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By Erin O’Donnell, WebMD Contributing Writer

Back-to-school time is all about fresh 
starts: new notebooks, bright-white kicks, and 
high hopes for the year ahead. it’s also the per-
fect time for new habits, like healthier meals 
for everyone in the family, especially your 
kids. the benefits are well-known: Research 
shows that children who eat well perform bet-
ter in school than kids with poor diets.

But how do you make healthy eating a habit 
in your household? During the school year, 
it’s hard enough for busy families to find the 
time and energy to prepare any meal, let alone 
a nutritious one. and so many kids are picky, 
preferring French fries over fresh vegetables 
and hot dogs instead of hummus. 

Ace back-
to-school 
with healthy 
lunchbox tips 
from White 
House chef  
Sam Kass

smarts

Reviewed by
Kathleen Zelman, MPH, RD, LD

WebMD DiRectoR of NutRitioN

Each series features:
• Tips and hints from experts.
• Printable step-by-step guides.
• Videos that can be accessible
   on the go.

Now Available on Mobile
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Quick and easy 
tips to manage 
your health. 
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Give KidS A cHoice in tHeir  
ScHool luncHeS, SAyS KASS.  
“Kids liKe to feel they have  
the authority to mAKe Some  
deciSionS for tHemSelveS.”

We turned to the White house’s assistant chef and senior policy 
advisor for healthy food initiatives, sam kass, who is passionate 
about teaching kids and their families to enjoy simple, healthy 
food. kass helps us kick off the school year by suggesting fun, 
wholesome lunches to tuck in your child’s backpack (see our 
week’s worth of choices on the next page) and sharing what he’s 
learned about inspiring americans to make good food choices. 

kass, 31, is helping first lady michelle obama plant the first 
major vegetable garden at the White house since eleanor Roos-
evelt’s victory garden during World War ii, and children were in 
on the project from the start. Now, kids from local schools visit 
several times a year to plant veggies, pull weeds, and harvest the 
bounty—and this process has convinced kass that kids really can 
learn to love good food.

kass recalls a group of students dropped by recently to pick and 
prepare vegetables. When the kids sat down to snack on platters 
of raw veggies, he noticed one student had heaped most of the 
cauliflower onto her plate, and was chowing down with gusto. 
chuckling, he says he actually had to ask her to put some cauliflower 
back so there’d be enough to share. “she had never seen or tasted 
it before,” kass says, “but she was excited about it because she had 
participated in planting and harvesting it, and so her mind was 
more open to trying it. 

“i see this constantly,” kass says: kids are most excited about 
nutritious meals if they play a role in getting food to the table. 

White house assistant chef 
sam Kass is working with 
first lady Michelle obama 
to help teach kids about 
healthy eating.
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of course, it also helps their appeal if healthy foods taste deli-
cious, especially at school. to that end, kass has helped establish 
programs to make cafeteria food taste better. one initiative, 
launched through the let’s move program (letsmove.gov) devel-
oped by michelle obama, pairs professional chefs across the 
nation with their local schools. the pro cooks use their knowl-
edge about making food look and taste good to help cafeteria 
staff plan healthy meals kids are likely to enjoy. 

For example, kass says, one chef recently worked with a 
school to whip up kid-friendly dressings to serve on salads. 
some chefs are also helping their schools plant gardens similar 
to the one at the White house, so students can have a hand in 
growing the tender lettuces, cool cucumbers, and crisp carrots 
to add to those salads.

even more kids will eat salads at school this year, thanks 
to another program that brings salad bars to school cafeterias 
across the country. kass believes salad bars are popular with 
students because they give them a choice. 

“they can decide which fruits and vegetables they want, and 
which they don’t,” kass says. “kids like to feel they have the 
authority to make some decisions for themselves.” 

“i See tHiS conStAntly,” KASS 
SAyS: Kids are Most excited 
about nutritious Meals if 
tHey plAy A role in GettinG 
food to tHe tAble.

Lunchbox 
makeover
Kass’ top 5 healthy school meal ideas 

White house assistant chef sam kass created this lineup of 
nutritious lunches to send to school with your kids. each is a 
mix of flavors, textures, and nutrients, and a few even include 
cookies! (Just make sure they are a healthy choice with whole 
grains, if possible, minimal sugar, and no trans fats.) these 
lunches also need a beverage—your child can get a carton of 
low-fat milk at school to pair with each weekday meal.

