
Menu Planning and 
Meal Ideas

This Menu Planning and Meal Ideas presentation included attendee participation. 
Attendees broke out into groups and spent time sharing ideas with each other on 8 
different menu planning and meal idea topics and writing these ideas down on paper. 
After all topics were discussed among all groups, the ideas were shared with the 
group.

This presentation includes ideas shared at the trainings, as well as additional 
information on each topic. 
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List of ideas shared is posted 

on the CACFP Training 

Webpage

The list of ideas shared is posted on the CACFP 2023 Training Webpage under the 
presentation slides and handout.
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Inspire Others!

Cultural / Ethnic Meals

Favorite Meals and Snacks

Foods not served

Fruits and Vegetables

Fun Names for Foods

Time Saving Meals

Variety 

Vegetarian

The topics discussed during the session are on this slide.
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VARIETY AND CONTRAST
What are some ways to add variety, 

color, contrast, and texture, etc. to menus?

The first topic is Variety and Contrast. What are some ways to add variety, color, 
contrast, and texture, etc. to menus?

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Variety and Contrast
• Include different foods daily over a week’s time

• Do not repeat the same food item in the week
• Serve different foods at lunch and dinner

• Vary the main dish (different meat/meat alternate each day of the week)

FridayThursdayWednesdayTuesdayMonday

EggsPorkBeans/
Legumes

ChickenCheese

Nut/seed 
butter

YogurtTurkeyGround BeefCod

Beef RoastHamShrimpHummusChicken

Ground BeefTilapiaBeans/
Legumes

TurkeyEggs

CheeseNut/seed 
butter

TofuChickenYogurt

One way to have variety and contrast with menus is to serve different foods every 
day over the course of the week. 
• Try to not repeat the same food item in the week. 
• If you serve lunch and supper, serve different foods at these meals (do not repeat 

the same food item at both meals).
• Vary the main dish served by serving a different type of meat/meat alternate each 

day of the week. The chart on the slide provides an example. You can see that there 
is no repetition of the meat/meat alternate served each week.  
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Variety and Contrast

• Include a variety of colors (at least 2-3 colorful foods per meal)

Foods are all 
similar in color Incorporate colorful fruits and 

vegetables at each meal and snack

Another way to have variety and contrast is by including a variety of colorful foods at 
each meal and snack. 

The fruits and vegetables on the left side of the slide are similar in color. When added 
to a plate they do not provide variety or contract. The pictures of fruits and 
vegetables on the right are full of color. Try to add a colorful fruit or vegetable to each 
meal to make the plate more vibrant and add excitement to the meal.
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Immune System
Eye Health

Variety and Contrast

• Include a variety of fruits and vegetables

In addition to providing color, fruits and vegetables provide a variety of vitamins and 
minerals which helps improve health. 

Check out how each of the five different color categories of fruits and vegetables can 
benefit your health. 
• Blues and Purples: Blueberries, blackberries, purple grapes, plums, raisins, 

eggplant. Benefits: Keep memory sharp and reduce risk of many types of cancer, 
including prostate cancer

• Greens: Kiwi, honeydew, spinach, broccoli, romaine lettuce, Brussels sprouts, 
cabbage. Benefits: Protect bones, teeth, and eyesight

• Whites: Pears, bananas, mushrooms, cauliflower, onions, garlic. Benefits: Lower 
LDL cholesterol and reduce risk of heart disease

• Yellows and Oranges: Oranges, grapefruit, peaches, cantaloupe, mangoes, 
pineapple, squash, carrots. Benefits: Boost immune system and help prevent eye 
disease

• Reds: Watermelon, strawberries, raspberries, cranberries, cherries, tomatoes, 
radishes, red apples. Benefits: Help prevent Alzheimer’s disease and improve blood 
flow to the heart
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FridayThursdayWednesdayTuesdayMonday

Apple 
Slices

Honeydew 
Melon

BlackberriesKiwiPineapple

Red Bell 
Pepper

EggplantBroccoliRoasted 
Sweet 

Potatoes

Green peas

Set a goal to serve different 
fruits and vegetables 
throughout the week

Variety and Contrast

Plan to serve a variety of fruits and vegetables. Have a goal to serve different fruits 
and vegetables throughout the week, and not repeat the same item in that week. On 
the slide is a week-long menu showing a variety of fruits and vegetables that could be 
served at a meal, such as lunch or supper. There is no fruit or vegetable repeated on 
this menu.
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Variety and Contrast

Not all food items on this 
slide are CACFP Creditable 

Different 
textures

Another way to add variety and contrast is to serve different textures. It’s fun to 
experience different textures when you’re eating a meal or even a single bite of food, 
such as smooth yogurt with crunchy granola, or tender pancakes with sticky maple 
syrup. 

