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When we plan a get-together for a group, we always think of food. What if we had a party all about learning to prepare food?  Cooking or baking together can be a terrifically fun way for people of all ages to socialize.  Families, friends, and groups like scout troops or homeschooling groups can cook together to learn, create memories, and even do good in the community. 

 

Family
Before holidays with large meals like Thanksgiving or Passover, it is fun to cook with a group of family members.  By cooking together you can pass down favorite family recipes to the kids.  It is especially fun to video-record the group while cooking and to ask questions about secret family recipes.  Hosting a family Christmas cookie baking party is a fun tradition to start and a great way to “pass down” family recipes.

 

Friends
Cooking is a terrific way to entertain kids and adults.  A cooking birthday party will keep kids and parents actively engaged.  Pizza parties are especially fun and can be a great way to keep kids (and non-football watchers) occupied at a Super Bowl party.Learn how to host a hands-on cooking pizza party without losing your sanity. 
 
Make-Your-Own-Ice-Cream parties are great for kids’ birthday parties—pull out your ice cream maker and borrow another from a friend to make a couple varieties of ice cream.  Set out dishes of nuts, sprinkles, fruit, gummi bears, and crushed up candy bars for kids to mix into their ice cream.  As a separate activity, take regular ice cream cones and have kids dip the tops in melted chocolate and roll them in sprinkles, candy, nuts or chocolate chips.  Once the melted chocolate hardens, kids can package their gourmet cones to take home as a party favor. 

 

Groups
Cooking is a great activity for youth groups, scout troops, and after-school groups. Cooking can be simple or complex, depending on the facilities available.  No-cook recipes are a great alternative for very large groups or groups with mostly small children.  No-bake cookies that require only a microwave or single burner hotplate for melting ingredients are fun to make too.  Smaller groups can make soup or chili on a single burner, or can make quesadillas or crepes on an electric griddle. Groups, especially middle school aged or older, can volunteer to help in a facility like a homeless shelter.  Some charitable organizations accept food donations (though check in advance, as some organizations will not accept food prepared outside a commercial kitchen), so kids can give away the foods they prepare at home or school, even if it is something as simple as bagged lunches for homeless outreach programs.

Advice on Cooking with Kids
Kids are wonderfully intelligent and curious little human beings.  The worst way to teach kids cooking is by “dumbing down” your approach; rather, be clear and direct.  Break directions down into bite-size chunks that can hold the limited attention of children.  Show and tell your cooking students what they will be doing.  A visual demonstration is as important as verbal direction, so kids can imitate the steps you model.   

 
Create Expectations and a Positive Rapport:
Immediately at the start of cooking with a group of kids, share your expectations with them.  For example, let them know that they will need to listen carefully, that they will need to share equipment or ingredients at times, and that they must show each other courtesy and patience. Ask your group if they can agree to your rules.  This is especially helpful if kids break their agreement, as you could remind them of it.

 

Promote Fairness:
Try to perpetuate fairness by making sure each child gets individual attention and an opportunity to take a turn during recipe preparation. 

 

Physical Space:
· Each child needs a work space roughly the size of a placemat.  

· This space might be on a countertop or stable folding table at a comfortable working height; avoid allowing children to stand on chairs or stools.  

· The available workspace should dictate the number of guests you can comfortably and safely accommodate. 

· Use disposable tablecloths to protect tables and contain messes.

 

General Advice:
· Be patient 

· Be enthusiastic 

· Engage the kids by asking them questions 

· Explain your rules and expectations 

· Let kids know that they can ask you questions.

 

Great Recipes to Try
Host a cookie bazaar by baking three different types of cookies from shortbread dough.  Kids will love shortbread and chocolate shortbread, and will be delighted to transform the two dough types into fun variations: owl’s eyes, lollipops, and checkerboard windows cookies. 

 

Simple Shortbread
Two-tone shortbread cookies are lots of fun to make and eat.  This recipe includes everything you will need to make plain and chocolate shortbread dough.  The ingredients included in this recipe make enough shortbread for eight owl’s eyes, eight lollipops and twelve window cookies.  Kids will love the hands-on way to incorporate the shortbread ingredients.

 

Cook’s Tools:
Pastry brush 
Knife 
Rolling pin 
Wooden spoon 
Spatula knife 
2 greased cookie sheets 
Wire rack 
8 lollipop sticks 
Mixing bowl 
Sieve 
  
You will need: 
8 almonds (for owl’s eyes cookies) 
3 tablespoons milk (for shortbread dough and assembling cookies) 
  
for shortbread: 
8 Tbsp softened butter 
¼ cup fine sugar 
1 ¼ cup all-purpose flour 
 
for chocolate shortbread: 
8 Tbsp softened butter 
¼ cup fine sugar 
1 ¼ cup all-purpose flour 
1 Tbsp cocoa powder 
  

Making Plain Shortbread 

1. Set the oven to 350 degrees F. Sift flour into the mixing bowl.  Stir in the fine sugar. 

2. Add butter.  Rub the flour, sugar, and butter together with your fingers until the mixture is like breadcrumbs. 

3. Add a tablespoonful of milk to the mixture.  Mix everything together with your hands to form a ball of dough.

 

Making Chocolate Shortbread
Sift flour and the cocoa powder together.  Make the chocolate dough in the same way as the plain dough.

Divide each ball of dough into three equal pieces.  You will need one plain and one chocolate piece to make each type of shortbread.

 

– Owl’s Eyes

Roll a piece of each type of dough into a square 6 inches by 6 inches.  Brush the top of each square with milk.

Put the square on top of another and roll them up together.  Then cut the roll into 16 slices.

Stick two slices together with milk to make each cookie.  Put the cookie on a cookie sheet.  Add an almond beak to each one.

 

– Lollipops

Roll out the chocolate dough into a square 4 inches by 4 inches.  Make the plain dough into a roll 4 inches long.

Brush the chocolate square with milk and wrap it around the plain roll.  Squeeze the ends of the chocolate dough together.

Cut the roll into eight slices.  Put the slices on to the cookie sheet and push a lollipop stick into the middle of each one.

 

– Windows

Shape the two kinds of dough into rectangles (4 cm by 9 cm) with your hands.  Cut them into half lengthwise.

Stick the two strips of plain and chocolate dough together with milk.  Stick the other two strips on top of them (to make a checkerboard).

Cut the block of dough strips into 12 square slices with a sharp knife.  Put the slices on to a cookie sheet.

 

– Baking the cookies

Bake the cookies in the top half of the oven for 15 to 20 minutes, until they are a pale gold color.  The lollipop cookies are thicker and will take slightly longer to cook.  When the cookies are done, carefully move them from the cookie sheets and put on a wire rack to cook and harden.

Store cookies in an airtight container.

 

Recipe from First Baking Activity Book by Helen Drew from DK Publishing.

 

*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*_*
Are you expecting? Are you already a mom? Share tips and fun ideas for families at Parenting.gather.com. To join click here. 
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