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        Introduction

    



Dinner becomes harder when every evening starts with the same question: What am I going to make?

By the time the day slows down, you may already be tired, hungry, and short on patience. You may have ingredients in the refrigerator, but no clear plan for turning them into a complete meal. That is when takeout, frozen food, or another rushed dinner can feel easier than cooking.

One Prep, Many Slow Cooker Meals gives you a simpler system.

Instead of preparing dinner from the beginning every night, you will complete one organized prep session and assemble several slow cooker meals at the same time. Some meals can go into the refrigerator for the next few days. Others can go into the freezer for later. When you are ready to cook, most of the work is already finished.

You place the prepared ingredients into your slow cooker, add any final liquid or fresh ingredients listed in the recipe, set the cooking time, and continue with your day.

The goal is not to spend an entire weekend cooking. The goal is to reduce the number of decisions, steps, and dishes involved in getting dinner on the table.


    
        How the One-Prep System Works

    



Each meal plan in this book is built around a focused prep session. You will use shared ingredients across several recipes while still creating meals that taste different.

For example, one prep session may include chicken, onions, bell peppers, garlic, beans, broth, and several sauces or seasonings. Those ingredients can become salsa chicken, creamy garlic chicken, chicken taco soup, honey garlic chicken, and chicken stew.

You buy the ingredients once, prepare them together, and divide them into separate meal bags or containers.

Each plan includes:

	A complete shopping list

	Ingredients for every meal

	Clear preparation steps

	Refrigeration and freezing instructions

	Slow cooker directions

	Serving ideas

	Substitutions

	Leftover suggestions



The meals are designed to help you save time without serving the same dinner repeatedly.


    
        What You Will Need

    



You do not need a large kitchen or expensive equipment. A few basic supplies will make the process easier.

You will need:

	A slow cooker

	Freezer-safe bags or containers

	Permanent labels or freezer tape

	Measuring cups and spoons

	A cutting board

	A sharp knife

	Mixing bowls

	A can opener

	A food thermometer



Most recipes work best in a 5-quart to 7-quart slow cooker. Smaller slow cookers may require reduced quantities, while larger slow cookers may cook some meals faster.


    
        Refrigerate or Freeze?

    



Meals you plan to cook within one to two days can usually be stored in the refrigerator, depending on the ingredients used.

Meals intended for later should be frozen promptly after preparation.

Label every container with:

	The recipe name

	The preparation date

	The use-by date

	Cooking instructions

	Ingredients that must be added later



This small step prevents confusion and makes busy mornings much easier.


    
        Thawing Your Meals

    



For the best and safest results, thaw frozen meal packs in the refrigerator before cooking.

Place the frozen bag or container in a bowl or on a tray to catch any condensation or leaks. Most meals need approximately 24 hours to thaw, though thicker or larger meal packs may take longer.

Do not leave frozen meat or prepared meal packs on the counter to thaw.

Avoid placing a large solid block of frozen meat directly into a slow cooker. The food may remain at an unsafe temperature for too long before it begins cooking evenly.


    
        Understanding Cooking Times

    



Every slow cooker heats differently.

A recipe that takes six hours in one slow cooker may finish sooner or later in another. The size of the cooker, the amount of food, the starting temperature of the ingredients, and how often the lid is lifted can all affect cooking time.

Use the suggested cooking times as a guide, then learn how your appliance performs.

Most recipes in this book include both low and high settings. Cooking on low often gives meat a more tender texture, while cooking on high can be useful when you have less time.

Avoid lifting the lid unless the recipe requires stirring or adding an ingredient. Each time the lid is removed, heat escapes and the cooking time may increase.


    
        Ingredients Added Later

    



Some foods do not freeze or slow cook well for long periods.

Ingredients such as dairy products, cooked pasta, delicate vegetables, fresh herbs, and certain thickening agents are often added near the end of cooking. Each recipe will clearly identify these ingredients.

Keeping them separate prevents curdled sauces, soggy pasta, and overcooked vegetables.


    
        Food Safety Comes First

    



Always handle raw meat separately from ready-to-eat foods.

Wash your hands, knives, cutting boards, and work surfaces thoroughly after contact with raw meat or poultry. Use a food thermometer to confirm that meals have reached a safe internal temperature before serving.

General minimum internal temperature guidelines include:

	Poultry: 165°F

	Ground meats: 160°F

	Whole cuts of beef and pork: 145°F, followed by the recommended resting time

	Leftovers: 165°F



Current food-safety guidance should always take priority if recommendations change.


    
        Make the Plans Work for Your Household

    



You can adjust these meal plans to fit your household size, preferences, and schedule.

If you are cooking for one or two people, divide larger recipes into smaller portions. If you are feeding a large family, increase recipes only when your slow cooker can safely hold the additional food.

A slow cooker should generally be filled between one-half and two-thirds full. Overfilling can cause uneven cooking, while underfilling may cause food to cook too quickly or dry out.

You can also adjust seasonings, vegetables, sauces, and side dishes to suit your family.


