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How Well Can You Cook?
Do you know how to cook broccoli? According to a poll conducted by Cook’s Illustrated magazine, 75 percent of the respondents said they didn't know how to cook broccoli. As convenience foods and dining out lessen the demand for culinary literacy among adults, many children have caregivers who do not cook often, or cook only using bottles, boxes and cans, or, worse yet, do not know how to cook at all.  If so many adults do not know how to cook broccoli—let alone so many other foods—how will kids learn to cook?  
Parents can no longer rely on the home economics classes that we remember with nostalgia to provide this essential food education.  Many schools have cut programs like these, while other schools have transformed sewing and cooking classes into family and consumer education classes, offering less time for hands-on cooking.  Instead, parents can plan their own curricula for teaching kids how to cook. Though it requires an investment of time, the dividends are well worth the effort.  Cooking sharpens cognitive skills, especially in reading and math, and allows children to practice concentration. Cooking promotes social skills as well, such as practicing patience and cooperation, so it is great to teach siblings or friends. 
 

Are Your Kids Ready to Learn How to Cook?
One method to teach kids to cook is through early exposure and integration into the process of meal preparation on a daily basis.  Kids as young as two can be helpers in the kitchen.  Even casual but regular exposure of young kids to cooking is beneficial in building a foundation of culinary knowledge.  Two and three year olds can assist by using their hands as tools: cleaning, scrubbing, rinsing, drying, tearing, counting, crumbling and sorting are all appropriate.  Children in this age range can also learn the names of kitchen tools and different foods.  Slightly older children, ages four through six, can use their hands for mixing, shaking, spreading, kneading, arranging, and unwrapping.  This group can also be more hands-on because of more developed motor function, so can use more advanced tools like a masher, pepper mill, pastry bag, and garlic press.   As kids repeat activities, they gain dexterity, knowledge, and confidence, which helps cooking become instinctual as they grow older.

Alternatively, parents can create their own “cooking school” at home for older children, ages 7 to teen.  Parents can decide to set aside a day and time each week to cook one dish with their children.  Parents can ask children to help plan by making a list of foods that they want to learn how to cook.  The internet makes finding good recipes easy, and several kids’ cookbooks walk parents and kids through all the logistical fundamentals such as kitchen safety, proper technique, and so on.  The dishes do not need to be complex or fancy, but they should provide teachable moments for parent and child to share.  You could decide to explore Indian food, foods that begin with the letter P, or foods that are orange.  The key is to get kids interested in food and to guide them through the basic fundamentals of cooking.  In the process of teaching kids to cook, parents will no doubt learn some fundamentals themselves—maybe start with broccoli?

Cooking Lesson: Indian Adventure
Chicken curry is a terrific recipe for cooking with kids.  Kids will need guidance with cross-contamination issues and cutting the chicken into pieces.  Parents should use the stovetop while kids watch or assist in stirring under parental supervision.  Kids will love stirring the yogurt into the curry mixture.  Naan bread is fun because kids love the pocket that forms.  Invite friends over for a curry cooking adventure. 

 

Chicken Curry and Rice
You will need:
Cutting board
Sharp knife
Grater
Large frying pan with lid
Wooden spoon
Plate
Saucepan with lid

 

For the chicken curry:
1 inch piece fresh ginger 
1 onion 
2 cloves garlic 
4 skinless chicken breasts 
2 tablespoons vegetable oil 
2 tablespoons mild curry powder 
1 cup chicken stock 
Salt and pepper 
4 tablespoons plain yogurt 
1 sprig fresh cilantro 
  

For the rice:
1 small onion 
2 tablespoons butter 
1 stick cinnamon 
1 teaspoon ground turmeric 
¼ cup long grain rice 
Salt 
2 ½ cups chicken or vegetable stock 

 

Making the chicken curry
1. Cut the peel off the piece of ginger with a sharp knife, then grate the ginger on the coarsest part of the grater.

2. Peel the onion and the garlic, then chop them both finely.  Carefully cut the chicken into bite-sized pieces. 

3. Heat the oil in a frying pan. When hot, cook the chicken pieces quickly on all sides until golden, then move them to a plate.

4. Fry the onion and garlic until they turn brown at the edges.  Stir in the ginger and curry powder and cook for 1 minute.

5. Add the chicken, then the stock.  Put the lid on the frying pan and cook over low heat for about 20 minutes.

6. Let the curry cool for a few minutes, then stir in the seasoning and yogurt.  Chop the cilantro and add it to the curry.

 

Making the rice
1. Chop the onion finely.  Melt the butter in a pan and cook the onion until soft.  Add the spices, and cook for 1 minute.

2. Add the rice and salt and stir well.  Cook over low heat for a few more minutes until the rice looks transparent.

3. Pour in the stock. Put a lid on the pan and simmer for 15 to 20 minutes until the rice is tender and has absorbed the stock.

 

Spread the rice out on a plate and spoon the chicken curry on top.

Recipe from The Children’s Quick & Easy Cookbook by Angela Wilkes from DK Publishing.

 

Naan Bread
Preparation 40-45 minutes 
Rising about 1 hour 
Cooking 4-6 minutes 

Naan is a special type of flatbread that originated in India.  Unlike traditional bread, naan bread is broiled rather than baked.  As the naan cooks, a hollow pocket forms inside, which is perfect for adding a tasty filling.  Naan can accompany a curry.

 

Tools:
ramekin 
sieve 
wooden spoon 
2 large bowls 
plastic wrap 
table knife 
rolling pin 
baking tray 
pastry brush 
oven mitts 
  

Ingredients for 4 naans:
3 tablespoons lukewarm milk 
2 tsp fresh yeast 
1 2/3 cups white bread flour 
½ teaspoon table salt 
2 teaspoons cumin seeds (optional) 
1 egg (beaten) 
vegetable oil (for greasing pan) 
3 tablespoons plain yogurt 
2 tablespoons unsalted butter (melted) 
  
Chef’s tip: The milk in Step 1 should be lukewarm, not hot.  If it is too hot, it will kill the yeast and the bread will not rise. 

 

1. Using your finger, mix the milk and fresh yeast together in a ramekin.  Leave the mixture in a warm place for 10 minutes or until it bubbles slightly.

2. Sift the flour and salt into a bowl.  Using a wooden spoon, gradually stir the yeast mixture, egg, and yogurt into the flour until you have a soft dough.

3. On a lightly floured surface, knead the dough for 5 minutes or until it is smooth and elastic.  Lightly grease a bowl with oil and then add the dough.

4. Cover the bowl with lightly greased plastic wrap and leave it in a warm place for about 1 hour or until the dough has doubled in size.

5. Remove the plastic wrap and punch down the dough.  Divide the dough into 4 pieces and knead a quarter of the cumin seeds into each piece (optional).

6. Roll each piece into a teardrop shape.  Don’t be afraid to stretch the dough to get the right shape! Preheat the baking tray under a hot broiler.

7. Place the naans on the hot baking tray and glaze both sides with melted butter.  Broil on high for 2-3 minutes on each side or until risen and golden.

 

Recipe from The Children’s Quick & Easy Cookbook by Angela Wilkes from DK Publishing.
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