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DEDICATED TO MY GRANDMA MINNIE,
who never made a family dinner where she didn’t forget a
side dish in the oven. And to my daughters, who helped teach
me the importance of sitting down to dinner.


—L. D.







THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO YOU.
Please take the seeds of love planted by the women
of my family and with light and warmth let them grow into
dinners that are fearless, funny, and fantastical.


—K. U.
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FOREWORD


By Harvey Karp, MD




Life sure has changed over the past thirty years! Increasingly, our fast-paced, no-frills society has pushed us toward an assembly-line view of life. Too often, work is now just a place to make widgets, school just a place to cram facts, and Christmas just a day to get presents.





Decades of this mind-set have turned many of our rich family traditions, like dining together, into increasingly rare and stripped-down events. Here are the facts:


• Only half of modern families eat together more than three to five times per week.


• Most meals last twenty minutes … or less.


• Families often watch TV while they eat.


Yikes! Can you imagine a young George Washington forking down his food, eyes glued to the boob tube? We may never have won our independence!


America’s children are suffering from alarming increases in obesity and diabetes. And these problems frequently spawn other devastating diseases, like depression, arthritis, cancer, and heart disease. That is why pediatricians are taught to discuss good eating habits and nutrition at every checkup. I often ask kids, “If you had a great car would you fill it with good gas … or junky gas?” When they chirp, “Good gas!” I enthusiastically agree and point out that’s exactly why it’s crazy to fill our stomachs with junky food.


It’s so important for us to start seeing mealtime as more than just a pit stop to pack in the protein. It’s a hugely beneficial time for us to serve our kids generous doses of vitamin S—satisfying social interaction.


I encourage you to think of family dinner as your child’s nightly dress rehearsal for adulthood, a protected space for him or her to master patience, conversation, and cooperation … one meal at a time. Children today desperately need all these “dress rehearsals” because overcrowded classes, unsafe parks, TV, texting, and surfing the Web drastically reduce their daily opportunities to practice key social skills, like expressing their opinions and listening to others.


As a doctor, I find the research on the power of family meals to boost our children’s mental and physical health very compelling. Columbia University scientists reported that teens who regularly dine with their family were less likely to smoke cigarettes, use marijuana, or abuse alcohol. And other studies have shown that eating meals together helps reduce obesity, increase healthy eating (like fruits and veggies), and immunize kids against some behavior problems. Researchers from Harvard and other centers have even noted that family meals encourage a child’s language skills and improve school grades!


These scientific studies only confirm what most of us already know to be true deep in our hearts: Eating dinner as a family enriches our lives and our children’s lives on many different levels.


In my own life, there are many (many!) things I’ve forgotten about growing up in New York, fifty years ago, but I have countless sweet memories of eating meals with my family.


My parents cooked almost every night, and my sisters and I set the table and handled the cleanup. Even today, a warm little grin fills my heart when I remember the scent of chocolate pudding bubbling on the stove or the savory perfume of my dad’s garlic-roasted chicken. I remember getting into fights with my sisters over who would get the crispy wings. As you might imagine, with three kids and only two wings, these fights always ended with one of us getting a refresher in the art of taking turns.


When my wife and I raised our family, dinners together gave our daughter a chance to share her daily ups and downs … to feel heard and respected. We tried to encourage her confidence in her own ability to problem-solve by not rushing in to rescue her with our opinions and ideas. These meals gave us an opportunity to see the world from her point of view; for us to learn the music she liked, the friends she trusted, and all about iPods and Facebook. Family dinners gave us a chance to recount our experiences growing up to give her insight into why we hold the beliefs that we do.
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Having a regular dinner routine also helps build family unity. Joint meals won’t end all domestic squabbles, but sitting together—even the night after a fight—gives kids practice talking through disagreements, forgiving and forgetting, and seeing the world as a bit more complex than right and wrong.
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For all these reasons, I was really intrigued when Laurie told me about her new book, but I was also a little surprised. Laurie’s huge success raising global awareness about global warming made the topic of family dinner seem … well … a bit ordinary. I joked that if her climate change slogan was “Think globally, act locally,” her new motto should be “Avoid calamity, eat like a family!”


However, the more we spoke, the more clear and powerful the connection between the two issues became. I realized that it was much more than a coincidence that planetary warming was paralleling a “cooling” trend in family closeness. A healthy climate depends on the actions of concerned and engaged citizens, and that type of civic consciousness grows directly out of solid family values nurtured around the family table.


I know it can be tough for busy families to organize dinners together. And having our kids peel the potatoes and snap beans can really slow us down. But becoming a strong, healthy family is not automatic. It takes intention and attention and thousands of intimate moments that you share together. I promise you, though, that however much time you invest in meals together, you’ll be rewarded with huge returns. Your kids will grow up to be better communicators with greater confidence and humility. And you will be filled with delight as you watch your children lovingly raise families of their own.


The Family Dinner is like a Declaration of Dependence, poised to lead a mealtime revolution! By leading us away from faster food and meals alone, the ancient custom it is reviving will help you create some of your family’s most precious memories!


So jump in … and have fun! Let The Family Dinner lead you along a wonderful path toward happy family meals that you and your children will cherish forever.
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DINNERTIME


David asks for his dessert
Peggy wants to press her skirt
She has dance class and she’s late
David says he cannot wait
Mike is giving him a ride
He’ll just go and wait outside
Father tells him he will not
David mutters thanks a lot
Ann says she expects a call
Benjamin won’t eat at all
Mother starts to serve the pie
Benjamin begins to cry
Mother asks him what is wrong
Father says the tea’s too strong
Ann gets up to get the phone
Benjamin begins to moan
Peggy says her tights are torn
David says he hears a horn
Father says to finish first
David says that he will burst
Peggy says it isn’t fair
Ann has on her other pair
Now she will be late for class
Benjamin upsets his glass
David’s taking tiny bites
Ann is taking off the tights
David says the crust is tough
Mother says she’s had enough
Father says it’s not too bad
Mother says she’s going mad
David wiggles like a mouse
That is dinner at our house.


—Mary Ann Hoberman
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INTRODUCTION
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WHY I STARTED HAVING FAMILY DINNER
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One uneventful Wednesday night, I was sitting at the kitchen table with my family. Dessert had long since been consumed, but my two girls still lingered at the table an hour after we’d first sat down for supper. There we were, two bright, happy teenagers and I, engrossed in conversation that ranged from national politics, to binge drinking on college campuses, to who was doing what to whom at school. You know—all the stuff we crave to know but never get real answers to: what’s really happening in their lives; who’s mean and who’s nice; who’s misunderstood and why.





Wow, I thought to myself, I have actually done something right as a parent. This was a new feeling! Usually I’m beating myself up over all the mistakes I make on any given day. But wait, I had succeeded in luring and keeping my family at the dinner table—and talking about real issues they might have otherwise kept silent about!