    
        A Better Way to Handle Busy Weeks

    



You do not need to prepare every meal in this book at once.

Start with one plan.

Choose three to five meals, shop with the included list, and complete the preparation in one session. Once you become comfortable with the system, you can prepare more meals or combine plans.

The value of this method comes from repetition. The more often you prep ahead, the easier it becomes to keep your freezer stocked and your evenings organized.

A prepared slow cooker meal removes one major decision from your day.

Dinner is already planned. The ingredients are ready. The hardest part has been handled.

Now you can begin building a freezer filled with practical, comforting meals that are ready when you need them.

    

  

    
      Part One



Chicken Freezer Meal Plans





    

    
      Chicken is one of the easiest proteins to use for slow cooker meal preparation. It works with mild, spicy, creamy, savory, and sweet flavors, which makes it useful when you want several meals that do not taste alike.

In this part, you will prepare chicken-based freezer meals using shared ingredients such as onions, garlic, bell peppers, broth, beans, tomatoes, and simple seasonings. Preparing these ingredients together reduces chopping, measuring, and cleanup.

The recipes are designed for boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs. Chicken thighs usually remain more tender during long cooking times, while chicken breasts provide a leaner option. You may use either unless a recipe states otherwise.


    
        Before You Begin

    



Use fresh chicken that has been kept properly refrigerated. If the chicken was previously frozen, follow safe handling recommendations before refreezing it as part of a prepared meal.

Keep raw chicken separate from vegetables and ingredients that will be eaten without additional cooking. Wash your hands, cutting board, knife, and work surface thoroughly after handling raw poultry.

For easier freezer storage, place each labeled freezer bag inside a bowl before adding ingredients. This keeps the bag upright and reduces spills.

Remove as much air as possible before sealing each bag. Lay the bags flat in the freezer until solid. Once frozen, they can be stacked upright to save space.


    
        Chicken Prep Plan One

    



This prep session creates five slow cooker dinners:

	Salsa Chicken Bowls

	Creamy Garlic Chicken

	Chicken Taco Soup

	Honey Garlic Chicken

	Homestyle Chicken and Vegetable Stew



These meals use several of the same ingredients, but each has a different flavor and serving style.


    
        Prep Session Overview

    



Plan approximately 60 to 75 minutes for this session.

During the prep session, you will:

	Chop onions, bell peppers, carrots, celery, and garlic

	Measure seasonings and sauces

	Divide the chicken among five freezer bags

	Add the correct vegetables and flavorings to each bag

	Label, seal, and freeze the meals



Do not add dairy products, pasta, rice, cornstarch mixtures, or delicate fresh herbs before freezing unless the recipe specifically directs you to do so. These ingredients are usually added during or after cooking.


    
        Master Shopping List

    




    
        Meat

    



	10 to 12 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs




    
        Fresh Produce

    



	6 medium onions

	5 bell peppers

	2 heads of garlic

	5 large carrots

	4 celery stalks

	2 limes

	Fresh cilantro, optional

	Green onions, optional




    
        Canned and Jarred Ingredients

    



	2 jars salsa, 16 ounces each

	2 cans black beans, 15 ounces each

	2 cans corn, 15 ounces each

	2 cans diced tomatoes, 14.5 ounces each

	1 can tomato sauce, 15 ounces

	1 can cream of chicken soup, optional

	1 jar or bottle of honey

	1 bottle low-sodium soy sauce

	2 cartons low-sodium chicken broth




    
        Refrigerated Ingredients to Add Later

    



	Cream cheese

	Heavy cream or half-and-half

	Shredded cheese

	Sour cream

	Butter




    
        Pantry Ingredients

    



	Olive oil

	Brown sugar

	Cornstarch

	Chili powder

	Ground cumin

	Smoked paprika

	Garlic powder

	Onion powder

	Dried oregano

	Dried thyme

	Italian seasoning

	Salt

	Black pepper

	Red pepper flakes, optional




    
        Serving Ingredients

    



Choose the serving ingredients that fit your household and planned meals:

	Rice

	Tortillas

	Pasta

	Mashed potatoes

	Crusty bread

	Tortilla chips

	Avocado

	Shredded lettuce

	Extra shredded cheese




    
        Label the Freezer Bags

    



Before adding any ingredients, write the following information on each bag:

	Recipe name

	Date prepared

	Recommended freezer period

	Slow cooker setting and approximate cooking time

	Ingredients to add on cooking day

	Serving suggestions



Labeling the bags before filling them prevents you from writing on a cold, wet, or uneven surface later.

The first recipe in this plan is a versatile salsa chicken that can be served in rice bowls, tortillas, salads, or baked potatoes.

    

  

    
      Chapter 1



Salsa Chicken Bowls





    

    
      Salsa chicken is one of the easiest slow cooker meals to prepare ahead. The ingredients are simple, the flavor is flexible, and the finished chicken can be served in several ways.

Use mild salsa for a family-friendly meal or medium salsa for more heat. A thick salsa usually works better than a thin one because it creates a richer sauce and prevents the finished dish from becoming watery.

This recipe makes approximately 6 servings.