Try to create a snack or meal that includes at least three different textures. 

Note: Not all food items in the picture on the slide are CACFP Creditable. However, 
the picture shows a variety of textures found in foods.
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Variety and Contrast

Different shapes
• Breakfast cereals
• Crackers
• Noodles
• Pretzels

Another way to provide variety is to serve different shapes of foods. Foods such as 
breakfast cereals, crackers, noodles, and pretzels come in a variety of shapes. Change 
up the shape of food items you serve to provide variety. For example, if you always 
serve elbow macaroni noodles, try serving penne noodles. 
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Sauces
Tomato/Marinara

Alfredo
Cheese
Teriyaki

Soy
BBQ

Buffalo
Gravy

Dressing
Salsa

Tzatziki

Seasoning and Spices
Garlic Herb

Lemon
Parmesan
Mrs. Dash

Italian Seasoning
Adobo
Sazon
Cajun

Old Bay
Cinnamon

Different 
flavors

Another way to add variety is to serve a variety of flavors. Use seasonings, spices, and 
sauces to create completely different meals. The handout, Cooking with Herbs and 
Spices, shown on this slide is included in a handout posted on the CACFP 2023 
Training Webpage. This handout lists many different herbs and spices and ways to use 
them in your meals.
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VEGETARIAN
What vegetarian meals (meat alternates) do you currently serve?
Or what vegetarian meals can you think of that could be served?

The second topic is Vegetarian meals. What vegetarian meals (meat alternates) do 
you currently serve? Or what vegetarian meals can you think of that could be served?

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Vegetarian

Vegetarian Meals: Serving a meat 
alternate for the meat/meat alternate 
component

CACFP Training Spotlight: 
Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP

Serving vegetarian meals means serving a meat alternate for the meat/meat alternate 
component. The CACFP Training Spotlight: Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP was 
distributed during training. It can be found at the link on this slide. The handout has a 
lot of information and menu ideas for serving vegetarian meals.
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Eggs
• Scrambled, hard boiled, 

ingredient in breakfast burrito, 
egg muffins

Legumes
• Soups, casseroles, tacos, 

burritos, quesadilla

Nuts/Seeds/their Butters
• Sandwiches

Tofu
• Tofu Recipes (GM 12/M/MA tab)

The Training Spotlight includes a table listing creditable meat alternate foods. A few 
examples of main dishes that can be made with each meat alternate food item are on 
the slide.

If you are interested in serving tofu, check out the Tofu Recipes handout, linked to on 
the slide.
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Vegetarian

• Meatless Mondays! 

Serve meat alternate foods at all meals and snacks on Mondays

• BREAKFAST: Serve meat alternates in place of the grain 

component at breakfast up to 3 days per week

If you are wondering how you can incorporate vegetarian meals into your menus, one 
idea is to do Meatless Mondays! This is when you serve only meat alternate foods at 
all meals and snacks on Mondays. 

Another way to incorporate more vegetarian meals is by serving a meat alternate in 
place of the entire grains component at breakfast. This is allowed up to 3 days/week.

The menu on the slide is a sample menu showing a meat alternate being served in 
place of the grains component 3 days/week. The breakfast burrito served on Friday 
could include eggs, beans, tofu and/or cheese. The possibilities are endless.

The CACFP Training Spotlight: Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP includes a recipe that 
can be served at breakfast, and links to other vegetarian recipes that can be served at 
breakfast.
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Vegetarian

SNACK: Serve meat alternate foods at snack

Here are some examples of snacks that include meat alternates. The CACFP Training 
Spotlight: Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP includes a recipe and links to other 
vegetarian recipes that can be served at snack.
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Vegetarian

LUNCH/SUPPER: Incorporate vegetarian recipes

Many recipes linked to in Training Spotlight: Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP

Incorporate vegetarian recipes into lunch and supper meals. There are many USDA 
CACFP recipes for vegetarian dishes that can be found on the Institute of Child 
Nutrition (ICN) website. A few other these are linked to from The CACFP Training 
Spotlight: Vegetarian Meals in the CACFP. 