What was my secret? I had insisted on the ritual of family dinner and made it a non-negotiable routine since my oldest was first secured in her high chair. Now I could see the results of that commitment on either side of me: two young people who not only enjoy eating healthy foods—an accomplishment in itself—but also listen, respond thoughtfully, and feel connected to me (and me to them!).


That night, I had to literally kick them out of the kitchen, because it was getting so late and homework still needed to be done. I, however, stayed behind at the table and soaked up a rare feeling of satisfaction along with my side order of surprise.


A decade before this savored moment, my kids were still in diapers, and as a newly minted stay-at-home mom I was frustrated that family life wasn’t all I thought it would be. My husband worked seven days a week, and I had gone from having a very active career to full-time motherhood. I was extremely lucky to be able to make the choice to stop working, but as every woman who has voluntarily left the workforce knows, the transition from career to home is bittersweet.




“I don’t think there is ONE THING MORE IMPORTANT you can do FOR YOUR KIDS THAN HAVE FAMILY DINNER.” —RUTH REICHL, former editor-in-chief of Gourmet magazine
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“MY IDEA OF PERFECT HAPPINESS is sitting at the kitchen table laughing with my daughters.”


—KATIE COURIC, broadcast journalist





Everyone I knew was still working. I had no mommy friends. This new isolation was just one problem. To be perfectly frank, I was completely unprepared for how challenging life can be as a new mom. I spent a lot of time pushing the stroller through neighborhood parks trying to soothe my colicky baby and searching for advice and comfort from strangers, mostly other moms who looked as bewildered to me as I must have looked to them.


When our family of three became a family of four, I started to crave the sort of meaningful family moments I had spent much of my adult life fantasizing about. Where was that charmingly chaotic and loving domestic bliss I thought automatically came with the diapers and the playpen? I wanted that enchanted family feeling, too!


It became painfully obvious to me that achieving regular memorable family moments wasn’t necessarily going to happen by itself. It occurred to me, as I sat in the park, my babies thankfully snoozing in their buggy, that dinnertime offered one place to start. We all had to eat, and everyone was generally home by six thirty, so fitting it into our busy schedules was doable.


Okay. Now what? Honestly, my childhood family dinner experiences didn’t serve as very good role models for success. We had a five-night-a-week, home-cooked sit-down meal, but I barely remember a family dinner that didn’t end with someone crying. Usually it was my older sister or my mother. Occasionally it was me.


I dreaded many of those meals. They were something to be gotten through quickly, with the least amount of emotional bruising. As an adolescent, my prevailing thought was always, Who is going to go down tonight? followed by, How fast can I get excused from the table, out the door, and back on my bicycle? That was not history worth repeating in my own home.


As an adult, other dissatisfying dinner experiences added to my anxiety over how to make dinner fun and rewarding instead of just a chore. The first that came to mind was the Five-Minute Meal. As a working couple, my husband and I made a habit of them when we weren’t eating in a restaurant: Zap something in the microwave and wolf it down leaning against the kitchen counter.


Oh, and let’s not forget the Two-Point-Eight Dinner that friends often complain about: You lovingly prepare a meal for two hours (not counting shopping time), and then watch it get thoughtlessly devoured at record speed (eight minutes by one girlfriend’s count!). There’s also the Silent Supper. You know, the one where no one talks because everyone is in his or her own digestive fog, or watching the game or news on TV.


If I didn’t think of a way around these scenarios, we’d be destined to a future of a million boring, predictable meals. After giving some thought to the problem, it occurred to me that my professional skills as a producer could come in handy: Why not treat dinnertime like an event! It would require cooperation from my spouse (at least a little), planning and perseverance, and most important, consistency. Oh, and maybe a few cooking classes, too. How tough could it be?


So I made family dinner into my project, and the process turned out to be not only fun but truly life changing. The key ingredient was the desire—of which I had plenty—to have everyone stop what he or she was doing at around the same time every night, and sit together for a satisfying amount of time to eat, talk, and connect as a family.


And so began the adventure. Taco Tuesday was my first big family dinner production. I enlisted the help of my girlfriend Heidi Haddad and her kids, and we quickly turned Taco Tuesday into a weekly fixture for both families. Rain or shine, busy or bored, we stuck to it.


All of a sudden, Tuesdays became sacred. For the kids, dinner during the week with “company” felt festive—like an impromptu party on a school night. It was easy and inexpensive. Heidi and I divided up the chopping and cooking tasks, while our kids used their creativity to set the table with paper flowers and mismatched place mats. We also decided to include a few age-appropriate questions for the table: If you were a fruit, which one would you be—and why? Or: If you could change your name, what would it be? Something to kick-start a conversation that everyone could enjoy and participate in.


Taco Tuesday was soon followed by Shabbat Friday (inspired by a class I took at a local temple). We would light the candles, share a loaf of challah bread, and go around the table saying what we were grateful for. Some serious eye rolling was directed my way (from the husband, not the kids!), but determined, I made Shabbat Friday a weekly ritual too (see page 199).
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From there, an easy Sunday ritual evolved. We called it “If It’s Sunday, We Must Be Eating Chinese Takeout.” The first of those dinners included an extended family of nieces, sisters, and cousins. Soon we were rotating who picked up and paid for the food each week. Family dinner doesn’t always have to be home-cooked, and it doesn’t have to be the last meal of the day, either (lunch or breakfast works, too!)—it just has to happen together!


I really liked the celebratory feeling that these themed nights provided. Ordinary weekdays developed a special-occasion feel to them. Miraculously, preparing dinner lost its drudgery. That enthusiasm was infectious. The kids would wake up all excited on a Tuesday morning and say, “Hey, it’s Taco Tuesday!”


My cycle of meals worked well for quite a while, until my environmental work became all-consuming. The dinner hour was sacred, but out of nowhere the demands of my advocacy crept into my life 24/7. Without planning it, we had become a two-working-parent household, and the family dinner was the first thing to suffer. That’s a not uncommon symptom for today’s working parents. Women now make up a whopping 50 percent of the workforce—some by choice, some by necessity—but they’re all asking the same question: Who’s making dinner?


Some of my working friends have their moms living nearby to help out in the kitchen, making pasta sauce and lasagnas. That’s one solution, if you are lucky. I have another friend whose two sisters live close by so they take turns making extra portions of food for one another’s families, that way minimizing the number of nights each is responsible for. Another strategy is to take the pressure off yourself in terms of what actually constitutes a meal. Dinner can be soup and a salad; brown rice with some veggies on top; takeout from a healthy restaurant or from the freezer. What it doesn’t have to be is a roast and three sides, salad, and a homemade pie. Dinner is about intention much more than perfection. First and foremost, it’s about sitting down together.


