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      Introduction.

      Raising Little Locavores
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      Parenting is a hefty responsibility. It's up to us to teach our children about good manners, how to stay safe, and how to grow up to be independent and confident adults. It's also important that we inspire our kids to make nutritious choices and be good stewards for the earth. Take advantage of teachable moments, such as when shopping for food, because the example you set will help your kids develop a healthy and holistic attitude toward eating that will serve them well throughout their lives!

      First Stop, the Grocery Store

      With literally thousands of products vying for your attention at the store, buying food can feel like a daunting task. Some food products aren't even made out of real ingredients. Others travel around the globe to reach your plate, causing pollution and requiring lots of packaging and padding so they don't arrive dented and damaged. Still other foods are grown or processed with herbicides, pesticides, added hormones, and preservatives. If you pay attention (which can be difficult if you have a cranky toddler in tow), you can find foods and artisan products that are made naturally, as they were a hundred years ago. And even better yet, you can find foods that were grown in or near your own community. The best part about that? When you make the conscious choice to buy them, you are not only enjoying delicious, authentic food, you are supporting your local economy at the same time.

      Look at the label on your food and take a gander at where it comes from or where it was grown. Do they speak the same language as you? Do an ad hoc geography lesson and see if they are in the same state, country, or hemisphere. If not, it's a pretty clear sign that the food you are eating isn't local.

      Another good reason to buy food, of course, is the flavor. But you would probably get busted if the store manager caught you tasting all of the fruits and veggies in the produce section of the grocery store. Not so for the farmer's market — they want you to taste (and love) the food so badly that they cut up samples and put them out on display for your family to try. Do an experiment sometime with your kids — taste one strawberry from every single booth that sells them, and then purchase your booty from the vendor whose fruit tasted the best.

      A Smart Alternative to the Grocery Store

      A locavore is someone who tries to eat foods from the local area instead of ones imported from elsewhere. While there are definitely militant locavores around, for the rest of us, it's all about finding balance. Of course it's okay to have chocolate sauce on your vanilla ice cream. Neither chocolate nor vanilla come from your neck of the woods, but maybe the cream in your ice cream comes from a dairy in the next town. The most important factor in becoming a class-act locavore is awareness. Each time your food comes from an area near you, you are making a smaller dent in the environmental impact of the food industry.

      Help Your Family Think Like a Locavore

      
        	
Plant something. Even if you don't have a patch of earth to your name, you can still plant a pot of herbs to garnish your kitchen window. If you are nervous that your green thumb might actually be a darker shade of black, start small and go with something that is hard to kill — like radishes, herbs, and lettuce. Or let your kids choose what they would like to grow. Give them the responsibility of caring for your new seedlings and watch their pride blossom as their edible plants do the same. Talk about eating locally — it doesn't get better than this!

        	
Visit the farmer's market. Most farmer's markets sell food that was produced within a several-hour drive. When in doubt, ask the vendors how far they came and what their farming practices are. If you are too busy at work or being the social secretary and chauffeur for your children and don't have time to wander the farmer's markets, you can participate in Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). This is a subscription service in which members, in exchange for a small monthly fee, receive a box of fresh, seasonal, and local produce. Some CSAs also have meat available.

        	
Take a field trip. Plan a family day to visit a local farm or a U-Pick location, where you can harvest your own produce. There is nothing like the connection you make with your food when you pick it yourself (dirt under your fingernails and all).

        	
Can it. If you can't imagine your life without the sweetness of peaches or tomatoes, preserve some in jars and save them for later, when they cannot be grown locally. Freezing and dehydrating are also good options for preserving foods.

        	
Eat out. Show your support for the local food movement by eating at restaurants that buy their produce from local farms. Ask the vendors at the farmer's markets which restaurants buy ingredients from them, or call and ask the restaurants where their food comes from.

        	
Start small. Identify a short list of foods that you know you can get locally and begin there. Most regions of the country produce some fruits and veggies, and some even boast a dairy that makes a special variety of cheese.
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      As a multitasking working parent and child chauffeur, I approach cooking with a realistic and occasionally humorous perspective, and prove that you don't have to be a stay-at-home parent to cook with your kids. 
      The Whole Family Cookbook is an approachable, guilt-free book that I hope will inspire you to cook healthy and delicious recipes with your children — and hopefully empower you to consider your environmental impact as you shop and cook with your family.

    

  
    
      Chapter 1.

      Ready, Set, Go! Engaging Kids in the Kitchen
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      Cooking with your kids is a fantastic way to spend time together, and if you are lucky, you will accomplish something productive at the same time! As much as I'd love to visit each of you and spend time with your family in the kitchen, my own kids would miss me too much. So, I'll stick closer to home. But in the meantime, this chapter should help give you some tricks of the trade along with a boost to your self-confidence. You can cook with your kids and develop a healthy relationship to food and the environment along the way.