Plan vegetarian meal once a week, once a day, or more!
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MULTICULTURAL MEALS
What are some cultural and ethnic meals your program

incorporates into its menus?

The third topic is Multicultural Meals. What are some cultural and ethnic meals your 
program incorporates into its menus.

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Cultural and 
Ethnic Meals
• Celebrate different cultures

• Create a sense of belonging

• Families share recipes

• Include festivals and 
celebrations

Cultural / Ethnic Meals

Incorporating cultural and ethnic meals into menus can help participants from 
different cultures celebrate their own uniqueness and create a sense of belonging for 
everyone who attends the meal.

Encourage families and staff to bring in recipes and share traditions associated with 
their culture.
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Cultural / Ethnic Meals

• 10 days of menus
Team Nutrition     
Multicultural recipes

• Around the World
Wednesday

USDA Multicultural Recipes

Around the World Menu

This slide shows part of a 10-day menu that incorporates meals from around the 
world and includes standardized recipes from Team Nutrition’s Multi-cultural Child 
Care recipes. 

Using these menus and recipes, you could implement “Around the World Wednesday” 
and feature a new ethnic/cultural dish each Wednesday or start with doing a new 
ethnic/cultural dish one Wednesday/month. 

Both menus and recipes can be found at the links on this slide.
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USDA Multicultural Recipes

Asia and Pacific Islands Recipe Central and South America Recipe

On this slide are two of the many USDA Multicultural Child Care Recipes available. 
Recipes are for 25 or 50 servings, which can be adjusted for the number of 
participants you are serving. The recipes include CACFP Crediting Information (i.e.
serving size and how that serving amount contributes to the CACFP meal pattern)
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TIME SAVING / QUICK MEALS
How do you save time when preparing meals?

What are some easy, quick meals made at your program?

The fourth topic is Time Saving / Quick Meals. How do you save time when preparing 
meals? What are some easy, quick meals made at your program?

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Cycle Menus

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Series of 
Menus

Specific 
Time Frame:   
4‐6 weeks

Repeated

One way to save time with meal planning and preparation is to have a cycle menu. A 
cycle menu is a series of planned menus that are served for a specific amount of time, 
usually 4-6 weeks, and then repeated. 
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Saves time
Efficient 

food 
shopping

Familiar 
food 

preparation

Provide 
variety

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Cycle menus are recommended because they save programs time and money by 
planning a set of menus once and repeating them. This prevents the need to spend 
time creating new menus every week or month. 

It also helps make food shopping more efficient with repeat grocery or vendor orders 
(time saving), which also helps with predicting food costs and possibly saving money. 

It also helps make food preparation more efficient because you are repeating the 
same recipes and meal production on a regular basis. They become familiar to you. 

Last, cycle menus help provide variety, as cycle menus often do not repeat the same 
foods and/or meals.
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Batch Cook /  Freeze

• Hamburger / Turkey

• Chicken breast

• Soups / Casseroles

• Waffles / Pancakes

• Muffins

• Grains (rice, quinoa)

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Next, we will go through some ideas that can be time saving when preparing meals.

First, batch cook are freeze foods. This is when an individual makes double or triple 
what is needed for a meal, and freezing the extra to be used the next time the food 
item is needed, or the meal is on the menu. For example, cook more ground 
hamburger or ground turkey than needed for a meal (for example, spaghetti). Freeze 
the extra cooked hamburger/turkey to use another day when making a dish such as 
sloppy joes or a casserole. Time will be saved because you do not have to cook raw 
hamburger/turkey, but just take the cooked hamburger/turkey out of the freezer and 
reheat.

The same can be done with chicken breast, soups, casseroles, waffles, pancakes, 
muffins, and even grains such as rice and quinoa.
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Time Saving / Quick Meals

Convenience Foods

Pre-Cooked Foods

Child Nutrition (CN) Label or Product Formulation Statement

Next, consider integrating convenience foods into your menu. Convenience foods 
require little preparation time so you can use the time normally spent preparing more 
labor-intensive menu items to prepare other components of the meal, prep for the 
next day, plan future menus, create a shopping list, etc.

The first group of convenience foods we will discuss are pre-cooked foods that only 
need to be heated. These include commercially prepared foods like chicken nuggets, 
fish sticks, pizza, etc. or precooked processed meats such as meat balls. These items 
help food preparers save time because it does not take long to place these items on a 
pan and into the oven. While these items are cooking, prepare the other components 
of the meal.