    
        Freezer Meal Ingredients

    



	2 to 2½ pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs

	1 medium onion, diced

	1 bell pepper, diced

	3 garlic cloves, minced

	1 jar salsa, 16 ounces

	1 can black beans, 15 ounces, drained and rinsed

	1 can corn, 15 ounces, drained

	1 teaspoon chili powder

	1 teaspoon ground cumin

	½ teaspoon smoked paprika

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	¼ teaspoon black pepper




    
        Add-on Cooking Day

    



	¼ to ½ cup chicken broth, only if needed

	1 tablespoon lime juice

	Fresh cilantro, optional




    
        For Serving

    



Choose any combination of the following:

	Cooked white or brown rice

	Cauliflower rice

	Warm tortillas

	Shredded lettuce

	Diced avocado

	Shredded cheese

	Sour cream

	Sliced green onions

	Extra salsa

	Lime wedges




    
        Prepare the Freezer Meal

    



	Label a gallon-size freezer bag with the recipe name, preparation date, cooking instructions, and ingredients to add later.

	Place the chicken in the bottom of the bag.

	Add the diced onion, bell pepper, garlic, salsa, black beans, corn, chili powder, cumin, smoked paprika, garlic powder, salt, and black pepper.

	Gently press the ingredients around the chicken so the seasonings and salsa are evenly distributed.

	Remove as much air as possible from the bag.

	Seal the bag securely.

	Lay the bag flat on a baking sheet or freezer shelf until frozen solid.

	Once frozen, store it upright or stacked with the other prepared meals.




    
        Storage

    



For the best quality, use the frozen meal within 3 months.

If storing the prepared meal in the refrigerator instead of freezing it, cook it within 1 to 2 days.


    
        Thaw Before Cooking

    



Transfer the frozen meal to the refrigerator approximately 24 hours before cooking.

Place the bag in a bowl or on a rimmed tray while it thaws in case of leaks.

Do not thaw the meal at room temperature.


    
        Slow Cooker Directions

    



	Pour the thawed contents of the freezer bag into a 5-quart to 7-quart slow cooker.

	Arrange the chicken near the bottom of the slow cooker and spread the vegetables, beans, corn, and salsa around it.

	If the mixture appears unusually thick, add ¼ cup chicken broth. Do not add extra liquid unless needed because the chicken and vegetables will release moisture as they cook.

	Cover and cook on low for 5 to 7 hours or on high for 3 to 4 hours.

	Check the chicken with a food thermometer. It should reach an internal temperature of at least 165°F.

	Remove the chicken and place it on a clean plate or cutting board.

	Shred the chicken with two forks.

	Return the shredded chicken to the slow cooker and stir it into the sauce.

	Add the lime juice.

	Cover and cook for another 10 minutes so the chicken can absorb the sauce.




    
        Build the Bowls

    



Add approximately ¾ cup cooked rice to each bowl.

Top the rice with the salsa chicken mixture.

Finish each bowl with avocado, shredded cheese, sour cream, green onions, cilantro, or additional salsa.

Serve with lime wedges on the side.


    
        Turn It into a Different Meal

    



The same salsa chicken can be used in several ways.


    
        Chicken Tacos

    



Spoon the chicken into warm flour or corn tortillas. Add shredded lettuce, cheese, avocado, and sour cream.


    
        Chicken Burritos

    



Fill large tortillas with salsa, chicken, rice, cheese, and cooked beans. Fold tightly and serve immediately, or wrap and refrigerate for another meal.


    
        Chicken Salad

    



Serve the chicken over chopped lettuce with tomatoes, corn, avocado, and a light dressing.


    
        Loaded Baked Potatoes

    



Spoon the warm chicken over baked potatoes. Add cheese, sour cream, and green onions.


    
        Nachos

    



Spread tortilla chips on a baking sheet. Top with drained salsa, chicken, and shredded cheese. Bake until the cheese melts, then add fresh toppings.


    
        Preventing Watery Salsa Chicken

    



Slow cooker meals can sometimes produce more liquid than expected. Salsa, chicken, onions, peppers, and frozen vegetables all release moisture while cooking.

To reduce excess liquid:

	Use a thick, chunky salsa.

	Drain the beans and corn thoroughly.

	Do not add broth unless the mixture appears too thick.

	Cook uncovered on high for 15 to 20 minutes after shredding the chicken.

	Remove some liquid with a ladle if necessary.



You can also thicken the sauce with a cornstarch mixture.

Combine 1 tablespoon cornstarch with 1 tablespoon cold water. Stir until smooth, then add it to the slow cooker. Cook on high for 10 to 15 minutes.


    
        Substitutions

    




    
        Chicken

    



Use boneless, skinless chicken thighs for a richer flavor and more tender texture.


    
        Beans

    



Replace black beans with pinto beans or kidney beans.


    
        Corn

    



Use approximately 1½ cups frozen corn instead of canned corn.


    
        Salsa

    



Use salsa verde for a tangier flavor.


    
        Bell Pepper

    



Use red, green, yellow, or orange bell pepper.


