Creative Meal Planning that Saves Time & Money
A Savvy Stewardship Workshop


 
  Do you panic when you hear the question "What's for dinner?"  when it's 5 P.M. and you haven't even thought about dinner?  Learn how to eliminate costly mistakes that might usually involve fast food or other convenience food by planning meals ahead.  Discover once-a-week (or even once-a-month) cooking strategies and "double-duty" meals that will hopefully simplify your dinner routine.
A. Getting Started
DON’T GET OVERWHELMED BEFORE YOU EVEN START!  Decide if you are going to cook for a month or a week.  –If you’re short on time you can just get into the habit of doubling meals when you’re making dinner from time to time.  –OR even just reworking your leftovers.
Selecting Recipes

1. Organize your recipes into categories
When you are weeding through recipes to determine which ones to choose, keep the answers to your previous overview questions at hand and divide recipes among those categories. If you are using recipe cards you could scatter them into categories on the floor. If you are using the internet and cookbooks this is a little more challenging. Here is the sample outline from Once A Month Mom:

Breakfasts (list 1-3)
Lunches (list 4-7)
Dinners (list 8-15)
2. Label

When you find recipes that you want to include, write them in PENCIL under the correct category. If they are baked, put a B in front of the number, if they are in the Slow Cooker, put a SC in front. -also indicate with an appropriate abbreviation the type of meat that is utilized if that is appropriate (ck, bf, pk, saus). If it is a “dump” recipe, put two ** next to it so you know it doesn’t require cooking on your cooking day. These abbreviations help to determine if one is too heavy on certain types of menu items or if the capacity for an appliance (ie, baking, slow cookers) has been reached.
· ck = chicken 

· bf = beef 

· pk = pork 

· saus = sausage 

· sc = slow cooker 

· b = baked 

· ** = no cooking required 
3. Eliminate

Needing to eliminate recipes is a sometimes difficult task. The easiest way to determine what you need to eliminate is to decide if you are too heavy on an ingredient, too heavy on an appliance, or too heavy on a task.

Too heavy on an ingredient:

Chicken is a great meat but you don’t want it to be your whole menu. You also don’t want all of your chicken recipes to be precooked chicken. So are there recipes that can be eliminated to assist with that?

Too heavy on an appliance:

You only have so much time or the oven or so many slow cookers so do you need to consider eliminating a recipe based on this factor?

Too heavy on a task:

If you already have a lot of fresh vegetables to chop for a particular month and are considering a soup that uses a lot of canned products versus a soup that uses all fresh cut vegetables, you should opt for the soup with the canned ingredients to save time.   No one wants to spend too much time in any given month on chopping.

Like ingredients:

Another factor to look at is “like” ingredients. If you are trying to determine which of two dinner recipes that you want to eliminate, look at the ingredients of those recipes in comparison to recipes that you have already chosen. When you have recipes with “like” ingredients, it helps to be able to choose the best recipe for your overall budget and shorten your grocery list. This is a simple criteria to use when you are having a hard time deciding.

Posted by tricia on 01.22.10 | 5 Comments Short Link: http://onceamonthmom.com/?p=4713 
B. Create a Detailed Shopping list

An easy way to do this is to fill-in a Master Grocery List at onceamonthmom.com.  

Don’t forget to add any storage items that you may need.

C. Cooking Day
“If you fail to plan, plan to fail.”

This will be a busy day (esp. if you’re cooking for a month), so try to create a “calm” cooking environment.  –Start with a clean kitchen, then fill up your cd player or I pod with your favorite music, & get a babysitter if you need to.  

Important Cooking tips:

· Food keeps well for 2 months.  –After that, it may not taste right but should not be harmful.

· Do not thaw meat then refreeze!  Once thawed you must cook raw meat.  You can add ingredients to fresh meat then freeze it raw.

· Keep a list of what’s in your freezer.  Be sure to update when you use your meals!

· Blanch or precook veggies to keep them from becoming discolored & mushy.

· Label everything & include cooking directions.

· Thaw food in the fridge.

· Keep an updated list of what’s in the freezer.

· Don’t forget basic food safety rules; wash hands often (esp. after handling raw eggs & meat), use separate cutting boards & knives (or wash well between uses) for raw foods, fruits & veggies, or cooked meats.

D. Do not Freeze

· Raw salad veggies (lettuce, tomatoes)
· Eggs in shell (raw or hard cooked)

· Raw potatoes or boiled white potatoes

· Cottage cheese

· Mayonnaise (even when mixed in a casserole)

· Gelatin salads or desserts

· Instant rice (regular cooked rice is ok)

· Frostings with egg whites or boiled frostings

· Cakes with cream filling

· Custard pies

· meringues
E.  Storage Tips
Freeze with products designed for the freezer (bags, containers, etc.).  No wax paper, lightweight aluminum foil, deli containers or margarine tubs!

Don’t overfill!  -Always leave room for foods to expand (esp. liquids).

Allow food to cool to room temperature, and then freeze immediately.  Putting hot foods directly into the freezer will thaw other things in there!

Good seals on containers keep food fresher longer.

F. Resource Guide

Books-

Don’t panic- Dinner’s in the freezer by Susie martinez, vandal howell, & bonnie Garcia

Don’t panic more Dinner’s in the freezer by Susie martinez, vandal howell, & bonnie Garcia

Frozen assets: how to cook for a day and eat for a month  by Deborah Taylor-hough

Once a Month Cooking by mimi Wilson & mary beth  Lagerborg 
   Websites-

www.onceamonthmom.com
www.busycooks.about.com (look under Make Ahead Recipes and OAMC)
www.30daygourmet.com 
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