Remember! You must have a Child Nutrition (CN) label or Product Formulation 
Statement (PFS) for store-bought combination foods and processed meats to credit 
them to the CACFP meal pattern. Only serve these items if you have a CN label or 
PFS for the specific item being served.
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Convenience Foods

Frozen Foods

• Pancakes

• Waffles 

• Fruits / Vegetables

Canned Foods

• Canned vegetables and fruit

• Fruit in individual cups 

• Canned beans

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Other types of convenience foods include frozen and canned foods. These items also 
only need to be thawed and/or heated. 
• Frozen pancakes and waffles can be heated in an oven.
• Frozen fruits can be left in the refrigerator to thaw.
• Frozen and canned vegetables, and beans just need to be opened and placed in a 

large pot and heated. 
• Consider serving fruit in individuals portioned cups. There is no prep time when 

serving individually-portioned foods.

27



Time Saving / Quick Meals

Convenience Foods

• Pre-sliced cheese 

Creditable: Pasteurized Process

Not Creditable: Cheese Product

• Cheese sticks

• Yogurt (tubs or individual cups)

Creditable and Non-Creditable Cheese

Next, serve cheese! This is Wisconsin!
• Pre-sliced cheese

• Make sure that only creditable cheese is served. On this slide are two 
pictures of pre-sliced cheese. One is labeled Pasteurized Process and one is 
labeled Cheese Product. Any cheese labeled with the term ‘Product’ is not 
creditable to the CACFP meal pattern.

• Serve cheese sticks / string cheese

See the Creditable and Non-Creditable Cheese handout, linked to at the bottom of 
this slide, for more information on cheese.
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Individual Pre-packaged items:
• Popcorn
• Rice Cakes
• Graham Crackers
• Muffins

Time Saving / Quick Meals

More convenience foods include individual pre-packaged items such as crackers, 
muffins, rice cakes, and other common grain items. When serving these items, there is 
no need to open larger bags or boxes and portion the item out yourself. 
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Canned meats

• Tuna

• Chicken

• Salmon

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Also consider serving canned meats such as tuna, chicken, or salmon. 
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Crockpot

• Roasts

• Chicken (baked/shredded)

• Soups (recipes)

• Meatballs (CN/PFS)

• Oatmeal

Time Saving / Quick Meals

Last, prepare foods in a crockpot or similar appliance. There is often very little meal 
prep time associated with using a crockpot. The crockpot does all of the work!. Items 
you can prepare in a crockpot include roasts, chicken, soups (use a recipe that 
provides CACFP crediting information), meatballs (remember to get a CN label/PFS), 
and oatmeal.
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AWARD WINNING MEALS!
What are some favorite meals or snacks your program makes (and why)?

The fifth topic is Award Winning Meals. What are some favorite meals or snacks your 
program makes (and why)?

The information shared by the group for this topic can be found on the list of ideas 
posted on the CACFP 2023 Training Webpage under the presentation slides and 
handout.

Note: Homemade meals must meet CACFP meal pattern requirements. This means 
that the amount of the item served to each participant must include enough of the 
food component(s) it contains to provide the CACFP meal pattern minimum required 
amounts. If the item does not include enough of the food component(s) to provide the 
CACFP meal pattern minimum required amounts additional foods must be served 
alongside the dish.
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FRUITS AND VEGETABLES
What are creative ways your program prepares fruits and vegetables to 
make them exciting, tasty, etc.? Or what creative ways can you think of?

The sixth topic is Fruits and Vegetables. What are creative ways your program 
prepares fruits and vegetables to make them exciting, tasty, etc.? Or what creative 
ways can you think of?

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Breakfast
• Smoothies

https://www.cacfp.org/recipes-menus/recipes/

Teddy Bear Smoothie

Smoothies in the CACFP

• One way to incorporate fruits and vegetables is in smoothies. You can use fresh or 
frozen fruit and add a handful of vegetables such as spinach or kale.

• The DPI has a Smoothies in CACFP handout, linked to on the slide, that provides a 
creditable smoothie recipe and information on how fruit, vegetables, and other 
ingredients in smoothies credit to the CACFP meal pattern.

• Find other smoothie recipes at the web address on the slide.
• Remember, pureed fruit and vegetables credit as juice when served in a smoothie, 

and juice can only be served at one meal or snack per day, this includes when 
served in a smoothie.
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Breakfast
• Make it a topping!