    
        Lower-Sodium Option

    



Choose no-salt-added beans, low-sodium broth, and a lower-sodium salsa. Reduce or omit the added salt.


    
        Adjusting the Heat

    



For a mild meal:

	Use mild salsa.

	Omit red pepper flakes.

	Serve hot sauce separately.



For a spicier meal:

	Use medium or hot salsa.

	Add one diced jalapeño.

	Add ¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper.

	Serve with sliced jalapeños or hot sauce.




    
        Leftover Storage

    



Allow leftovers to cool before transferring them to shallow, airtight containers.

Refrigerate leftovers promptly and use them within 3 to 4 days.

Reheat the chicken to an internal temperature of 165°F before serving.

Add a small amount of broth or salsa when reheating if the chicken appears dry.


    
        Freezing Cooked Leftovers

    



Cooked salsa chicken can be frozen separately from rice and fresh toppings.

Place cooled chicken in freezer-safe containers, leaving a small amount of space at the top.

Freeze for up to 3 months for the best quality.

Thaw overnight in the refrigerator and reheat on the stovetop, in the microwave, or in the slow cooker until fully heated.


    
        Make-Ahead Serving Tip

    



Cook the rice while the salsa chicken finishes in the slow cooker.

Prepare the toppings and store them in separate containers. When dinner time arrives, each person can build a bowl with the ingredients they prefer.

This keeps the meal flexible and makes it easier to serve adults and children with different tastes.

    

  

    
      Chapter 2



Creamy Garlic Chicken





    

    
      Creamy garlic chicken is a rich, comforting slow cooker meal that works well with pasta, rice, mashed potatoes, or steamed vegetables. The freezer meal contains the chicken, seasonings, broth, and aromatics. The dairy ingredients are added near the end of cooking so the sauce stays smooth.

This recipe makes approximately 6 servings.


    
        Freezer Meal Ingredients

    



	2 to 2½ pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs

	1 medium onion, diced

	5 garlic cloves, minced

	1 cup low-sodium chicken broth

	1 teaspoon Italian seasoning

	1 teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon onion powder

	½ teaspoon dried thyme

	½ teaspoon salt

	¼ teaspoon black pepper

	¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes, optional




    
        Add Near the End of Cooking

    



	4 ounces cream cheese, softened and cut into cubes

	½ cup heavy cream or half-and-half

	½ cup grated Parmesan cheese

	2 tablespoons butter

	2 tablespoons cornstarch

	2 tablespoons cold water




    
        For Serving

    



Choose one or more of the following:

	Cooked pasta

	Mashed potatoes

	White or brown rice

	Egg noodles

	Steamed broccoli

	Green beans

	Roasted vegetables

	Crusty bread




    
        Prepare the Freezer Meal

    



	Label a gallon-size freezer bag with the recipe name, preparation date, cooking instructions, and ingredients to add later.

	Place the chicken in the freezer bag.

	Add the diced onion, garlic, chicken broth, Italian seasoning, garlic powder, onion powder, thyme, salt, black pepper, and red pepper flakes, if using.

	Gently move the ingredients around the chicken so the seasonings are evenly distributed.

	Remove as much air as possible from the bag.

	Seal the bag securely.

	Lay the bag flat in the freezer until frozen solid.

	Store the frozen meal flat or upright with the other prepared meals.



Do not add the cream cheese, heavy cream, Parmesan cheese, butter, or cornstarch mixture before freezing.


    
        Storage

    



For the best quality, use the frozen meal within 3 months.

If storing the prepared meal in the refrigerator, cook it within 1 to 2 days.


    
        Thaw Before Cooking

    



Transfer the frozen meal to the refrigerator approximately 24 hours before cooking.

Place the bag in a bowl or on a rimmed tray while it thaws.

Larger or thicker meal packs may require additional thawing time.

Do not thaw the meal on the counter.


    
        Slow Cooker Directions

    



	Pour the thawed contents of the freezer bag into a 5-quart to 7-quart slow cooker.

	Arrange the chicken near the bottom of the slow cooker.

	Cover and cook on low for 5 to 7 hours or on high for 3 to 4 hours.

	Check the chicken with a food thermometer. It should reach an internal temperature of at least 165°F.

	Transfer the cooked chicken to a clean plate.

	Whisk the softened cream cheese, heavy cream, Parmesan cheese, and butter into the liquid in the slow cooker.

	Combine the cornstarch and cold water in a small bowl. Stir until no lumps remain.

	Pour the cornstarch mixture into the slow cooker and whisk it into the sauce.

	Cover and cook on high for 15 to 20 minutes, or until the sauce begins to thicken.

	Slice or shred the chicken.

	Return the chicken to the slow cooker and stir until it is coated with the sauce.

	Taste and adjust the salt, pepper, or garlic seasoning as needed.




    
        Serving with Pasta

    



Cook 12 to 16 ounces of pasta according to the package directions.

Drain the pasta and divide it among serving bowls.

Spoon the creamy garlic chicken and sauce over the pasta.