I did some of the above when time became an issue. Then my husband, Larry, suggested something that seemed crazy to me: hiring someone to help cook. I think the idea originally popped into his head because of his own guilt at being completely useless in the kitchen. Honestly, you couldn’t even ask him to peel a cucumber unless you wanted it the size of a pencil. When I recently asked him about this period of time, he laughed and reminded me of his many personal kitchen challenges, including his fear of microwaves (won’t stand anywhere near them), his distrust of toasters (stands next to them the entire time, popping them intermittently to check progress), and his inability to identify a “saucepan,” thereby making him incapable of reheating anything.


Even with that handicap in the kitchen, I initially dismissed the idea of help because my middle-class upbringing made me feel uncomfortable about accepting it. How do you hire someone to do what moms are supposed to do? But with a determination to ease up on the self-imposed guilt and not think less of myself as a mom because I wasn’t chopping the carrots, I finally accepted my husband’s generous offer, with eternal gratitude.


The search began, and after a little trial and error we found Kirstin. Lucky for my family and me, Kirstin wasn’t just any cook. She was a magical, whimsical Mary Poppins/Tinker Bell presence in our home and quickly became part of our family. She walked in and sprinkled fairy dust everywhere she went. Everything about her was unusual—starting with her name, which no one, even to this day, can pronounce correctly (key-a-steen).


Kirstin was raised on a large, beautiful fruit farm in Denmark (really, I’m not making this up!). Every day after school, she and her brothers would race out to the fields to pick apples or pears or whatever was in season. In the evenings, she spent hours in the kitchen learning to cook alongside her mother and granny. Everyone in the kitchen cooking together is a common Danish ritual and perhaps could be one reason that the Danes are acknowledged as among the happiest people on earth.




“A FAMILY IS A GROUP OF PEOPLE WHO EAT THE SAME THING FOR DINNER.” —NORA EPHRON, writer and director





Together, she and I began to expand and perfect the family dinner. We became great friends, co-conspirators, and dinner became our beloved nightly ritual. It improved my family life enormously; I would even say immeasurably.


From holiday dinners to birthdays, school nights and weekends, through a happy marriage, some tough times, and then divorce, one thing remained constant: dinner together around the table. This ritual has kept my family connected, kept all four of us talking through good times and bad.


Whatever your family makeup is, whatever the age range, whatever your income, whether you work outside the home or not, part-time or full-time, The Family Dinner gives you the inspiration, tips, recipes, and all I have learned to help draw your family to the table and keep them there. This isn’t about adding more pressure to your schedule or guilt to your day. This isn’t going to overwhelm you or add more “shoulds” to your life. A regularly scheduled meal can actually make your life easier and reduce your stress because you’ll know much more about what your family is eating, thinking, and feeling.


Everyone will be happier as a result because, over time, you will probably start getting along better. I believe your family will be nourished in ways no multivitamin can come close to. And you’ll be making dinner history yourself—by creating memories and rituals you and your kids will carry and savor forever.


STARTING NEW RITUALS


Here is a simple truth: Dinner spreads love. That is one of the great motivations for starting and maintaining this ritual, and it’s one of the main reasons why, nine times out of ten, people grin ear-to-ear when recalling childhood family dinners. Food pioneer Alice Waters put it perfectly when she said, “My mom wasn’t a very good cook but one of my fondest memories is of being three and watching her in the kitchen with a big pot of boiling apples. I couldn’t wait to eat that applesauce. It’s a pure love memory.”




“AMONG THE MANY WONDERFUL THINGS ABOUT BEING PRESIDENT, the best is that I get to live above the office and SEE MY FAMILY EVERY DAY. WE HAVE DINNER EVERY NIGHT. It is the thing that sustains me.”


—PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA





The Family Dinner is the book I wish I had when I first started raising my family and decided to embrace family dinner as a centerpiece of each day. Join us and have family dinner tonight, your own version. Start with whatever is on hand in the fridge and the pantry. You can do it with healthy take-out food, bowls of cereal, or peanut butter sandwiches. This book will help you get started whether you’re an accomplished cook or a novice with a dented frying pan.


If you are a working family, The Family Dinner offers realistic ways to make sure that a sit-down dinner isn’t sacrificed to your busy schedule. Inside these pages, you can learn how one afternoon in the kitchen can provide several meals for the week, how to turn leftovers into imaginative new dishes just by adding a few new ingredients, and how to get the conversation going in directions you never imagined.


The Family Dinner will show you ways to serve a dinner in which everyone participates—from the food to the conversation to the cleanup. When everyone is involved in the meal, they become invested in it in a new way, and are more excited to sit down and have fun. Everyone learns to be more appreciative, too!


Together, we will reconnect with our kids, eat delicious food, laugh, cry, and do it all again tomorrow! Together, one meal at a time, we can make family dinner the regular ritual it was always meant to be. Sacred time. Time to purposely be a family. Time that belongs to you and your family; time that is so important no one will dare mess with it.


So … what’s for dinner?
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Dinner Guest Recipe
GARY’S T-NIGHT TACOS


Here is the famous Taco Tuesday recipe that started our dinner rituals. Only it’s not. We asked our friend Gary, a fabulous cook and designated chef for his family, to contribute the recipe for one of his kids’ favorite dinners.


Without skipping a beat he said, “Oh, well it will have to be my Taco Tuesday recipe!” Yikes, awkward: We already had our own taco recipe and it had sentimental value.


What’s this? Gary’s recipe features black beans! And a secret ingredient—maple syrup! And a fresh and tangy salsa. Well, we might just have to have a family recipe cook-off!


Which we did, and the winner is … GARY STUBER’s Best Bean Tacos Ever!






KIDS CAN


Peel the cucumbers.


Squeeze the limes.


Chop the cilantro.


Put the toppings in little bowls.


YOU NEED


For the Tacos


Canola oil


2 medium onions, coarsely grated


2 15-ounce cans of black beans, lightly drained (or 4 ½ cups home-cooked beans)


2 tablespoons chili powder


2 tablespoons cumin


1 tablespoon tamari soy sauce


2 tablespoons maple syrup


12 corn tortillas


For the Toppings


1½ cups shredded cheddar


1 cup sour cream or Greek yogurt


Chopped avocado


Chopped tomatoes


Chopped lettuce


Cucumber salsa (recipe at right)
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Green Tip


If you use tinfoil, look for 100 percent recycled aluminum foil. It has no added chlorine or toxins and performs as well as traditional foil.





TO MAKE 12 TACOS


Heat a large nonstick pan over medium-high heat and drizzle the bottom with canola oil. Sauté the onions until they start to soften, then add the beans, spices, tamari, and maple syrup. Reduce the heat to medium low and let everything gently cook for 10 minutes.