Waffles, pancakes, oatmeal,
yogurt

• Add peppers, tomatoes, or
spinach to omelets, eggs,
hash browns, breakfast
potatoes

• Add avocado and tomato to
eggs

• Breakfast tacos with fruits
or vegetables

• Fruit “roll-up” (tortilla with
fresh fruit) or fruit pizza

Fruits and Vegetables

• Another idea for breakfast is to make fruit a topping! Top pancakes or waffles with 
mixed berries and chopped fruits. Top cereal, oatmeal or yogurt with berries, 
peaches, apples and bananas.

• Add vegetables, such as peppers, onions, and spinach to omelets, scrambled eggs, 
hash browns and breakfast potatoes (remember, potatoes are also a vegetable in 
the CACFP).

• Add avocado and tomatoes to eggs
• Make breakfast tacos loaded with fruits or vegetables
• Make a fruit rollup: start with a whole wheat tortilla, spread with nut or seed 

butter, then add fresh fruit.
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Fruit & Vegetable Preparation & Variety

Lunch/Dinner
• Add vegetables to sandwich or wrap
• Make homemade vegetable soup
• Make a salad with leafy greens and

chopped up vegetables/fruit
• Get creative with salad ingredients

Here are some ideas for lunch or supper:
• Add vegetables to a sandwich or wrap.
• Make homemade vegetable soup.
• Build a salad with leafy greens and add chopped up vegetables for added flavor.
• Add variety to salads. Salads can be more than lettuce and tomatoes. Think about

adding, jicama, broccoli, avocado and fruits such as raspberries or blueberries.
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Lunch/Dinner
• Stir fry
• Top a baked potato with salsa or broccoli
• Add to pasta sauces, casseroles
• Steam, microwave, or roast vegetables

• Make a stir fry with lots of vegetables.
• Top a baked potato with broccoli, beans, and salsa.
• Add extra vegetables to pasta sauces and casseroles. Mix onions, peas, beans,

tomatoes, peppers and spinach into these dishes.
• Steam, microwave or roast vegetables for an easy side dish. You can use either

fresh or frozen veggies.
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Snacks

• Dippers: Apples slices, carrots
and celery sticks, cucumbers
in yogurt, hummus, nut or
seed butters

• Fruit or vegetable kabobs

• Fruit pizza

• Baked fruit (cinnamon apples)

• Look in Snack Inspiration

And last, here are some ideas for snacks. Serve:
• Fruits and veggies with a dip, such as apple slices with nut or seed butter, or carrot 

or celery sticks with hummus or yogurt.
• Colorful fruit and vegetable kabobs
• Fruit pizza, such as watermelon slices with additional fruit topping.
• Baked fruit, such as baked apple slices with cinnamon
• There are more ideas in Snack Inspiration, which is a new resource with 240 

different snack ideas, including a recipe for crockpot apples with cinnamon. We 
will talk about Snack Inspiration later in the presentation.
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Fruit and Vegetable 
Serving Size Guide

To help know how much to serve of certain fruits and vegetables, we have a resource 
called the Fruit and Vegetable Serving Size Guide, linked to on this slide.
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The guide has information on amounts to serve to provide ¼ cup and ½ cup serving 
and includes approximate yield amounts for some of the fruits when a whole fruit is 
served. 

Some of the fruits and vegetables in this chart have a count number. This number 
pertains to the size of the item.

Let’s go through an example. Using apples and looking at the125-138 count, which is 
a medium-sized apple, the chart shows that you need to serve ¼ of a medium-sized 
apple to get a ¼ cup and ½ of a medium-sized apple to get a ½ cup. 

Please note that the serving sizes and yields are approximate, and you should double 
check to ensure your serving sizes meet meal pattern requirements. 
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Purchasing, 
Measuring, 
and Serving 
Fresh Fruits 

and 
Vegetables

Measuring Cups

For items not on the previous chart, such as broccoli and blueberries, the best way to 
serve these is to use measuring cups to measure the correct amount for each 
participant. For example, use ¼ cup measuring cup to serve ¼ cup blueberries to 3–5-
year-olds at lunch/supper.
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Fruits and Vegetables: Credit Different

Crediting InformationFruits and Vegetables
Credit for half of the amount served
1 cup raw spinach = ½ cup vegetables

Raw leafy green vegetables (ex. spinach, kale, 
collard greens, and lettuce)