MoNDay  turkey wrap made with lettuce and a slice 
of cheddar cheese on a whole-wheat tortilla, baby carrots, 
grapes, and two small oatmeal cookies

tuesDay  Whole-wheat pasta tossed with pesto and 
chopped cooked spinach, applesauce, and two whole-grain 
crackers

WeDNesDay  sliced chicken on whole-wheat bread 
spread with hummus, small low-sugar yogurt, baby carrots, 
and two fig bars

tHuRsDay  tiny “sandwiches” made with a dollop of 
tuna salad between two cucumber slices (kids can assem-
ble them at lunch), a quartered orange, two celery sticks 
filled with peanut butter, and two whole-grain crackers

fRiDay  cheese quesadilla made with a whole-wheat 
or veggie tortilla, diced tomatoes, red pepper or your child’s 
favorite vegetable, an apple, a banana, and two small 
chocolate chip cookies

Whip up kid-friendly dinners with healthy recipes. WebMd.com

chef sam Kass and first lady  
Michelle obama with kids  
in the White house garden.
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making sure the snack kids grab is a healthy one can make a difference in how 
they finish the day. You want them energized and refueled until dinner, not 
overfull and oversugared. the best snacks to help kids perk up are fresh fruits 
and vegetables, whole grains, and lean or low-fat protein, says kathleen Zelman, 
mPh, RD, lD, WebmD’s director of nutrition, who offers these tips for after-
school snacking.

Pizza Face
cheese pizza is a kid-crowd pleaser, but not all snack versions are created  
equal. Zelman likes frozen pizzas such as made in Nature organic three-cheese 
and Whole Foods 365 everyday Value Four cheese, both low in saturated fats and 
tasty, too. 

DiPPity Do
kids love dipping. serve up hummus with veggies or a small portion of baked 
tortilla or pita chips. hummus is “super nutritious, naturally fat-free, and loaded 
with protein and fiber that will keep kids full until dinner,” Zelman says. she likes 
athenos or cedar’s for their ultra-smooth creaminess and flavor.  

chocolate anD tigers anD Bears, oh My!
there’s no reason to leave cookies ‘n’ milk out of the after-school snack roster. 
Just practice portion control to keep numbers reasonable. Do your kids love 
chocolate? Zelman says kids can enjoy two Back to Nature chocolate chunk 
cookies (130 calories, 1 gram protein, and 6 grams fat, but no trans fats). she 
also likes Barbara’s Bakery Wheat Free oatmeal snackimals. made from whole 
oats, these updated animal-cracker minis offer whole-grain goodness without 
trans fats or high-fructose corn syrup. 

Best Bars
Fruit, nut, grain, and cereal snack bars promise ready-wrapped nutrition on the 
run. But some are fat and sugar bombs. Read nutrition labels to ensure sugar isn’t 
the top ingredient. look for bars with the highest fiber and protein in flavors that 
have kid appeal, such as kind Plus Peanut Butter Dark chocolate + Protein, tasty 
as candy but loaded with 7 grams protein plus fiber you won’t find in most 
candy bars. Zelman also likes kashi Golean’s oatmeal Raisin cookie chewy Pro-
tein & Fiber Bar, which tastes as good as a cookie but packs 5 grams fiber and 
10 grams protein.—Monica Kass Rogers

The opinions expressed on this page are of the experts 
and are not the opinions of WebMD. WebMD does not 
endorse any specific product, service, or treatment.

Smart SnackS
Stock up on 
healthy treats
for after school

nO kIDDInG
you really can get children to eat healthy
 
White house chef sam Kass has learned a thing or two 
about getting kids interested in nutritious fare. the main 
idea, he says, is to actively engage them in any stage of 
meal planning and preparation. 

Here are a few of Kass’ top tips.  
   
freedom of choice. during your next grocery run, ask 
your child to select her three favorite veggies to include 
in family meals. Kids are more likely to eat foods they’ve 
chosen themselves.

seed for change. Help your child plant and tend a win-
dowsill herb garden, Kass suggests. it’s a simple way she 
can help feed the family. be sure to compliment any dish 
that includes herbs she harvests.

farm stand. visit a farm or orchard with your child to see 
where food is grown and maybe meet the grower. Know-
ing where an apple or ear of corn comes from can make 
it taste even better. 

chop, chop. Kass recommends you invite your child to 
chop and stir ingredients while you make meals.

heroic effort. talk with kids about professional athletes 
or movie stars they admire, and point out that to suc-
ceed, “those people really take good care of themselves” 
by eating healthy diets, Kass says.

NANCY O’DELL
Proud member 
MDA Muscle Team

1.800.572 .1717
www.mda.org

Put your muscle and your strength behind MDA. 

MDA put their amazing strength behind my family 

when my Mom was struck by ALS, one of the devastating 

diseases MDA battles. Together, we can provide help and 

hope. Be the next to flex, the next to join in the fight.

Make a Muscle
Make a Difference  
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