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Eating healthfully is an oft-neglected task on many busy consumers’ daily to-do lists, and the season’s shorter days likely won’t help matters much. For those with celiac disease or gluten sensitivity—who need to work that much harder just to find foods that won’t make them ill—incorporating healthful gluten-free foods into their diet can seem like one more hassle when searching the grocery store shelves. 

Shelley Case, RD, author of the Gluten-Free Diet: A Comprehensive Resource Guide, understands this struggle, as she believes the gluten-free diet is one of the most complicated eating plans to follow because of its many challenges. “First of all,” she says, “wheat-based products are major staples in the North American diet. Gluten-containing ingredients are frequently used in a wide variety of food and beverages, such as sauces, soups, seasonings, salad dressings, prepared meats, snack foods, chocolates, and beer.

“Then there is the challenge of label reading,” she continues. “Knowing all the ingredients that contain gluten is like learning a new language. Also, current labeling laws make it difficult to determine if foods are safe. This is because there are some loopholes in the declaration of gluten-containing ingredients on a food label, and the definition of gluten free has yet to be finalized by the FDA.”

Add to that the average American’s frenetic pace, which affords little time for cooking, and concerns about cross-contamination when dining out. “When you put all of those together and then you say ‘you have to eat nutritious,’ it’s one more headache. With everyone trying to figure out whether an item is actually gluten free or not, the importance of nutrition is often forgotten,” adds Case.

Yet Tricia Thompson, MS, RD, the Gluten-Free Dietitian, author of The Gluten-Free Nutrition Guide, and coauthor of the American Dietetic Association’s (ADA) Easy Gluten-Free: Expert Nutrition Advice With More Than 100 Recipes, says it doesn’t have to be this way. “A gluten-free diet can be exceedingly healthy, but as with all diets, the right food choices must be made. While it is true that individuals on gluten-free diets cannot eat whole grain wheat, barley, or rye, there are plenty of whole grains available to them,” she says, noting amaranth, buckwheat, quinoa, millet, teff, sorghum, wild rice, brown rice, and whole corn, as well as gluten-free oats for those who can tolerate them. “Many of these grains may be unfamiliar to those newly diagnosed with celiac disease or nonceliac gluten sensitivity, so the trick is learning how to incorporate these healthy grains into the diet.”

Carol Fenster, PhD, a gluten-free cooking expert, consultant to Bob’s Red Mill Natural Foods, and author of nine gluten-free cookbooks, including the new 100 Best Gluten-Free Recipes, finds time to be the biggest challenge for those eating gluten free. “We encourage GF-ers to eat whole grains, yet many of these grains take time to cook and everyone wants food prepared for them rather than investing in doing it themselves,” she says.

A Ready-to-Eat Reality

While home cooking meals is an easy way for people to add some wholesomeness to their diet, cooking may not be an easy option—if an option at all—for some gluten-free consumers in the hustle of their every day. 

“I think that almost everyone today is running around crazy busy with little time to cook, so people [who] have to adapt to a gluten-free diet will have an even greater demand on their time when it comes to planning and preparing for good food choices,” says Kelly Courson, a GF-er herself and blogger for CeliacChicks. “There really is no way around this, and it just has to be accepted. Like anyone else, convenience foods will be lifesavers for busy GF-ers [who] find themselves crunched for time or in a position of hunger without prior preparation.”

When this is the case—and for so many clients, this is reality—convenience, or ready-to-eat, foods can play a pivotal role in a gluten-free diet. Yet as with mainstream processed foods, ready to eat can easily add up to high fat and high sugar, and gluten-free foods are no different. Plus, research shows that adherence to a gluten-free diet could lead to nutritional deficiencies.

For dietitians looking for some gluten-free guidance, Thompson recommends the ADA’s Evidence Analysis Library, which has a nutrition practice guideline dealing with the gluten-free diet. According to the Celiac Disease Evidence Based Nutrition Practice Guideline, “The registered dietitian (RD) should advise individuals with celiac disease to consume whole or enriched gluten-free grains and products such as brown rice, wild rice, buckwheat, quinoa, amaranth, millet, sorghum, teff, etc. Research reports that adherence to the gluten-free dietary pattern may result in a diet that is low in carbohydrates, iron, folate, niacin, zinc and fiber.”

“Yes, there are more and more [gluten-free] convenience foods available, but many cater to the ‘white … bread’ mentality of Americans,” explains Fenster. “Some of it is quite low in protein and high in fat, sodium, and simple carbohydrates. Also, gluten-free ingredients are typically more expensive, so some manufacturers rely on the cheaper ingredients of rice, potato, and tapioca and don’t supplement with ‘supergrains’ like quinoa, amaranth, teff, sorghum, and the like.” 