Credit for entire amount served
1 cup steamed spinach = 1 cup vegetables

Cooked leafy green vegetables

Credit for twice the amount served
¼ cup raisins = ½ cup fruit

Dried fruits and vegetables 
(ex. raisins, craisins, sun-dried tomatoes)

1 Tablespoon tomato paste = ¼ cup vegetable
2 Tablespoons tomato puree = ¼ cup vegetable

Tomato paste and tomato puree credit based on 
their whole food equivalency

This slide shows serving size information for fruits and vegetables that are credited 
differently. Some of these items do not credit amount for amount. 
• Raw leafy green vegetables such as spinach and kale credit for half the amount

served. So, 1 cup raw spinach credits as ½ cup vegetable.
• In comparison, cooked leafy greens credit for the entire amount served. So, 1 cup

steamed spinach credits as 1 cup vegetable.
• Dried fruits and vegetables such as raisins credit for twice the amount served. ¼

cup raisins credit as ½ cup fruit.
• Tomato paste and tomato puree credit based on their whole food equivalency. 1

Tablespoon tomato paste credits as ¼ cup vegetable and 2 Tablespoons tomato
puree credits as ¼ cup vegetable.
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Disguise Fruits 
and Vegetables

• Pureed or finely chopped
vegetables into soups, sauces
and casseroles

• Mashed black beans, added to
ground beef (chili, burgers,
meatloaf, meatballs)

• Cauliflower crust, rice, mashed
“potatoes”

• Salsa
• Smoothies

Pureed vegetables or fruits may 
contribute to the CACFP meal pattern if 
the dish also provides ⅛ cup or more of 
visible, creditable fruits or vegetables

Pureed vegetables or fruits may contribute to the CACFP meal pattern requirements if the 
dish also provides an ⅛ cup or more of visible, creditable vegetables or fruits. For example, in 
a macaroni and cheese made with pureed carrots, the pureed carrots can count toward the 
vegetable component if there is at least an ⅛ cup of a visible vegetable, such as whole peas or 
squash, in each portion of the macaroni and cheese dish.

Some ideas include:
• Pureed and finely chopped vegetables in soups, sauces and casseroles.
• Pureed black beans added to ground beef for homemade burgers, chili, meatloaf or

meatballs. Include whole black beans the visible vegetable.
• Pureed cauliflower as pizza crust along with visible vegetables as a topping. Serve

cauliflower rice along with stir-fry vegetables. Serve cauliflower ‘mashed potatoes’ mixed
with peas.

• Puree fruits and vegetables into a smoothie. Just remember when pureed as a smoothie,
the fruit/vegetable counts as juice

While disguising fruits and vegetables is one way to help children eat more of these foods, it is 
important to remember that meals served in the CACFP are part of a nutrition education 
opportunity to help children learn how to build a healthy plate. It is important for young 
children to be able to identify the components in a healthy meal.
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Fun and Creative Veggies and Fruits

• Serve vegetable noodles or mix with pasta

• Veggie Pizza

• Mini fruit pizzas

• Roast/bake veggie “fries”

• Colorful fruit kabobs

Also try these tips to serve fruits and vegetables in fun, creative ways:

• Serve vegetable noodles such as zucchini noodles in place of pasta or mix 
vegetable noodles in with pasta

• Make Veggie pizza
• Mini fruit pizzas such as cored apple slices topped with nut or seed butter and 

berries
• Roast or bake vegetable sticks to serve as “fries”- such as sweet potatoes, zucchini, 

jicama
• Serve colorful fruit kabobs

Also try these tips to serve fruits and vegetables in fun, creative ways:
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Add Flavor!

• Add flavors: Parmesan cheese,
Cinnamon, Soy sauce

• Roast vegetables

• Bake fruit

Another idea for serving fruit and vegetables is to pack on the Flavor: Many kids 
simply do not enjoy the tastes of some vegetables, so adding flavors such as 
Parmesan cheese on broccoli, cinnamon to carrots, or soy sauce on asparagus may 
increase acceptance of these foods.