Serve with steamed broccoli, green beans, or a simple salad.

For a thicker pasta sauce, use the full amount of cornstarch mixture. For a lighter sauce, begin with half and add more only if needed.


    
        Serving with Mashed Potatoes

    



Prepare mashed potatoes while the chicken finishes cooking.

Place a serving of mashed potatoes on each plate.

Top with sliced or shredded chicken and spoon the garlic sauce over the top.

Serve with a green vegetable to balance the meal.


    
        Serving with Rice

    



Prepare white rice, brown rice, or cauliflower rice.

Spoon the chicken and sauce over the rice.

Add steamed vegetables or a side salad.

Rice absorbs the sauce well and makes the meal easy to portion for lunches.


    
        Preventing a Grainy or Separated Sauce

    



Dairy products can separate when cooked for too long or exposed to very high heat.

For a smooth sauce:

	Add the dairy ingredients near the end of cooking.

	Soften the cream cheese before adding it.

	Cut the cream cheese into small cubes.

	Whisk the sauce thoroughly.

	Avoid boiling the sauce.

	Use full-fat cream cheese for the smoothest texture.

	Add Parmesan gradually while stirring.



If the sauce appears slightly separated, whisk it firmly before returning the chicken to the slow cooker.


    
        Adjusting the Sauce

    




    
        For a Thicker Sauce

    



Add the full cornstarch mixture and cook uncovered on high for an additional 10 minutes.


    
        For a Thinner Sauce

    



Stir in ¼ cup warm chicken broth or milk.


    
        For More Garlic Flavor

    



Add one additional minced garlic clove during the final 20 minutes of cooking.


    
        For a Milder Flavor

    



Reduce the fresh garlic to three cloves and omit the red pepper flakes.


    
        Substitutions

    




    
        Chicken

    



Use boneless, skinless chicken thighs for a more tender result.


    
        Cream Cheese

    



Use reduced-fat cream cheese, though the sauce may be slightly thinner.


    
        Heavy Cream

    



Use half-and-half for a lighter sauce.

Whole milk can also be used, but it may produce a less creamy texture.


    
        Parmesan Cheese

    



Use freshly grated Parmesan when possible. Pre-shredded cheese may not melt as smoothly.


    
        Italian Seasoning

    



Replace it with a mixture of dried basil, oregano, and parsley.


    
        Gluten-Free Option

    



Serve the chicken with gluten-free pasta, rice, potatoes, or vegetables. Confirm that the broth, seasonings, and cornstarch are labeled gluten-free when necessary.


    
        Add Vegetables

    



Vegetables can turn this recipe into a complete meal.


    
        Broccoli

    



Add 3 cups of fresh broccoli florets during the final 30 to 40 minutes of cooking.


    
        Spinach

    



Stir in 3 to 4 cups of fresh spinach during the final 10 minutes.


    
        Mushrooms

    



Add 8 ounces of sliced mushrooms to the freezer bag during preparation.


    
        Sun-Dried Tomatoes

    



Add ½ cup drained, chopped sun-dried tomatoes during the final 30 minutes for a stronger, tangier flavor.


    
        Peas

    



Stir in 1 cup of frozen peas during the final 15 minutes.


    
        Turn It into a Different Meal

    




    
        Creamy Garlic Chicken Pasta Bake

    



Combine cooked pasta with the chicken and sauce.

Transfer the mixture to a baking dish.

Top with shredded mozzarella cheese and bake at 375°F until hot and lightly browned.


    
        Creamy Chicken and Broccoli Bowls

    



Serve the chicken over rice with steamed broccoli and extra sauce.


    
        Garlic Chicken Sandwiches

    



Shred the chicken and allow some of the excess sauce to drain.

Serve the chicken on toasted rolls with spinach or roasted peppers.


    
        Creamy Chicken Baked Potatoes

    



Spoon the chicken and sauce over baked potatoes.

Top with green onions, Parmesan cheese, or steamed broccoli.


    
        Leftover Storage

    



Allow leftovers to cool before placing them in airtight containers.

Refrigerate promptly and use within 3 to 4 days.

Reheat the chicken and sauce gently on the stovetop or in the microwave until the food reaches 165°F.

Add a small amount of broth, milk, or cream while reheating if the sauce has thickened too much.

Avoid overheating because the dairy sauce may separate.


    
        Freezing Cooked Leftovers

    



Cream-based sauces can change texture after freezing, but the leftovers can still be frozen.

Place the cooled chicken and sauce in freezer-safe containers.

Freeze for up to 2 months for the best texture.

Thaw overnight in the refrigerator.

Reheat slowly while stirring. Add a small amount of broth or cream to help restore the sauce.


    
        Make-Ahead Serving Tip

    



Measure the cream cheese, cream, Parmesan cheese, butter, and cornstarch into separate labeled containers the night before cooking.

Store the dairy ingredients in the refrigerator.

When the chicken is nearly finished, everything needed to complete the sauce will already be measured and ready to add.