Meanwhile, wrap the tortillas in foil and warm for 10 minutes in a 250-degree oven.


Serve the tortillas with bowls of beans and toppings on the side.


CUCUMBER GARLIC SALSA


YOU NEED


1 medium cucumber


3 garlic cloves


¼ cup fresh lime juice, divided


Pinch of sea salt


½ cup chopped cilantro


TO MAKE ABOUT 1 CUP


Peel the cucumber, cut it into cubes, and place the cubes in the blender.


Add the peeled garlic cloves, half the lime juice, and a pinch of salt.


Place the top on the blender and use short pulses to blend, adding only enough additional lime juice to liquefy.


Add the cilantro, stirring it in with a wooden spoon.
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WHY FAMILY DINNERS MATTER
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RAISE HEALTHIER, SMARTER, AND MORE CONFIDENT KIDS
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Imagine sitting down and connecting with your children every day in a cheerful, significant, and meaningful way. Sound impossible or completely unrealistic? It’s not. It’s called family dinner. Maybe you’re already cooking up a version of it that you’re not completely satisfied with. Maybe you’ve thought about doing it but can’t quite make it happen due to a nonstop stream of scheduling conflicts. Maybe you’re suffering from “over-screenitis,” the TV, computer, and BlackBerry sucking up most of your family’s downtime. Whatever the reason, if you are missing out on regular family dinners, you are missing out on the best part of the day. The importance of dinnertime should not be underestimated, and when done well it will rock your world.





Family dinner—the beloved and respected ritual and a longstanding tool for raising children—was once a non-negotiable part of the day. But it is in danger of disappearing from modern life and is too often treated with as much respect as a parsley garnish. Today’s overscheduled children (and adults) typically inhale fast food in the car, in front of the TV, in their bedroom, beside a computer, or standing alone at a kitchen counter.


If this sounds like your life, how many other opportunities during the day do you really have to connect as a family in a meaningful way, before your kids go to sleep, or before they shut the door to chat with friends on the Internet? Dinnertime is too important to let it slip through our fingers that easily. Everything we worry about as our kids transform from sweet, dependent, moldable toddlers to detached, hormone-raging, experimental teenagers can be improved by gathering together and sharing a nutritious, delicious, rollicking meal with them on a regular basis.


MIRACULOUS MEALS


Test after test, survey after survey, study after study have all reached the same exact conclusion: Children who have regular dinners together with their parents do better in almost all areas of life, from higher grades in school, to maintaining loving relationships, to staying healthy, safe, and out of trouble. Family meals have more to do with adolescents’ self-esteem, confidence, and other positive outcomes than do income levels, after-school activities, family structure (one parent or two), or regular attendance at church. That’s right, from drugs to alcohol to smoking to promiscuity, studies show that the simple habit of family dinner helps lower the odds of your kids diving off perilous behavioral cliffs.


The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University has studied the impact of family dinner for years. Its president, Joseph Califano, believes, “Our nation’s drug problem is not going to be solved by legislation; it’s going to be solved across the kitchen table.” Years of research have led Califano to the conclusion that parents still have the strongest influence on kids. “I call the ages ten to twenty the killer decade,” he says. “That’s when drugs and alcohol rear their ugly heads, and family dinner falls apart, just when it’s most important.”




“PEOPLE SAY THEY DON’T HAVE TIME TO COOK, yet in the last few years we have found an EXTRA TWO HOURS A DAY FOR THE INTERNET.” —MICHAEL POLLAN, author of The Omnivore’s Dilemma







“If we want our kids to lead healthier lives, WE SHOULD EAT WITH THEM MORE OFTEN.” —MIRIAM WEINSTEIN, author of The Surprising Power of Family Meals





The family dinner begins to work its magic as soon as our children are old enough to sit at the table. According to child development specialist Dr. Harvey Karp, meals are important even to the youngest children. “Having predictable routines for toddlers lowers stress, increases their confidence, and makes them feel smarter because they love knowing what to expect. Routines like dinner are an island of calm in a world of change. They are predictable and anchoring,” he says. In short, dinner makes a difference, and the sooner you start the more rewards you will reap. Establishing a dinner routine with your young children will serve you well when your kids are older and the issues with them more complex. But the good news is that it is never too late to start—whatever the age of your children, everyone will gain by sharing family meals.
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A FEAST OF FACTS


As I read more on the subject of family dinner, I was completely amazed by what I learned. The positive impact a simple daily ritual can have on a whole host of family issues is revelatory. Here’s just a sample of what experts say family dinners several nights a week can do for kids at every age:


• Compared with teens who rarely have family dinners, those who have them five or more times a week are 42 percent less likely to drink alcohol, 59 percent less likely to smoke cigarettes, and 66 percent less likely to try marijuana.


• Compared with teens who rarely have family dinners, those who frequently have them are three and a half times less likely to have abused prescription drugs or an illegal drug other than marijuana.


• Compared with teens who rarely have family dinners, adolescent girls who frequently eat meals with their families appear less likely to use diet pills, laxatives, or other extreme measures to control their weight, even five years later.


• One in three American children are overweight or obese. Regular family dinner can reduce the incidence of childhood obesity.


• Compared with teens who rarely have family dinners, teens who have frequent family meals are 40 percent more likely to get A’s and B’s. Children ages seven to eleven who did well on school achievement tests were the ones who ate meals and snacks with their families more frequently.


• Family dinners are a key ingredient in helping children develop language skills, expand vocabulary, learn how to tell stories, and articulate feelings and thoughts.


• Teens who have regular family dinners are more likely to be well adjusted. They’re less likely to be depressed, are more motivated at school, and have better peer relationships.





SCREENING FOOD


There is so much tearing at the family fabric these days; anything we can do to make the cloth stronger is surely something we should embrace—and how lucky for us this effort includes food! Heaven knows, we can use all the help we can get, because our challenges as parents today are much more difficult than even a decade ago. Sure, our parents had to worry about us in terms of sex and drugs, but they didn’t have to deal with the complete inundation of the COMPUTER and CELL PHONE (all-caps because I am yelling them!), including but not limited to IMing, texting, Twitter, Facebook, and video games. On average, kids today spend almost seven and a half hours a day using some form of electronic media! (This stunning statistic shocked even the people who were doing the research.) We really need to take a moment to consider the implications of that. More technology time means less family time (online spikes start as early as 7 AM). School is also contributing to the problem by sending kids home every day right back on to their laptops for homework, providing the perfect cover for playing computer games and social networking, eating into what little time is left in the day. I can’t count the times I have asked my kids to get off the computer only to hear, “I’m doing homework, Mom.” Yeah, right. Let’s face it: The computer is keeping our kids inside and in their own isolated world, making it more difficult for us to stay engaged in their lives and for them to stay engaged with us.