Also, some kids do not like the texture of certain vegetables. So, you can try roasting 
vegetables to make them crisp or soft and add seasoning for flavor. Roasting 
vegetables like broccoli, cauliflower or Brussels sprouts tames their strong bitter 
flavors. Baking fruit like bananas and pineapples evokes an extra sweetness that kids 
will love. 
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Knife Skills 
Videos

• Cutting Bell Peppers

• Cutting Vegetables Slicing 
and Rocking Method

• Dice and Julienne Onions

• Kiwis and Oranges

• Dicing Tomatoes

• Peeling and Cutting Squash

• Watermelon and Cantaloupe

Oregon Department of Education CACFP 
Training Center Culinary Skills Videos

And if you are wondering how to cut or prepare certain fruits and vegetables, we
recommend searching for videos on how to cut them. The Oregon Department of 
Education has videos on how to cut the fruits and vegetables listed on the slide. 
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Best Practices for 
Fruits & Vegetables

Serve a fruit or 
vegetable for at 
least one of the 

two components 
of snack

Snack Inspiration

Next, let’s go over some best practices for serving fruits and vegetables. 

The first is to serve a fruit or vegetable for at least one of the two components at 
snack.

If you need snack ideas, Snack Inspiration (linked to on slide) has 240 different snack 
ideas and many of them include fruits or vegetables. Snack ideas are color coded, so 
you know which components are included in the snack. At the bottom of each menu 
page is a Key that identifies the components.

There are also recipes in Snack Inspiration for fruits and vegetables such as Baked 
Zucchini Chips, Roasted Cauliflower popcorn, and Fruit Salad.
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Best Practices 
for Fruits & 
Vegetables

Serve a variety 
of whole fruits 
(fresh, canned, 
frozen, or dried) 
more often than 
juice 

The second best practice is to serve a variety of fruits and choose whole fruits (fresh, 
canned, frozen, or dried) more often than juice. 
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Best Practices for 
Fruits & Vegetables

One serving of the 
following vegetables each 
week: 
• Dark green
• Red and orange

• Beans and peas (legumes)

• Starchy
• Other vegetables

Vegetable Subgroups

The next best practice is to provide at least one serving each of dark green 
vegetables, red and orange vegetables, beans and peas (legumes), starchy 
vegetables, and other vegetables once per week. To help with this, refer to the 
Vegetable Subgroups handout which is a list of vegetables in each of these five 
subgroups. Following this best practice will help you serve a variety of vegetables 
each week.
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Best Practices for 
Fruits & 
Vegetables

Incorporate 
seasonal and 
locally produced 
foods

Cycle Menus for Child Care (GM 12)

The next best practice is to incorporate seasonal and locally produced foods.

Purchasing seasonal foods can help keep food costs down as foods in season usually 
cost less than when purchasing them during off-season. They are also often fresher, 
tastier, and have higher nutritional content.

There is a list of seasonal fruits and vegetables in the Cycle Menus for Child Care resource. 
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Best Practices for 
Fruits & 

Vegetables

Limit serving pre-fried 
foods to no more than one 

serving per week (ex. store-
bought frozen French fries)

The last best practice is to limit serving pre-fried foods to no more than one serving 
per week. Pre-fried vegetables include store-bought frozen potato products such as 
French fries, tator tots and hashbrowns. These are considered pre-fried because 
they have already been fried by the manufacturer before being packaged and frozen. 
So, even when you bake them, they are still pre-fried foods.
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WHAT IS A FOOD YOU HAVE NEVER SERVED….
BUT WANT TO

What is a food or meal you have never served but want to? 
Bonus points for including why you haven’t served it yet!

The seventh topic is What is a Food You Have Never Served….But Want To? 

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Foods Not Served and Why?

• Find recipes or inspiration for an ingredient

Institute of Child Nutrition (ICN) Recipe Box (https://theicn.org/cnrb/) 

USDA Recipes

One reason for not having served a specific food item is lack of knowledge; i.e., you 
are not sure what to do with it or how to prepare it. One recommendation is to search 
out recipes. The Institute of Child Nutrition (ICN) Recipe Box has CACFP recipes. You 
can search for recipes by food item. 

As an example, let’s say that you have always wanted to serve beets at your program 
but are not sure what to do with them. Searching ‘beets’ on the ICN recipe box 
website resulted in this Local Harvest Bake recipe. 
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• Exposing children to new foods is an

ongoing effort!

Children may need to be exposed to a new 

food 10-15 times before they decide to try it 

and/or like it.

• Model positive eating behaviors:

remember, kids learn from you!!

Foods Not Served and Why?

Another reason you may have never served a specific food or meal is because you are 
concerned the participants will not like it or they have shown a dislike for something 
similar in the past. 