    

  

    
      Chapter 3



Chicken Taco Soup





    

    
      Chicken taco soup combines tender chicken, beans, corn, tomatoes, broth, and warm seasonings in one filling meal. It is easy to assemble, freezes well, and can be adjusted to suit mild or spicy tastes.

This recipe makes approximately 6 to 8 servings.


    
        Freezer Meal Ingredients

    



	2 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs

	1 medium onion, diced

	1 bell pepper, diced

	3 garlic cloves, minced

	1 can black beans, 15 ounces, drained and rinsed

	1 can kidney beans or pinto beans, 15 ounces, drained and rinsed

	1 can corn, 15 ounces, drained

	1 can diced tomatoes, 14.5 ounces

	1 can tomato sauce, 15 ounces

	2 tablespoons chili powder

	2 teaspoons ground cumin

	1 teaspoon smoked paprika

	1 teaspoon dried oregano

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	½ teaspoon onion powder

	½ teaspoon salt

	¼ teaspoon black pepper

	¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes, optional




    
        Add-on Cooking Day

    



	3 cups low-sodium chicken broth

	1 tablespoon lime juice




    
        Optional Creamy Addition

    



Choose one of the following:

	4 ounces cream cheese, softened

	½ cup heavy cream

	½ cup sour cream, added after cooking



Do not add dairy products to the freezer bag.


    
        For Serving

    



	Tortilla chips or tortilla strips

	Shredded cheddar or Mexican-blend cheese

	Sour cream

	Diced avocado

	Sliced green onions

	Chopped cilantro

	Lime wedges

	Sliced jalapeños

	Diced tomatoes




    
        Prepare the Freezer Meal

    



	Label a gallon-size freezer bag with the recipe name, preparation date, cooking instructions, and ingredients to add on cooking day.

	Place the chicken in the freezer bag.

	Add the onion, bell pepper, garlic, black beans, kidney beans, corn, diced tomatoes, and tomato sauce.

	Add the chili powder, cumin, smoked paprika, oregano, garlic powder, onion powder, salt, black pepper, and red pepper flakes, if using.

	Gently press and move the ingredients around the chicken so the seasonings are distributed throughout the bag.

	Remove as much air as possible.

	Seal the bag securely.

	Lay the bag flat in the freezer until frozen solid.

	Store the frozen meal flat or upright with the other prepared meals.



Do not add the chicken broth, lime juice, cream cheese, cream, or sour cream before freezing.


    
        Storage

    



For the best quality, use the frozen meal within 3 months.

If storing the prepared meal in the refrigerator instead of freezing it, cook it within 1 to 2 days.


    
        Thaw Before Cooking

    



Transfer the frozen meal to the refrigerator approximately 24 hours before cooking.

Place the bag in a bowl or on a rimmed tray while it thaws.

A thick meal pack may need more than 24 hours to thaw fully.

Do not thaw the meal on the counter.


    
        Slow Cooker Directions

    



	Pour the thawed contents of the freezer bag into a 5-quart to 7-quart slow cooker.

	Add 3 cups of chicken broth.

	Stir gently, keeping the chicken close to the bottom of the slow cooker.

	Cover and cook on low for 6 to 7 hours or on high for 3 to 4 hours.

	Check the chicken with a food thermometer. It should reach an internal temperature of at least 165°F.

	Transfer the chicken to a clean plate or cutting board.

	Shred the chicken with two forks.

	Return the shredded chicken to the slow cooker.

	Stir in the lime juice.

	Taste the soup and adjust the salt, pepper, chili powder, or cumin as needed.

	Cover and cook for another 10 minutes before serving.




    
        Make It Creamy

    



For a creamy taco soup, add dairy near the end of cooking.


    
        Cream Cheese Method

    



	Soften 4 ounces of cream cheese.

	Cut it into small cubes.

	Place the cream cheese in a bowl with approximately 1 cup of hot soup broth.

	Whisk until smooth.

	Pour the mixture into the slow cooker.

	Cover and cook on high for 15 to 20 minutes.




    
        Heavy Cream Method

    



Stir ½ cup heavy cream into the soup during the final 15 minutes of cooking.


    
        Sour Cream Method

    



Remove the slow cooker from high heat.

Stir ½ cup sour cream into the soup immediately before serving.

Do not allow the soup to boil after adding sour cream because it may separate.


    
        Serving the Soup

    



Ladle the soup into bowls.

Top each serving with shredded cheese, sour cream, avocado, green onions, cilantro, or jalapeños.

Add crushed tortilla chips for crunch, or serve warm tortillas on the side.

A small amount of lime juice added just before eating helps brighten the tomato and spice flavors.


    
        Adjusting the Consistency

    




    
        For a Thicker Soup

    



Use 2½ cups of chicken broth instead of 3 cups.

You can also mash some of the beans against the side of the slow cooker and stir them back into the soup.

For an even thicker texture, cook the soup uncovered on high for 15 to 20 minutes after shredding the chicken.


    
        For a Thinner Soup

    



Add ½ to 1 cup of warm chicken broth.

Add the broth gradually so the seasonings do not become diluted.


    
        For a Chili-Like Texture

    



Use only 2 cups of broth.

