[image: image1.wmf]What’s for dinner? If you’re like me, that is a question we hear often at our house. More importantly, if you are a daycare provider, the question is not so much as what’s for dinner as “what do I feed all those kids for lunch?”

There are several ways to plan menus. Some suggest planning your menu weekly or monthly, or to have a revolving menu every six weeks. I find all of these hard to do.  Because I consider myself a frugal shopper, what I may plan one week or month ahead may not be what’s on sale when I get groceries.

What works best for me is to have the days designated as certain foods, but not be locked into a certain menu. This way I make sure that I serve a variety and my main ingredient doubles for at least two dishes during the week, saving me time and money.

Monday is soup and sandwich or casserole day

Tuesday is fish of some sort (tuna, fish sticks, salmon, etc.)

Wednesday is meat alternate day (nuts, yogurt, peanut butter, cheese dishes)

Thursday is pasta day (with some meat component)

Friday is meat day (such as hamburgers) with every fifth Friday as a kid’s choice

I came up with my menu by trial and error.  On Sundays, I generally make a casserole or soup and no matter how prepared I am for the work-week, not having to fix a big lunch on Mondays is a great help. We eat Sunday leftovers.

Tuesdays I fix fish sticks or a tuna casserole (I don’t do tuna sandwiches if we had sandwiches the day before), or my favorite is pouring melted garlic butter over a piece of cod and broiling it. It only takes about 5 minutes.  I prefer lunches that I can put together in little time.

Wednesdays we have a cup of yogurt with fresh strawberries and some vegetables and dinner rolls. Or we do a peanut butter sandwich depending on how many times we’ve had sandwiches that week. Or there are cheese quesadillas on flour tortillas. We also make personal cheese pizzas on English muffins. Some of my favorite menus are listed below. 

My salmon patties are the featured menu of the month on www.betweenfriends.org/househol.htm 

Thursdays are pasta day. Spaghetti with Italian Sausage or hamburger, Chicken and sour cream and chive noodles, Chicken and noodles, Beef and noodles, etc.

Fridays are generally kid-friendly meals such as hamburgers and tater tots. Or sloppy joes with french fries. I come up with two complete menus (to fit the food program of course) and the kids get to select whatever they wish from the two menus for the fifth Fridays of the month. 

The reason I like designated days without locking in a certain menu is that I can shop for bargains. Since my menus are pretty flexible, I can usually use one ingredient in more than one dish. If chicken is on sale, we’ll have chicken and rice soup on Monday and use leftover chicken for pasta on Thursday.  The hamburger for spaghetti on another Thursday is also used for sloppy joes on Friday. You get the idea.

The kids love to be involved in fixing lunch. The kids I have now are too young to actually help prepare the food, but they like to pass out the silverware or set the table. I have switched to paper plates and utensils, but still use hard plastic color-coded sippy cups for drinks. In the scheme of things, having less dishes to do is a payoff for me, and I often find paper plates on sale. Who can argue with saving time and having one less load of dishes to wash?

Here are some menus that the kids enjoy.

**Chicken quesadillas

Flour tortillas

Margarine

Shredded cheese

Butter one side of a tortilla. Place butter side down in a pan and sprinkle with cheese. Butter another tortilla and place on cheese, butter side up. Fry for a few minutes until the tortilla starts to brown and cheese starts to melt. Flip over for another few minutes. Remove from pan and cut into triangles with a pizza cutter. The cheese is your meat alternate and the tortilla is your bread component for the food program.

**English Muffin Pizzas

English muffin, split

Pizza or spaghetti sauce

Shredded cheese (and whatever else you like – hamburger, etc.)

Toast the English muffin in the toaster. Remove from toaster and sprinkle each half with sauce and cheese (or other toppings). Place on baking sheet and broil one minute until cheese melts. The cheese is your meat alternate and the English muffin is your bread component for the food program.

**Salmon Patties (featured monthly recipe on www.betweenfriends.org/househol.htm

1 can salmon 
1 egg 
12 saltines crushed
2 T Dorothy Lynch salad dressing 

De-bone and peel skin from salmon. Mix all ingredients together. Form into several patties and fry in butter over medium heat, about 5 minutes each side. Don't have pan too warm or it will burn. After patties are done, pour more salad dressing over top and serve. 

These salmon patties don’t taste like fish and I think that’s why the kids like it.

The bottom line is that planning nutritious, speedy meals is not that hard once you start thinking beyond one meal a day. Stretch your foods to do double-duty. Scour your ads and weekly sales. Even if you already have your menus for this week, purchase the bargain items and toss them in your freezer. You’ll have them for the next week when there might not be any sales to fit your needs.

Try cooking or baking a couple casseroles or soups on the weekend. Divide these into smaller portions and freeze. Then just heat up in your microwave on daycare days. It saves a lot of time. 

The next time someone says, “What’s for dinner? Or lunch?” You’ll be prepared. “Chicken rice soup, pizza, beef and noodles . . .”  Yum.
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