Remember! Exposing children to new foods is an ongoing effort! Young children are 
experiencing new things all the time, and this includes new foods! It shouldn’t be 
expected that they will all love every new food item you introduce them to the first 
time. Children may need to be exposed to a new food 10-15 times before they decide 
to try it, or decide they like it.

Also, remember to model positive eating behaviors and speak positively about foods. 
Just because an adult does not like a certain food does not mean that a child will not 
love it! Encourage children to try everything. 

This handout, Introducing Children to New Tastes and Textures, is posted on the 
CACFP 2023 Training Webpage under the slides and handout.
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RENAME A MEAL!
Do you have fun names for the foods you serve? What are they?

Or list a main dish or side dish served on your menu, then give it a fun name. 
For example, ‘Say “Cheese” Sandwich’ or ‘Monster Mashed Potatoes’

The eight and final topic is Rename a Meal! Do you have fun names for the foods you 
serve? What are they? Or, list a main dish or side dish served on your menu, then give 
it a fun name. For example, ‘Say “Cheese” Sandwich’ or ‘Monster Mashed Potatoes’

The next few slides go through additional information shared at the training.
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Rename a Meal / Food

Give menu items creative, descriptive names to 

increase excitement. It's cheap, easy, and 

effective--what more could you ask for? 

Brainstorm fun names with kitchen staff and 

CACFP participants. 
Cauliflower Clouds

Giving menu items creative, descriptive names is one of the most efficient ways to 
increase interest and entice excitement. It also costs nothing to get creative!

Brainstorm fun menu names with kitchen staff and your CACFP participants.

Here on the slide, we have ‘Cauliflower Clouds’ – what a fun name when serving 
cauliflower.
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Vegetables

• Tasty Tiny Tree Tops (Broccoli)

• X‐Ray Vision Carrots

• Zesty Zucchini

Fruits

• All‐Mixed‐Up Fruit Cup

• Blueberry Bursts

• Perfectly Plump Peaches

Rename a Meal / Food

Here are some more ideas for vegetables and fruits.
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Main Dish

• Fish Sticks Of The Sea

• Kickin’ Chicken Nuggets

• Super Tuna Noodles

Milk

• Snowy White Milk

• Real Cold Cow’s Milk

• White Moo Milk

Rename a Meal / Food

And some ideas for main dishes and milk. 

When naming an item, especially a main dish, strive to select a name that reflects 
what is being served. For example, stating ‘Chef’s magical dish’ does not provide 
enough information as to what is in the dish. On the other hand, ‘Chef’s magical 
pancakes’ explains what is in the dish.
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• Words in alphabetical order

• Words that reflect

o Positivity

o Taste and aroma

o Texture

o Temperature

o Taste

o Appearance 

o Adverbs

o Other

Rename a Meal / Food

This handout, posted on the CACFP 2023 Training webpage under the slides and 
handout, provides multiple descriptive words to help make you menus fun!
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Sample Menus

Guidance Memorandum 12

• 6-Week Sample Menus

• Snack Inspiration (240 snack ideas)

• Cycle Menus for Child Care: Preschoolers

(four 4-week seasonal cycle menus) from

the Institute of Child Nutrition

• Around the World Sample Cycle Menu

Last, the DPI CACFP does have a few other sample menus. These can be found under 
Guidance Memorandum 12 / Menu Tab. 
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Final Thoughts

Now let’s go over some final thoughts on menu planning:
• Think outside the box. Serve foods that you have never served before and try a

new recipe. When doing so, serve new foods with foods that are familiar. Expect
some hesitancy when introducing new foods or a new recipe. Don’t give up!

• Have a plan for accommodating participants with special dietary needs. The
CACFP requires that programs make accommodations for disabilities, however,
think about what can be done when putting together your menus that could help
address common special dietary needs. For example, do you want to adopt a “nut-
free” policy? Not serve any pork? Or maybe you have a set of alternate menus for
children who are vegetarian.

• Be aware of foods that are choking hazards. Toddlers and infants eating table foods
cannot always eat the same things as older children. Modify foods for young
children by cooking, chopping, cubing, grating or mashing.

• Aim to serve minimal processed foods, such as store-bought chicken nuggets, fish
sticks, corn dogs, etc. These foods are higher in fat and salt. Serve homemade
meals with chicken breast, fish, eggs, beans, and beef. Remember, you are not just
feeding children, you have an opportunity to teach them about all kinds of foods
and help them develop healthy habits for life.

61



This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

Thank you.
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