      Tools of the Trade for Tiny Hands

      Over my years in the business of cooking with children, several kitchen gadgets have emerged as favorites. Keep in mind that cooking tools are just that — tools. They are designed to help you in the kitchen and to get the job done. Of course, some will be more appealing to children if they are colorful or come equipped with faces and googly eyes. But try to lean toward function, rather than style. You'll be glad you did — hardly a day goes by that I don't put these items to good use with my children and students!

      
        	
Food chopper: a great way for kids to release lots of energy as they safely pound a plunger that chops food items into bits.

        	
Rotary cheese grater: does more than grate cheese — this little beauty lets kids grate carrots, zucchini, and chocolate, while protecting tender knuckles at the same time.

        	
Plastic lettuce knives or metal pumpkin-carving knives: these child-safe knives are tough enough to saw through carrots, but aren't sharp enough to accidentally cut through skin. The plastic lettuce knife from Oxo and the child-sized knives from Curious Chef are my favorites.

        	
Mini-muffin tin: everything is cuter when it's small! Youngsters will love this pan because it lets them make kid-sized muffins, frittatas, and more.

        	
Apple peeler/corer/slicer: a simple but slightly messy tool that helps little ones (and big ones, alike) peel, core, and slice apples into a long spiral, leaving behind a fun piece of apple-skin spaghetti.

        	
Gadgets and gizmos from the Japanese dollar store or Asian market: they offer molds that press sticky rice and other food into fun shapes!

        	
Small scoop: the perfect partner for the mini-muffin tin, this helps kids get uniform scoops every time. They can also use this for scooping watermelon or teensy balls of ice cream.

        	
Colored silicone spatulas: colorful enough to appeal to kids, but also heat resistant to withstand stirring ingredients in a hot pan.

        	
Silicone pastry brush: what kids wouldn't want to paint their food? Silicone brushes are colorful and heat resistant, and they don't leave little bristles in your food the way traditional pastry brushes do.

        	
Scissors: perfect for snipping fresh herbs or green onions. Reserve a pair of scissors or two just for the kitchen and keep them away from your art projects!

        	
Sugar shakers: the ideal way for kids to sprinkle cinnamon sugar or powdered sugar onto homemade pancakes, French toast, or muffins.

      

      Beyond Brownies — Palate-Pleasing Offerings

      When people discover I teach cooking classes to kids, they assume I must bake a lot of cookies with my students. “How else will you get them to taste what they make?” they wonder aloud.

      Is it really that difficult to believe that kids can enjoy good food? I don't mean “good” as in “indulgent.” I mean good as in fresh, just-picked, seasonal, and sustainable. I have a lot of firsthand experience that suggests that children who are involved in selecting their food and then help in the kitchen are more likely to eat what they've created. Kids don't need any practice eating cookies and cupcakes. But they 
      do need to practice eating their “growing food.” Using this phrase is a great way to help kids understand the difference between the food that nourishes them and keeps them healthy and treats that are reserved for special occasions. I use this phrase with kids in my classes and I like it because it explains why those foods are important but doesn't place judgment — talk about positive reinforcement! So why not spend some time creating dishes together that include more fruits and vegetables, or growing food?

      Please don't get me wrong. I'm not a health-food sergeant. In fact, as I write this, there's a recipe for a flourless chocolate cake sitting on the kitchen counter, waiting to be born. What I am trying to say is that if you are going to cook with your kids, it'll do wonders for their palates if you try to prepare a wide variety of dishes, not just sweet ones.
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      The Joy of Cooking … with Your Kids!

      Before you imagine ingredients all over the floor and maybe even on the walls, take a deep breath, because it only takes a little bit of attention for you to spend quality time with your children that's fun and productive — not disastrous. Here are four great reasons to invite your children into the kitchen:

      1. Cooking with your children helps them have a good attitude about food, even if they choose not to eat it. You are setting a great example for tasting new foods, and eventually they will catch on.

      2. When kids participate in the creation of food that will be shared with the whole family, their self-esteem and confidence will soar! It shows you respect them and their abilities!

      3. Cooking together builds social skills through sharing and cooperation.

      4. Cooking together is also a great way for children to express their creativity, as they play with their food.

      Recipe for Cooking With Toddlers

      Ingredients:

      [image: ] 1 gallon patience

      [image: ] 1 pinch expectations

      [image: ] Several squirts of hand soap

      [image: ] 2 dozen kitchen towels or rags (and maybe a mop)

      [image: ] 1 set measuring cups

      [image: ] 1 set measuring spoons

      [image: ] 1 wooden spoon or silicone spatula

      [image: ] Some inexpensive ingredients, such as water, dry rice, beans, or oatmeal (or try something that is safe for your dog to lick from the floor, such as flour, sugar, sunflower seeds, or dry cereal without raisins)

      [image: ] 1 large mixing bowl with a nonskid bottom

      A few suggestions:
 
      
      	If you woke up on the wrong side of the bed today, reconsider this activity. Have a glass of wine and get a good night's sleep — and try again tomorrow.