“One of the most powerful MEDICINES AGAINST BREAST CANCER IS FAMILY DINNERS. It’s the single most potent way to improve your nutrition, manage your weight, feel support, find love, have fun, and create a family legacy of healthy eating.” —MARISA WEISS, MD, president and founder of Breastcancer.org







“ADOLESCENTS ENJOY EATING MEALS WITH THEIR FAMILIES and feel they eat healthier when they eat more often with them.” —DIANNE NEUMARK-SZTAINER, PhD, Division of Epidemiology and Community Health, School of Public Health, University of Minnesota





Throw into that stew overscheduling, after-school practices played right through the dinner hour, and peer pressure. Mix in a big cultural shift of two working parents, longer work hours, economic challenges, exhaustion, guilt (there is always plenty of that) … well, you start to get the picture about why such an important ritual is losing ground.
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The recent study “Household Routines and Obesity in U.S. Preschool-Aged Children” by Sarah E. Anderson, PhD, and Robert C. Whitaker, MD, found that kids as young as four already have a lower risk for obesity if they had three basic routines in their life:




	FAMILY DINNER



	ADEQUATE SLEEP



	LIMITED WEEKDAY TV VIEWING











1 OF 5 MEALS


ARE EATEN IN THE CAR.





And let’s not forget the biggest screen of all, the television. This screen is flipped on like a light switch in multiple rooms in the house. No more group votes on what to watch and everyone snuggling together on the couch. These days, there can be more TVs in the average U.S. home than people, making it easy for everyone to watch their favorite shows by themselves. This is another big cultural shift affecting family life. If you’re not watching together, there is zero chance of any conversation and discussion.


A 2006 Kaiser study concluded that TV helps parents cope with the everyday tensions we all face. “In many homes, parents have created an environment where the TV is a nearly constant presence, from the living room, kitchen, dining room to the bedroom.” As one mom puts it, “If he’s watching TV, I can get things done. I don’t have to constantly watch him.”


I know I overused the TV when my kids were little to calm them down from tantrums and to give myself some breathing room, but overuse often comes with a hefty price tag. Using TV to accompany meals cuts off communication and puts an end to any meaningful social interaction. Here is a sobering stat for you: For every hour spent online or watching a screen at home, forty-one minutes less is spent with family.


Moreover, screens aren’t just antisocial—they can be fattening, too. We overeat when we aren’t paying attention. Research shows that kids who are overweight eat 50 percent of their meals in front of a television.


While we are on the topic, we should also factor in the enormous amount of advertising for unhealthy food and drink products kids are bombarded with during their favorite shows. Depending on how much TV a child watches, they could see more than seventy-six hundred food ads a year. Of those, 70 percent are for foods in the lowest category of nutritional quality. Brilliant, sparkly ads glamorizing fast food, candy, sugary cereals—making our job teaching good nutrition even tougher.




“MY CAR HAS REPLACED THE HEARTH as the center of my family life.” —Overheard comment by mom in carpool line





STARVED FOR TIME


Most of us would agree that today’s families face a “time famine.” Ellen Galinsky, president of the Families and Work Institute and author of Mind in the Making, studies this problem and says many parents feel that they have too much to do and not enough time to do it. “A majority of employed parents—75 percent—feel that they don’t have enough time with their kids; they are distracted and find it hard to come up for air,” she says. Not surprisingly, when Galinsky asked a nationally representative sample of kids what their concerns are, the largest proportion responded that they wished Mom and Dad would be less stressed and less tired. “Kids feel that their time with their parents is rushed, and parents feel that, too.” Among Galinsky’s conclusions: Families need to find ways to slow down and zero in on one another. “Focus is one of the essential skills we need to practice and teach our children,” she says.




“A MEAL is about CIVILIZING children. It’s about TEACHING THEM TO BECOME A MEMBER OF THEIR CULTURE.” —ROBIN FOX, PhD, professor of social theory at Rutgers University





Rituals to the rescue! As a family, you don’t need dozens of them to help you stay connected, but you do need a few. There is something so powerful about the accountability of committing to come to the table most nights that works. My family members know that every day, they are going to have to reconnect with me. Family dinner acts as a motivator, a deterrent, and a safety net. Because we interact with one another every night, no one can get too upset, depressed, or confused without someone in the family noticing. And that gives us all a chance to help and be helped when we need it.


Family therapist and nutrition expert Ellyn Satter puts it perfectly when she says, “Meals are as essential for nurturing as they are for nutrition. Meals provide us all with reliable access to food and they provide children with dependable access to their parents. Without meals, a home is just a place to stay.”
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67% OF TEENS IN AMERICA
WANT TO HAVE MORE TIME WITH THEIR PARENTS.







“CHILDREN WHO FEEL LISTENED TO, become better able to listen to others.” —ELLEN GALINSKY, president of the Families and Work Institute and author of Mind in the Making





Because family dinner provides consistent parental access, it adds glue to a family. It builds relationships, encourages open communication, and provides security for all family members.


So many healthy lessons are learned at the family table, including portion control, how to make healthful choices, how to experiment with new foods, and how to develop your palate.


Regular family dinner—one meal for everyone (no separate orders; allergies and diet concerns excepted of course)—pays other huge dividends as well, including getting picky eaters to open their minds (and mouths). Experts say it can take trying a food up to a dozen times, sometimes taking just one bite, before you acquire a taste for something. That’s why it is so important to never give up exposing kids to new foods.


Hey, we haven’t even mentioned the all-important, could-take-years task of teaching good table manners. Honestly, there was a year when I didn’t think one of my daughters would ever improve her manners (she knows who I am talking about!). It was really starting to get embarrassing. Then one night, I realized that phase had finally ended. She was actually using her fork instead of her fingers to eat! It wasn’t my nagging that did it; in fact, the more nagging I did, the worse it got. Instead, all the modeling done by everyone, every night, including the many guests at our table, made her finally notice that there is a socially acceptable way to eat. Today, she’s the manners police at our table … go figure!




“THE DINNER TABLE is the CENTER FOR THE TEACHING AND PRACTICING not just of table manners but of conversation, consideration, tolerance, family feeling, and just about all the other accomplishments of polite society except the minuet.”


—JUDITH MARTIN (Miss Manners), writer and etiquette authority
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DINNER
And That’s an Order


“Be home for dinner by six” is a command that comes not from home but from the top brass of the U.S. Army. In this case, Fort Hood, America’s largest military base. The policy, initially issued by Lieutenant General Rick Lynch to all soldiers stationed there, acknowledges the importance of family dinner. “It does more than make everyone happy,” Lynch says. “It creates a more resilient soldier, one less likely to abuse drugs or alcohol, injure himself in a traffic accident, or fall to suicide.” Since the policy was instituted in February 2009, Fort Hood has seen a noticeable reduction in traffic accidents and suicides. And it’s an order service members and their families really look forward to following.