And although many gluten-containing breads and baked products are fortified with extra good-for-you ingredients, this isn’t so for many gluten-free products. “Gluten-containing prepared foods are usually fortified with B vitamins and other nutrients; gluten-free prepared foods are usually not,” says Marlisa Brown, MS, RD, CDE, CDN, author of Gluten-Free, Hassle Free and coauthor of the ADA’s Easy Gluten-Free. “In addition, most gluten-free prepared foods rely heavily on simple starches instead of whole grains. … While available prepared gluten-free products can be part of a healthful diet, they need to be incorporated … appropriately.”

Fenster says that for a long time, GF-ers have been satisfied with foods simply being labeled gluten free and considered safe to eat because it’s taken so long to get that labeling in place. “Now, we have to also question whether it’s good for us nutritionally,” she says.

Fenster adds that once the wheat is removed from a product, that food’s familiar flavor is gone, which is why manufacturers often raise the amounts of fat, sugar, and sodium to compensate for this loss. For clients on a gluten-free diet, she gives the following general guidelines for grocery shopping: “Look at the sugar, fat, fiber, and protein content on the label. Avoid high-sugar [because] every 4 g is another teaspoon of sugar. Avoid hydrogenated products for obvious reasons. Choose foods with at least 3 g of fiber per serving. Protein levels can vary, but the more protein (instead of simple carbs) the better. Look for hidden sodium in prepared foods; it can often be quite high.”

Gluten Free and Good for You
After surveying several dietitians about their favorite gluten-free finds, we’ve come up with the following sampling of products and ideas for getting the most nutrition from gluten-free convenience items.

Breakfast
Eating a healthful morning meal can be challenging for consumers not dealing with the added stressors of gluten-free living, so convenience can be key to getting GF-ers off to a good start. As one tip, Case suggests that clients consider adding gluten-free oats— if they can tolerate them—to their diet rather than grabbing a basic gluten-free cereal. “That would really add a lot of good soluble fiber and B vitamins as well as protein, iron, and other nutrients,” she says.

Lara Field, MS, RD, CSP, LDN, a pediatric dietitian and celiac disease specialist at the University of Chicago Celiac Disease Center, agrees that gluten-free oats are a nutritious breakfast option, but “make sure your oats are pure and uncontaminated,” she says. Field notes Cream Hill Estates, Glutenfreeda, Avena Foods’ Only Oats, and Gluten Free Oats as choices that do not have any cross-contamination with wheat.

As another nutritious cereal option, Case recommends Nature’s Path Sunrise multigrain cereal, made of cornmeal, buckwheat, flax, and amaranth. And when it comes to hot cereals, which consumers will likely flock to more as the months get cooler, “what I usually suggest to people is using something like Bob’s Red Mill Mighty Tasty Gluten-Free Hot Cereal,” which has whole grain brown rice, corn, sorghum, and buckwheat. “And then I recommend to sprinkle in some ground flax for added omega-3s, fiber, protein, and just a lot more punch to their cereal,” she says.

For clients really in a rush, Fenster suggests they “make a whole batch of hot cereal, store it in the fridge, and eat a bit every morning by just reheating it in the microwave. Some people package it (or soup) in French jelly jars with plastic lids or canning jars (with metal lids) and then reheat at work for breakfast or lunch.”

While cereal can be an easy option for many, take note that many gluten-free varieties are unenriched, so consumers should choose wisely. For this reason, Ashley Koff, RD, also likes Nature’s Path [for which she is a spokesperson] cereals, which she says can be used in different ways. “I think that Nature’s Path cereals offer you a topping for your Greek yogurt, a bowl of cereal, and you can make homemade breakfast bars with them.” 

Koff is also a fan of nut butters, which can be nutritious toppers for gluten-free waffles, breads, or bagels. She recommends her clients “mix [them] with fruits for a carb-pro[tein]-fat balance; gluten-free waffles and mini ones can be a great base with nut butter.”

Sharon Richter, MS, RD, CDN, thinks an English muffin with a nut butter such as Justin’s nut butter squeeze packs makes for a convenient breakfast because it travels well, noting that she steers her clients to Food for Life Baking Co. and Kinnikinnick Foods when they’re looking for English muffins or other frozen bread products.

Lunch and Dinner 

For a quick lunch or dinner, bread can work in a multitude of capacities: sandwiches, dinner rolls, garlic bread, and more. And while there are many gluten-free options out there, not all are equally nutritious. Case explains that many gluten-free breads on the market are made with a combination of white rice flour and tapioca, corn, and potato starches. While these have been staples in gluten-free baking products, Case says, “Unfortunately, those are low in iron, B vitamins, protein, and fiber. So we need to start looking for healthier choices within those categories.”

One bread producer that offers more healthful items with a taste similar to gluten-containing breads is French Meadow Bakery, which has a multigrain bread that incorporates amaranth, quinoa, millet, sorghum, and teff. “These breads look, taste, and toast up like regular wheat-based breads,” she says.

