salt, pepper, and other desired seasonings.

3)   Cut each slice of bread into 3–4 strips, removing a thin strip of crust if you wish to make them more even.

4)   Dip both sides of each strip into the egg mixture, then place on the baking pan. Pour any extra egg mixture over the strips of bread. Bake for 10 minutes, then carefully insert a spatula under each “finger” and flip over, adding a bit more oil if necessary to prevent sticking. Bake for another 5 minutes, until golden brown.

5)   Cool to room temperature before packing. Store in the refrigerator. Send to school with an iced gel pack to keep the egg component safely chilled.
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