Family dinner is an opportunity to carve out the time to influence, engage, and entertain one another. It’s a time to learn how to listen, communicate, and socialize with adults and peers, and to learn how to sit and share. Family dinner teaches your small community the proper skills to become healthy, contributing members of the larger community. It’s the perfect opportunity to teach your kids how to be good citizens. And every time you sit down together, you are building that foundation for their future. It doesn’t happen overnight, but it does happen over time, meal after meal after meal.


Your table is also the perfect training ground for building confidence and self-esteem, respect for others, debating skills, and all-around good composure. This point was made beautifully in a New York Times interview with Carol Smith, a respected businesswoman and VP and publishing director for Bon Appétit and Gourmet. Smith says that when she is serious about hiring someone, she always takes that person out for a meal. “You learn so much in a meal. It’s like a microcosm of life. How they order, what they order, how they give instructions to a waiter, can they keep a conversation going … these are all the things I look at.”


Wow. Who’da thunk it? Family dinner might help your kids get a job!


Regular family dinner will give everyone, including you, a chance to look one another in the eye, relate, connect, eat, talk, and laugh, enjoying the great pleasures of a shared experience. If dinner isn’t an option don’t give up; make breakfast your family time ritual, or lunch, or before-bed teatime.


Meals are an opportunity to take a break from our worries and feel, at least once a day, that we are all in this life together. Taking time to share dinner lets every family member know, “You are important to me—so important that this time is sacred for all of us.” And of course, it’s a chance to make and eat some really yummy food.


Like everything worthwhile in life, dinner gets better the more you do it. Every day we get a new chance to practice and experiment. So let’s get started—I’m starving!
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It Starts in
PRESCHOOL


MARY HARTZELL is a child development specialist, author, and director of First Presbyterian Nursery School in Santa Monica, California.


LAURIE: I had the good fortune to send both my children to your preschool, where you have been guiding new and returning parents through the early years for a long time now. What do you see as the big challenges facing parents today?


MARY: Both parents and children are overscheduled. As a result, family time isn’t given the value it deserves. Family dinner isn’t considered important. Too often it’s just squeezed in and rushed through. There isn’t much joy, conversation, or bonding in rushing through meals.


LAURIE: Why is dinner so important, in your view?


MARY: Dinnertime is an opportunity to build and deepen relationships. The foundation of our family is loving, respectful relationships. All of us, adults and children, learn through our relationships, not only about others but about ourselves, too. At dinner, when parents sit down at the table, they are generally focusing on the wrong things. They focus on how much food the child is putting into their mouth. They miss the opportunity to have a connecting, joyful experience, to listen to their children and engage in a shared dialogue. For the most part, we don’t know how to listen well. The ways our culture is eating today—fast food, solitary eating, eating on the run—don’t support relationships. Parents aren’t slowing down, and this can mean a missed opportunity every day to build our sense of belonging through shared mealtimes.


LAURIE: I remember when my kids were little, I was constantly watching what they were eating. How many bites of broccoli she took, whether she touched the chicken or not.


MARY: Toddlers are really working on their autonomy. When a parent gets overly involved with how much food their child is eating, children usually eat less. They don’t want to eat because the parent is trying to make them eat. It’s a classic power struggle between the parent and the child, and guess who usually wins? Eating is your child’s job. Your job is to provide healthy, tasty food. What and how much they are eating is not a worthy topic of your dinner conversation.







“OBESITY IS GROWING faster than … any other public health condition in the country’s history.” —KENNETH THORPE, PhD, professor and chair, Rollins School of Public Health, Emory University
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TEN
SIMPLE STEPS


to Successful Family Dinners
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These ten steps—or rules—have been the key to success for my family dinners. They are not arbitrary or voluntary. They level the playing field by giving everyone the same chance to have a positive experience. Pay no attention to the inevitable complaining. It is human nature to resist, and your job to insist! Enforcement must be the same for everyone, no exceptions for Dad or excuses for Mom. Consistency is crucial.


If you are starting family dinner from scratch, follow two or three steps to get you started and add more as you go along. They will save you time, energy, and aggravation. Your big reward for this effort will come the day you try to skip one and your children bust you! They will loudly and firmly insist you adhere to the rules. You will at first be shocked, and then pleased. I speak from personal experience, naturally.
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RECITE TONIGHT


A child should always say what’s true
And speak when he is spoken to,
And behave mannerly at the table,
At least as far as he is able.


—Robert Louis Stevenson





STEP ONE: It’s a Date!


Set a regular time for the family dinner. This rule will save you the monotony of having to repeatedly answer the question “When’s dinner?” When my kids were little, we had a five thirty start … a few years later we adjusted the time to fit our changing schedules to six o’clock … today it’s six thirty sharp. By the time this book comes out, we should be at a very civilized 7 PM.


STEP TWO: Everyone Comes to the Table at the Same Time


No late stragglers, no showing up when you feel like it. “I’m not hungry” is not an acceptable excuse for skipping dinner. Even if you don’t eat, you still have to participate (in my experience, the non-hungry participants usually forget they weren’t hungry and end up eating the whole meal).


STEP THREE: No Phones


Do not answer the phone at dinner. Do not bring a phone or BlackBerry to the table. No ringing, vibrating, answering, or texting allowed. If someone mistakenly brings their phone to the table and has the misfortune to accidentally glance at it, it’s yours, for as long as you decide to keep it. Try that policy out and see how quickly the violators learn to leave their phones elsewhere. Trust me, it works!
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If you have to dry the dishes
(Such an awful boring chore)
If you have to dry the dishes
(’Stead of going to the store)
If you have to dry the dishes
And you drop one on the floor
Maybe they won’t let you
Dry the dishes anymore.


—Shel Silverstein, A Light in the Attic







“In my house growing up, you basically had to HAVE A NOTE FROM YOUR DOCTOR NOT TO SHOW UP FOR DINNER!”


—ELLEN WEISS, senior vice president for news, NPR





STEP FOUR: One Meal, No Substitutions


This rule was very important when my kids were young, and it still is. I served meals that I thought everyone would like, but they weren’t “kid meals.” They were adult meals with kid-friendly ingredients (roast chicken, crunchy potatoes, green beans with teriyaki sauce). This really helped them learn to eat—and like—what they were served. You’re not really doing your kids a favor by making it okay not to eat what’s served. Be prepared for initial stubbornness and a few uneaten meals, but that phase won’t last long. Tough it out or you’ll end up as a short-order cook and never actually get to sit down yourself.