Case also notes Udi’s bread products as a line that clients have raved about. And while Udi’s breads may not have quite the number of whole grains as French Meadow’s breads, their taste and texture resonate with GF-ers who long for the gluten-containing bread they used to eat. Udi’s line includes other baked products in addition to breads, such as gluten-free muffins, cinnamon rolls, and bagels, and are also free of dairy, soy, and nuts.

When clients eat any gluten-free breads on the market, Case recommends topping them with almond, peanut, sunflower, or sesame seed butter to boost the protein and fiber content. She explains, “I find that with a lot of gluten-free products, people tell me they get hungry because they’re mostly starch and not much fiber. I’m always encouraging my clients to make sure that they get a protein choice at every meal so that [they] get a slower glycemic response and improved satiety.”

Several RDs believe Amy’s gluten-free frozen entrées to be popular choices tastewise—and they’re also good choices nutritionally speaking. Amy’s gluten-free line includes a vegetable pizza, macaroni and cheese, and bean burritos, which can also double as a breakfast dish. “Watch the fat and ingredients; however, most are more healthful choices than their frozen gluten-containing counterparts,” says Field.

Organic Bistro is another option for those looking for a gluten-free frozen meal to take to work or pop in the oven after a hectic day. These single-serving meals use lean protein, fiber-rich whole grains, organically grown vegetables, and healthful fats. Some of the gluten-free varieties include Ginger Chicken and Alaskan Salmon Cake. “I love these gluten-free and organic frozen meals, as they provide organic whole foods in a nutrient-balanced eating occasion for optimal energy,” Koff says.

And lastly, all the RDs interviewed love frozen Kettle Cuisine soups for a quick meal. All varieties, including tomato soup with vegetables and Angus beef steak chili, come in single-serving microwavable bowls. The company also offers organic, vegetarian, and dairy-free options to satisfy consumers’ varied needs and preferences.

Snacks

Everyone can surely remember a time when they were traveling, at a child’s soccer game, or in a last-minute office meeting and in desperate need of a nutritious snack to tide them over until that next meal. For such occasions, gluten-free snack bars were noted as a great portable resource for those on the go.
Some favorites of our interviewed dietitians were Larabars and KIND bars because of their dried fruit and nut makeup. “Those are a few snack bars that at least have the nuts and seeds in them that make them more nutritious,” says Case. 

RD favorite KIND whole nut and fruit bars come in 21 flavors, with six new flavors recently launched. Newbie flavors include Blueberry Pecan + Fiber and Apple Cinnamon & Pecan, and all are free of hydrogenated oils and genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Each bar contains 170 to 190 kcal with roughly 4 g of fiber and 3 to 7 g of protein.

For clients with a midafternoon craving for crunch, some dietitians say gluten-free chips can do the trick. Those cited most often by interviewed RDs include Kettle Brand potato chips and Food Should Taste Good tortilla chips. 

Kettle Brand potato chips, which come in regular and baked varieties, have no trans fats or preservatives and only non-GMO ingredients. Food Should Taste Good’s multigrain tortilla chips, an RD favorite also made without trans fats or GMO ingredients, are low in sodium and provide a good amount of fiber from quinoa. Both chips come in convenient single-serving sizes. A good gluten-free salsa, such as one of Mrs. Renfro’s gluten-free gourmet or regular varieties, makes for a low-fat yet still filling snack combo.

And for those with a sweet tooth, Lucy’s cookies are adored among dietitians as a gluten-free treat. The cookies, which come in Chocolate Chip, Sugar Cookie, Cinnamon Thin, and Oatmeal Cookie flavors and are said to have a comparable taste and texture to cookies containing gluten, are baked without milk, butter, eggs, casein, peanuts, or tree nuts, so they work well for those with varying food sensitivities. 

For an even sweeter tooth, Fenster is a fan of mini chocolate fudgesicles from So Delicious. “Each is only 70 kcal and made from coconut milk rather than cow’s milk, so [it’s] a good idea for the dairy-sensitive folks,” she says.

Kid-Friendly Foods 

Gluten-free children’s foods are a bit more scarce, especially if you’re looking for products with a healthful punch. Organic Valley string cheese with a gluten-free cracker such as Mary’s Gone Crackers is one of Koff’s favorite gluten-free and kid-friendly options, as well as Kaia Foods’ organic and gluten-free granolas, kale chips, and fruit leathers. “These provide great on-the-go options for adults and kids and can also be the base or toppings for several at-home eating occasions,” she says.

Mary’s Gone Crackers, which come in crackers, cookies, and Sticks & Twigs, are all organic and kosher and are made from whole grain brown rice, quinoa, flaxseeds, and sesame seeds.