Serve the thicker mixture over rice, baked potatoes, or tortilla chips.


    
        Adjusting the Heat

    




    
        Mild

    



	Use mild diced tomatoes.

	Omit red pepper flakes.

	Use only 1 tablespoon of chili powder.

	Serve hot sauce separately.




    
        Medium

    



	Use the full amount of chili powder.

	Add ¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes.

	Top with sliced jalapeños.




    
        Spicy

    



	Add one diced jalapeño to the freezer bag.

	Use diced tomatoes with green chilies.

	Add ¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper.

	Serve with hot sauce.



Taste the soup before adding extra heat because chili powders and salsas can vary in strength.


    
        Substitutions

    




    
        Chicken

    



Use boneless, skinless chicken thighs for a richer flavor and tender texture.


    
        Beans

    



Use any combination of black beans, kidney beans, pinto beans, or white beans.


    
        Corn

    



Replace canned corn with 1½ cups frozen corn.


    
        Tomatoes

    



Use fire-roasted diced tomatoes for a deeper flavor.


    
        Broth

    



Use vegetable broth if preferred.


    
        Lower-Sodium Option

    



Choose no-salt-added beans, tomatoes, tomato sauce, and low-sodium broth.

Rinse canned beans thoroughly and reduce or omit the added salt.


    
        Add More Vegetables

    



This soup can hold several extra vegetables without changing the basic preparation method.


    
        Zucchini

    



Add 2 cups of diced zucchini during the final 45 minutes of cooking.


    
        Carrots

    



Add 1 cup of finely diced carrots to the freezer bag.


    
        Spinach

    



Stir in 3 cups of fresh spinach during the final 10 minutes.


    
        Sweet Potatoes

    



Add 2 cups of peeled, diced sweet potatoes to the freezer bag.

Cut the pieces into small, even cubes so they cook fully.


    
        Turn It into a Different Meal

    




    
        Taco Soup Rice Bowls

    



Spoon the soup over cooked rice.

Add cheese, avocado, sour cream, and crushed tortilla chips.


    
        Chicken Taco Nachos

    



Drain some of the liquid from the chicken and bean mixture.

Spoon it over tortilla chips, add cheese, and bake until the cheese melts.


    
        Stuffed Baked Potatoes

    



Spoon the thickened soup mixture over baked potatoes.

Top with cheese, sour cream, and green onions.


    
        Taco Pasta

    



Drain some of the soup liquid and combine the chicken mixture with cooked pasta.

Stir in shredded cheese before serving.


    
        Tortilla Casserole

    



Layer drained taco soup filling with tortillas and cheese in a baking dish.

Bake at 375°F until heated through and lightly browned.


    
        Leftover Storage

    



Allow the soup to cool slightly before transferring it to shallow, airtight containers.

Refrigerate promptly and use within 3 to 4 days.

Reheat on the stovetop or in the microwave until the soup reaches 165°F.

Stir the soup during reheating so it warms evenly.

If the soup thickens in the refrigerator, add a small amount of broth or water.


    
        Freezing Cooked Leftovers

    



Chicken taco soup freezes well when dairy has not been added.

Allow the soup to cool completely.

Transfer it to freezer-safe containers, leaving a small amount of space at the top.

Freeze for up to 3 months for the best quality.

Thaw overnight in the refrigerator and reheat until the soup reaches 165°F.

Add cream cheese, heavy cream, sour cream, and fresh toppings after reheating.


    
        Make-Ahead Serving Tip

    



Prepare the toppings while the soup cooks.

Store shredded cheese, chopped green onions, cilantro, diced avocado, sour cream, and tortilla strips in separate containers.

Place the toppings on the table so each person can finish a bowl according to personal taste.

This makes the soup easy to serve when family members prefer different levels of heat or different toppings.

    

  

    
      Chapter 4



Honey Garlic Chicken





    

    
      Honey garlic chicken has a sweet, savory sauce made with honey, soy sauce, garlic, and simple seasonings. It works well with rice, noodles, broccoli, green beans, or steamed vegetables.

The freezer meal is assembled without cornstarch because the thickener is added near the end of cooking. This keeps the sauce smooth and prevents it from becoming uneven after freezing.

This recipe makes approximately 6 servings.


    
        Freezer Meal Ingredients

    



	2 to 2½ pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts or thighs

	1 medium onion, sliced

	5 garlic cloves, minced

	½ cup honey

	½ cup low-sodium soy sauce

	¼ cup ketchup

	2 tablespoons brown sugar

	1 tablespoon apple cider vinegar or rice vinegar

	1 teaspoon ground ginger

	½ teaspoon garlic powder

	¼ teaspoon black pepper

	¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes, optional




    
        Add Near the End of Cooking

    



	2 tablespoons cornstarch

	2 tablespoons cold water

	1 teaspoon sesame oil, optional




    
        For Serving

    



Choose one or more of the following:

	White rice

	Brown rice

	Cauliflower rice

	Cooked noodles

	Steamed broccoli

	Green beans

	Snow peas

	Shredded carrots

	Sliced green onions

	Sesame seeds




    
        Prepare the Freezer Meal

    



	Label a gallon-size freezer bag with the recipe name, preparation date, cooking instructions, and ingredients to add later.