STEP FIVE: Everyone Tries Everything


This is very different from the old adage “Eat everything on your plate.” The rigid insistence in the old days on eating all of your vegetables only accomplished one thing—it turned kids into stealth veggie Houdinis. I became an expert at the veggie disappearing act; my sister Lisa was my mentor, the dog, my accomplice. When Farfel the pooch refused an item, I would resort to the “hide the peas in the napkin” trick. Cloth, paper, it didn’t matter. Just hide those darn peas. Once, a few rolled out of my sister’s napkin and blew our cover sky-high. To this day, Lisa cannot tolerate even a single pea on her plate, and she is fifty-five years old!
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Tasting everything is an important rule. It shows respect to whomever prepared the food and respect for yourself. Why not give your taste buds an opportunity to be pleasantly surprised? Recently we had a six-year-old guest at the table whose first reaction to the homemade tomato soup was “yuck.” Her father nicely but firmly told her she had to try it, which she did. Two bowls later she declared tomato soup her new favorite food!


STEP SIX: No Television


Of course, that also includes any electronic device. Maybe we should just call this rule “No screens.” Your kids will argue with you that they can do three things at the same time (watch TV, eat, and listen closely to your every word, maybe even IM, too!), but it doesn’t matter. Here’s the good news: On special occasions the television is invited to dinner and as a result of the novelty, it is a really fun treat. In my house those times include presidential debates, election returns, Olympics, award shows, and a final of a big game.


STEP SEVEN: Tap Water Only, Filtered if Needed


No individual plastic bottles allowed in the kitchen, period. Serve it cold and preferably from a filtered tap in a clear glass pitcher. Garnish with slices of lemon, lime, cucumber, oranges, apples, or sprigs of mint. Adding whole fresh or frozen strawberries, raspberries, or blueberries to their glasses makes kids want to drink even more water in their attempts to reach the berry treasure at the bottom!


This was one of the early rules I insisted on, and I am so grateful now that I followed my instincts. First, it’s a serious nutritional issue. Water is essential for good health, and most people don’t drink enough of it. Juice is loaded with sugar. Soda is loaded with sugar and chemicals. Milk was never an option for me because my kids were lactose-intolerant. Don’t forget, in your kitchen you are establishing patterns that will last your children a lifetime and hopefully the lifetimes of your grandchildren. My kids learned at an early age to expect water at meals, and they got used to it pretty quickly. A decade later, they now associate meals with water—crave it really, even when they are in restaurants.
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SIX SMART STRATEGIES
for Ensuring Mealtime Success




On the subject of healthy family eating, dietitian and family therapist ELLYN SATTER is wise, wise, wise. Her book Secrets of Feeding a Healthy Family is a commonsense guide to making mealtimes simple and nutritious.





1. MAKE THE TIME. In terms of supporting your child’s overall social and emotional welfare, family meals are more important than organized activities.


2. FEED YOURSELF, FEED YOUR CHILDREN. Parents often are not very competent eaters themselves. They have a tendency to feed the children rather than feed themselves. The family meal works best if parents put on a meal for themselves and “invite” the children to join in.


3. PLAN SNACKS. The key word being planned in place of grazing—snacks are mini meals that help sustain children between meals, and guarantee that they will be hungry when they sit down for dinner.


4. SET THE STANDARD. Feeding children appropriately requires a division of responsibility. Parents are responsible for the what, when, and where of feeding. Children are responsible for tasting, trying, and determining how much they will eat of what’s served.


5. SERVE IT UP ALL TOGETHER! Put everything on the table at the same time (including something to mop up spills), sit down, and don’t get up till you’re finished. Children behave exactly as their adults teach them to behave. If you hover and jump up and chase after and respond to every little demand for attention, your child will ask for it all and more. If, however, you help your child get served, serve yourself, and refuse to be distracted from your own meal, your child will attend to his or her own meal rather than try to get you to perform.


6. COOK IN A HURRY IF YOU MUST, BUT DON’T EAT IN A HURRY.







“FAMILY DINNER IS A WAY TO DE-STRESS and—if managed correctly—A TIME TO HAVE FUN. By that I mean don’t use it as a period of inquisition or a recounting of shortcomings. Keep it light, keep it fun, make it a highlight of the day.” —PEGGY DREXLER, PhD, assistant professor of psychology, Weill Cornell Medical College
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Guess Who’s
COMING TO DINNER?




To American television audiences, she is known as the not-to-be-messed-with JUDGE JUDY SHEINDLIN, but to her eleven grandchildren, ranging in age from five to twenty-one, she is just Nanna. One night she planned a formal family dinner, invited her children, their spouses, and their offspring. Oh, and one more special guest: a manners expert hired from the Internet!





LAURIE: Is it true you hired an etiquette expert to have dinner with your family?


JUDGE JUDY: Yes, but let’s start with why. My father was a fastidious manners person. He had a thing for good table manners, and I grew up hearing the words, “Close your mouth when you chew,” “Bring the food to you,” “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” If dinner was twenty minutes, it was twenty minutes of “Sit up straight” and all the rest. I believe I taught my children reasonable table manners, but not all of their mates had the same upbringing. I also think people today are so busy with just trying to maintain order at home with two parents working and shuffling back and forth between tennis lessons and bongo lessons and soccer that somehow the importance of good manners has gotten lost.


LAURIE: So one motive was perhaps to refresh the adults as well as the kids?


JUDGE JUDY: Sometimes a little bit of a brush-up is a good thing. Doctors, lawyers, CPAs go for continuing education. Why not do the same when you parent children? Not to mention the grandkids, who are wonderful and well schooled, but not all of them know how to hold a fork!


LAURIE: How was this idea received?


JUDGE JUDY: The children were very excited about coming to a fancy dinner party at Nanna and Poppy’s where they were going to learn etiquette and manners. They got all dressed up. There was really no fooling around. We started right away with how to sit down at the table the appropriate way, and for the young men to stand until the women were seated. They learned that when a bread basket is passed, you politely take a roll, you put a little pat of butter on your bread plate, and then you butter your roll.


LAURIE: Did you learn any new manners that evening?


JUDGE JUDY: I did. I learned that when you eat in a restaurant and you get up to go to the restroom, if you’re not finished with your meal, you are supposed to leave your napkin on the chair. But if you are finished with your food, your napkin goes on the table.


LAURIE: Your dad would be very pleased with your experiment!


JUDGE JUDY: He would have loved it. I remember, after I became a judge, going out to dinner with my father and ordering soup. He gave me a gentle reminder, “Darling, the whole spoon does not go in your mouth, sip it from the side.” He wasn’t afraid to say this to his daughter who now had a prestigious position. You’re never too old to be reminded!