      	If you are new to cooking with your toddler, start by practicing a few techniques before preparing real food.

      	Read through the entire recipe and set up all of your tools and ingredients in advance, so that your young chef's attention span doesn't expire while waiting for you to get ready.

      	To prevent spills, pour ingredients over nested bowls. That way, if your young chef misses his target, the ingredients are still contained (and not all over your kitchen!).

      	If you don't have a mixing bowl with a nonskid bottom, put a damp dishcloth under the bowl. This will help to prevent it from sliding off the counter if your over-eager chef stirs a little too hard.

      

      Here's how to do it:
 
      
      	Get excited and tell your toddler that you are going to play in the kitchen together. Pretending is the perfect way to start. Ask your toddler to look at the ingredients and name what you will be making together. Maybe it's oatmeal soup or a rice and bean jumble.

      	Bring a stool or chair into the kitchen, so your little chef can easily reach the sink to wash his hands.

      	Wash hands with soap and warm water. Don't forget to scritch and scratch the palm of each hand with the fingernails of the other. You never know what might be lurking under those nails.

      	Move the stool to the working area (such as the counter or the kitchen table).

      	Use the measuring spoons and measuring cups to measure quantities of whichever ingredients you have selected and pour them into a (nested) bowl.

      	Be sure to try using a variety of tools to stir these ingredients together (whisks, wooden spoons, spatulas, and even clean hands).

      	Toddlers need to get the feel of how hard to stir. Know ahead of time that some of your “soup” will slosh out over the sides of the bowl. That's okay!

      	Keep your eyes open for any nose picking, ear scratching, or tooth touching and use a happy voice as you bring your little chef back to the sink to wash her hands again.

      	Once you feel like your youngster has the hang of following directions and aiming ingredients over the mixing bowls, you are ready to move on to some “real” recipes!
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      Using Recipes in This Book with Your Kids

      Parenting would be way too easy if you knew exactly what to expect each step of the way. Luckily, kids keep you on your toes by developing at their own pace. You can make some generalizations, of course. Although some children are mature beyond their years, most toddlers have a short attention span and need to practice their fine motor skills. Older children are more coordinated and can follow a series of instructions instead of simply one step at a time. As their food preferences emerge, cooking together is more important than ever. As the kids interact with the food, the exposure they have to different ingredients will help them to taste and enjoy a wider variety of foods.

      The seasonally inspired recipes in this book were selected because they are full of delicious, locally sourced, and nutritious foods — and because they are a blast to create with your children! Whether you have toddlers or preteens, there are recipes they can all help prepare. Of course, older kids can help out with steps designated as good ones for younger kids, but it shouldn't work in the other direction! The following color key shows how recipe steps are broken down by age appropriateness:
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      2–3 = Blue

      4–6 = Orange

      7–10 = Red

      11+ = Purple

      The Ultimate Timesavers

      What? You don't have extra hours every day to spend in the kitchen? C'mon, it's not like you are busy working, folding laundry, walking the dog, shuttling to play dates and soccer games, or networking online…. Despite a harried schedule, it actually is possible to serve healthy food to your family, especially if you use these tips to help speed the process:

      
        	
Plan Ahead. Select all of the recipes that you plan to use for the week, so you don't have to shop at the last minute or resort to takeout. If you make a list for the week, you can shop for most of your ingredients in one trip.

        	
Involve Your Kids. While you are working on preparing dinner, put your dirty tools and dishes into a large bowl filled with soapy water in the sink. Kids love to get their hands wet, and can scrub the tools as you add them. You will be surprised at how well they can do the job, and how it will save you the time instead of doing the whole job yourself. Kids can also help you with prep work, menu planning, and grocery shopping.

        	
Create One-Pot Meals. These can save you time during meal preparation. Instead of cooking separate recipes for your protein, carbohydrates, and vegetables, try making one of the recipes in this book that includes all of these components, such Acorn Squash and Wild Rice Bowls or Wish-for-a-Fish Pasta.

        	
Use a Slow Cooker. Relying on this amazing appliance is a fantastic way to prepare a family meal with little fuss. Simply take a few minutes to prepare some ingredients the night before. In the morning, toss them into the slow cooker and the meal will be ready in time for dinner. I have been known to forget to get the ingredients into the slow cooker before leaving the house, so I put it on the counter the night before so that it jogs my memory in the morning.

        	
Simplify. Instead of preparing a salad, simply serve slices of vegetables and fruits as a side dish. Better yet, cut a few extra and store them in the refrigerator for a future meal or snack.
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