For a kid-friendly and gluten-free lunchtime suggestion, Case recommends Allergaroo pasta dinners, which are microwavable and come in Chili Mac, Spyglass Noodles, and Spaghetti varieties. “They’re also free of the eight most common food allergens,” says Case, who also likes Kinnikinnick products.
Kinnikinnick offers animal-shaped cookies and graham-style crackers and pizza crusts that can be made in a jiff in the toaster oven with cheese, tomato sauce, and children’s favorite toppings. Case notes that some Kinnikinnick products should be treated as once-in-a-while sweets, but the same could be said for any kind of sweet.

“And Pastariso, which comes in rice pasta and cheese dinners with different animal creature shapes, and Pastato’s fortified pastas are other meal options to look for when trying to please the younger gluten-free set. [Pastato] adds some quinoa flour and ground flax and some B vitamins, and they come in elbow, penne, and spaghetti,” says Case. 

Case says Larabar’s Peanut Butter & Jelly and Peanut Butter Cookie are flavors that may resonate with kids while still offering nutritious properties.

For more of a sweet treat for college kids going gluten free—because what student doesn’t need a pick-me-up snack when cramming for finals—Brown notes that “Pamela’s has just created single-serve, microwavable instant brownie mixes,” which is an instant version of its Chocolate Brownie Mix. Each pack makes one brownie in roughly one minute.

A Whole Foods Message

While convenience foods can help any busy, on-the-go client get through the day, Fenster says a note about preparing your own food should always be part of the dietary conversation. This way, “You know what ingredients are in the food, you control the standards under which it’s prepared, and you control the amount of fat, sugar, salt, fiber, and protein,” she says. “We all get busy and have to grab a convenience food occasionally, but the more we plan ahead and anticipate these moments of desperation, the better off we’ll be in the long run.”

“Fresh fruits and vegetables are always gluten-free, along with most low-fat dairy products, lean meats, poultry, and beans,” adds Field. “Recommending these in addition to a few gluten-free [convenience foods] is very important. Step away from relying on gluten-free alternatives and eat fresh, naturally gluten-free foods more frequently.”

— Juliann Schaeffer is an editorial assistant at Today’s Dietitian.
 

RDs Rave About Some of Their Faves
• Dee Sandquist, MS, RD, LD, has two favorites in her gluten-free repertoire: Breads From Anna bread mixes because “the bread has 3 g of fiber per serving” and Dr. McDougall’s Black Bean Soup, which she says is “great for traveling because all you need to do is add hot water.”

• Mary’s Gone Crackers is on Ashley Koff’s, RD, gluten-free hot list. “Organic and gluten-free crackers, Sticks & Twigs, and cookies made from whole grain blends, these all deliver a crunch, fiber, vegetarian protein, nutrient balance, and omega-3 fatty acids—great alone or in place of croutons on a salad or crumbled as the crust of a savory or sweet dish,” she says.

• Lara Field, MS, RD, CSP, LDN, says Voskos Greek Yogurt is one of her top gluten-free recommendations. “Not all yogurts are gluten-free,” she says, and “this one is not only gluten free but also is full of protein to keep you feeling full.” Field also loves Food Should Taste Good multigrain chips and Pamela’s Baking & Pancake Mix.

• Marlisa Brown, MS, RD, CDE, CDN, thinks Udi’s bread and muffins make delicious gluten-free options and she also likes the host of possibilities that Tinkyada brown rice pasta brings to the dinner table.

• Sharon Richter, MS, RD, CDN, like many other RDs, is in love with the taste of Lucy’s Sugar cookies and also recommends Naked Nuggets grilled chicken bites as a healthful lunch option for gluten-free kids who crave the fast-food fare that other kids are eating.

• Fruit and nut Larabars are a favorite of Tricia Thompson, MS, RD. In addition to being gluten free, most of the nearly 20 flavors of Larabars are also free of dairy and soy and are vegan and kosher. Thompson also enjoys Van’s Natural Foods frozen gluten-free waffles with some fresh fruit and nuts for a well-balanced breakfast.

• For those with a few extra minutes to spare, Sharon Zarabi, RD, CDN, CPT, likes to recommend that clients eating gluten free try a Glutino English muffin pizza for dinner. “Toast a muffin with marinara sauce and shredded cheese and top with green peppers, mushrooms, onions, zucchini, and tomatoes,” she says.

• Shelley Case, RD, says burritos can be a gluten-free client’s best friend when in a hurry. “Ones that I really like are from Glutenfreeda Foods,” she says. “They have four flavors of single-serve burritos, including [Beef & Potato], Chicken & Cheese, Vegetarian Bean & Cheese, and Vegetarian and Dairy Free. Those are really good and reasonably low in calories. But the nice thing about them is they’re a quick thing that you could pop in the microwave and have with some raw veggies or a salad and a glass of milk or juice.”