“We have done research showing that even kids as young as two are more willing TO TRY SOMETHING NEW IF THEY OBSERVE AN ADULT TRYING IT. Dinner provides all sorts of modeling opportunities, like portion size, food sampling, etc.” —LEANN BIRCH, PhD, distinguished professor of human development, Penn State University





It’s also a financial issue. Check your grocery bills and add up what you spend on needless, unhealthy sugary drinks over the course of a month. You might be shocked. Not to mention the energy you spend lugging all those cans, bottles, and jugs into the house and then out to the curb for recycling.


This rule doesn’t mean you can never serve other drinks, but they should be considered special-occasion choices. For instance, when oranges are in season, squeeze them and make spritzers. Mulled cider with a cinnamon stick is fun when winter winds blow. And of course, wine with dinner is a grown-up’s choice—in addition to a glass of water.


STEP EIGHT: Friends and Family Welcome


I always encourage my kids to invite their friends and even their friends’ parents to dinner. “The more the merrier” really puts everyone in a happy mood at the table, and everyone is on their best behavior, too. Dinner is always fun when there are guests; it becomes an event, the evening’s activity! Manners improve, conversation ramps up, everyone lingers.


STEP NINE: You’re Excused


No one leaves the table until after dessert. Okay, I know that insisting everyone stay for dessert doesn’t seem like a tough one, but having this rule keeps everyone focused on the meal and not what they want to do next. It also provides an opportunity for parents. If, say, Act One doesn’t work out so well (maybe you all get into a squabble, someone’s feelings get hurt, or it’s a night where everyone has an attitude and the compliments on the food are scarce), at least you know there is going to be a second act to resuscitate the family spirit. No one can leave at intermission.


By the way, when I say dessert, I don’t mean chocolate mousse or cheesecake every night. Dessert can just as easily be orange slices, or a few fresh strawberries, or just a cup of warm tea.


STEP TEN: Everyone Helps Clean Up


No exceptions. It’s more fun and cleanup is faster when everyone chips in. “Many hands make light work,” as they say. Rotate the duties so nobody gets stuck always taking out the trash or washing pots and pans.


Feel free to add more guidelines to this list to make it your own and to suit your family’s needs. I do promise you that eventually the rules become second nature to everyone, and will rarely be broken.
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“Wally, there is nothing OLD-FASHIONED ABOUT POLITENESS.”


—WARD CLEAVER to his son at dinner, Leave It to Beaver
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SETTING
THE HOUSE
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“Do ordinary things with extraordinary love.”
—MOTHER TERESA
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Kirstin says: It all starts with a fork, and a plate, a white cloth napkin, or maybe just a big green leaf beneath a sandwich. It does not take much to set the scene so that it is a little different, a bit exciting, and very memorable. And that is what matters, isn’t it?





Put a little effort into making the ordinary count. Throw take-out dinner on a plate, plop it in front of kids, and pay them no mind, and they will not be impressed. But change the setting once in a while, add some whimsy, a bit of ethnic flair, a dash of the unexpected, and you’ll have their attention. Have an Italian spaghetti dinner on Sunday with a red-checkered tablecloth, candles, and Sinatra playing in the background. Set the table with your fancy china one night, get dressed up, wear hats, and serve sandwiches and tea. One of the quickest ways to set a new scene is to pack up your food and go … even if it’s just to the rug in the next room!


They will be pleased with the new adventure (even if they are too cool to tell you so), and dinner will be fun, funny, and memorable. All you need is a little thoughtfulness, some love, and a few minutes spent focusing on what might make someone smile today.


SETTING THE TABLE


Setting the table is one of the first chores a child can learn how to do. I have asked quite a few teenagers to set the table, with cataclysmic results. So unless you want your child embarrassed by some future in-law, let’s teach them how to set the table.


Once they know how to set the table correctly, it’s time to have some fun and bend the rules. For example, on those days when you have invited people for dinner, but you are not sure exactly how many are going to show up, put the food on a buffet with plenty of plates on the side. And down the center of your table line up glasses, each with a napkin, fork, and knife inside. That way you won’t have to reset the table each time someone walks in the door, and you also don’t have to remove any sad empty place settings. Another day find some pretty vessels, like silver vases, small ice buckets, or flowerpots, arrange your silverware, napkins, and flowers in each, and put them in the center of the table.


Other ideas: Put your utensils in the center of the plate; to one side; fan them; balance them on the glass; just have fun with it. Simple changes make setting the table a creative project as opposed to a chore.


Paint Your Dinner Fancy


For nights the kids have friends over … Cover your dining table with a big piece of craft paper. Put out crayons, water paints, and pens. Have them draw the fanciest, fun, or craziest table settings, flower arrangements, and name cards right on the paper.


[image: ]




THE LAZY SUSAN


The lazy Susan is anything but! Named for hardworking servants whose names, oddly, were frequently Susan, the spinning platter was first advertised in Vanity Fair magazine in 1917. Usually circular, these rotating trays are placed on top of a table to help pass food with a gentle glide of the wrist. They are wonderful additions to any table and have the added bonus of making any meal more fun. But beware, most families have at least one lazy Susan abuser in their midst. For that I have the golden rule: “Overspinning will lead to a temporary loss of your lazy Susan privileges!”





Setting a Picnic Scene Inside or Out


Pack up a tablecloth, real silverware, and candlesticks. None of these things break, but they all make a picnic pretty and memorable. Also, any day is a good picnic day. So surprise your family with a picnic dinner on a Wednesday, inside or out.


Setting the Table for Take-Out Chinese


Get the kids to help you while you wait for the food to come. Hide the forks, put out your reusable chopsticks and little bowls for condiments, set the table with your blue-and-white china, or get out your lucky red linens. Float a few flowers in shallow bowls; brew a pot of jasmine tea.
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“I’m a WORKING MOM so I often get TAKEOUT, BUT I PUT IT INTO NICE BOWLS. It takes that moment, you pause and you’re NOT JUST EATING OUT OF THE PLASTIC, YOU’RE GIVING GRACE TO THE FOOD. Not letting it be rushed shows you care.”


—JILL, mom of three







[image: ]
Green Tip


Our favorite picnic item is a tiffin tin—that wonderful Indian stackable lunchbox, usually three-tiered, stainless steel, and reusable forever. Fill these with your salad and snacks and marvel at how easy they are to serve, clean up, and store leftovers in. Find inexpensive ones in Indian or Asian markets and online. (See Resources on page 231.)
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The Special Bowl of Treasures: Show-and-Tell at the Table


Try this for a week or a year, especially if your kids are the kind whose pockets are always spilling with found objects. Place a bowl in the center of your table. As the week progresses and objects are found, either by chance or on special treasure-seeking expeditions, the empty nests, the magical marbles, the rock that looks like Uncle Bob’s nose, acorns, perfect pebbles, and strange seeds are all placed in the bowl. At the end of the week, let each person explain what he or she has found, and why it is so special.
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