	Place the chicken in the freezer bag.

	Add the sliced onion and minced garlic.

	In a small bowl, combine the honey, soy sauce, ketchup, brown sugar, vinegar, ground ginger, garlic powder, black pepper, and red pepper flakes, if using.

	Stir until the sauce is well combined.

	Pour the sauce over the chicken.

	Gently move the ingredients around the bag so the chicken is coated.

	Remove as much air as possible from the bag.

	Seal the bag securely.

	Lay the bag flat in the freezer until frozen solid.

	Store the frozen meal flat or upright with the other prepared meals.



Do not add the cornstarch mixture or sesame oil before freezing.


    
        Storage

    



For the best quality, use the frozen meal within 3 months.

If storing the prepared meal in the refrigerator instead of freezing it, cook it within 1 to 2 days.


    
        Thaw Before Cooking

    



Transfer the frozen meal to the refrigerator approximately 24 hours before cooking.

Place the bag in a bowl or on a rimmed tray while it thaws.

Thicker meal packs may need additional time to thaw completely.

Do not thaw the meal at room temperature.


    
        Slow Cooker Directions

    



	Pour the thawed contents of the freezer bag into a 5-quart to 7-quart slow cooker.

	Arrange the chicken near the bottom of the slow cooker.

	Spoon some of the sauce over the chicken.

	Cover and cook on low for 5 to 6 hours or on high for 3 to 4 hours.

	Check the chicken with a food thermometer. It should reach an internal temperature of at least 165°F.

	Transfer the cooked chicken to a clean plate.

	In a small bowl, combine the cornstarch and cold water.

	Stir until smooth and no lumps remain.

	Pour the cornstarch mixture into the sauce in the slow cooker.

	Stir well.

	Cover and cook on high for 10 to 15 minutes, or until the sauce begins to thicken.

	Stir in the sesame oil, if using.

	Slice or shred the chicken.

	Return the chicken to the slow cooker and stir until it is coated with the sauce.

	Cover and cook for another 5 to 10 minutes.




    
        Serving with Rice

    



Prepare rice while the chicken cooks.

Place approximately ¾ cup cooked rice in each bowl.

Top with honey garlic chicken and spoon extra sauce over the rice.

Add steamed broccoli, green beans, snow peas, or carrots.

Finish with sliced green onions or sesame seeds, if desired.


    
        Serving with Noodles

    



Cook 12 to 16 ounces of noodles according to the package directions.

Drain well.

Add the noodles to serving bowls and top with chicken and sauce.

For a stronger flavor, toss the cooked noodles with a small amount of sauce before adding the chicken.


    
        Adjusting the Sauce

    




    
        For a Thicker Sauce

    



Use the full cornstarch mixture.

Cook uncovered on high for an additional 10 minutes if needed.


    
        For a Thinner Sauce

    



Add ¼ cup warm chicken broth or water.

Stir well and allow the sauce to heat through.


    
        For More Sweetness

    



Add 1 to 2 tablespoons of honey after cooking.


    
        For Less Sweetness

    



Reduce the brown sugar to 1 tablespoon.

You can also add an extra tablespoon of vinegar to balance the sauce.


    
        For More Savory Flavor

    



Add 1 to 2 tablespoons of soy sauce after cooking.

Taste before adding more because soy sauce can quickly make the dish too salty.


    
        Preventing an Overly Salty Sauce

    



Soy sauce brands vary in salt content.

For better control:

	Use low-sodium soy sauce.

	Do not add extra salt to the freezer bag.

	Taste the sauce after cooking.

	Add broth or water if the sauce is too strong.

	Serve the chicken with plain rice or vegetables.



If the sauce becomes too salty, stir in ¼ cup warm water and 1 tablespoon honey. Taste again before making another adjustment.


    
        Adjusting the Heat

    




    
        Mild

    



Omit the red pepper flakes.

Serve hot sauce separately.


    
        Medium

    



Use ¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes.


    
        Spicy

    



Use ½ teaspoon red pepper flakes or add



    
        Substitutions

    




    
        Chicken

    





    
        Honey

    





    
        Soy Sauce

    






    
        Vinegar

    





    
        Ground Ginger

    





    
        Ketchup

    





    
        Add Vegetables

    





    
        Broccoli

    





    
        Green Beans

    





    
        Snow Peas

    





    
        Bell Peppers

    





    
        Carrots

    






    
        Turn It into a Different Meal

    




    
        Honey Garlic Chicken Lettuce Cups

    







    
        Honey Garlic Chicken Wraps

    






    
        Honey Garlic Chicken Fried Rice

    







    
        Honey Garlic Chicken Noodle Bowls

    





    
        Honey Garlic Chicken Stuffed Potatoes

    






    
        Leftover Storage

    








    
        Freezing Cooked Leftovers

    











    
        Make-Ahead Serving Tip
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