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The idea of creating a compilation of recipes 
from schools across Vermont has been stewing 
for many years. Each time the opportunity 

arises to meet with fellow Lunch Ladies (child 
nutrition professionals) at conferences, meetings, site 
visits and workshops, the event invariably yields one or 
two new ideas and the promise of having recipes sent 
via email. The sharing of recipes, simply put, unifi es 
our profession and bonds us together with a single 
mission: to cook food that will nourish children’s bodies 
and minds.  

The predominant goal of every school child nutrition 
program is to prepare food that students will like—
food they will gobble up with delight because it looks 
good, smells good, feels good in their mouths and 
bursts with fl avor. The challenges inherent in the 
pursuit of this goal come from the proverbial “picky 
eater”—the student who arrives to kindergarten with 
a note pinned to his/her shirt proclaiming, “only eats 
white food.”  It is these students who we want to win 
over with the recipes contained in this compilation.  
The fi nal ingredients added to each recipe and 
written in invisible ink are dedication, tenacity, 
patience and kindness. These ingredients infuse the 
recipes with the hope that we can change lives by 
helping our students understand food, enjoy food 
and choose foods that support lifelong health.

From Our Kitchens to Yours
This collection of recipes is also designed to highlight 
the widespread commitment in Vermont school 
meals programs to make food from scratch and to 
use locally sourced ingredients whenever possible. 
Behind each of the recipes is a relationship between 
community farmers and a school meals professional, 
partnerships that are grown for the purpose of getting 
fresh food into children in all of our communities. 
You will fi nd ingredients such as beets, arugula and 
kale in these recipes, as surprising as they may seem in 
a school meals cookbook. These ingredients represent 
the transformation in our thinking about what foods 
are appropriate for children. In this cookbook, all 
food is appropriate for children. It is the preparation 
and presentation of the food that will ultimately make 
it “kid-friendly.” 

The many cooks who contributed to this book by 
working tirelessly developing, testing and editing 
these recipes strongly believe in this standard. These 
recipes represent their best ways to bridge the gap 
between what we think children will eat and the 
foods that nourish their bodies and minds. It is our 
hope that these recipes become part of other schools’ 
food culture and moreover, that they inspire and 
invigorate the shining stars in all the nation’s school 
kitchens to keep cooking with love and hope for a 
healthier generation. 
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How This Book Came to Be

While the Farm to School (FTS) movement 
is picking up steam in many parts of the 
country, state government agencies, non-

profi t organizations and business associations in 
Vermont have been advocating for FTS programs for 

twelve years. By collaborating 
with child nutrition personnel 
and the state agencies that 
regulate school meals, Vermont’s 
movement aligned itself with 
school nutrition programs early 
on, working towards providing all 
children with access to healthy, 
balanced meals at school. These 
partners recognized that child 
nutrition staff in Vermont were 
cooking from scratch, often with 
local ingredients. So when the 
2012 Dietary Guidelines were 

introduced, we saw an opportunity to share their 
creativity with others. The result is this book, created 
by school cooks, for school cooks. 

What does that mean?
 It is a practical resource for child nutrition pro-

grams: Each recipe is in USDA format, yields 
school-sized quantities, includes a nutritional 
analysis and contains information on the specifi c 
food components that credit towards meeting the 
USDA meal pattern. 

 It is more than a cookbook—it is evidence of the 
integral part Vermont farms and farmers play in 
our schools.

 It is intended to be fun, helpful and inspiring, to 
refl ect the beautiful food being served in schools 
and the relationships school food personnel are 
forming in their school communities.

How did we accomplish this? Little did we know that 
recipes for magazines and cookbooks are often tested 
for accuracy and fl avor three to seven times! Given 
our project timeline and that we were dependent 
on child nutrition staff, we limited ourselves to 
three testing cycles. First, a team of 14 school cooks 
donated their time to be part of this project. They 
received recipe standardization training, conducted 
recipe tests at their schools and submitted 78 kid-
tested recipes from their repertoire that highlighted 
local vegetables, fruit, meat and grains. Next, student 
chefs in the Serving Learning Class at New England 
Culinary Institute (NECI; see box, p. 3) conducted 
the second round of recipe testing. Finally, the 
fourteen school cooks participated in a two-day 
recipe “test-a-thon” in the NECI cafeteria. 

It has been inspiring to see so many talented people 
working together to bring healthy food  that tastes 
great to Vermont’s school children! We hope you 
receive as much enjoyment from reading and 
preparing the recipes in this cookbook as we have 
from creating it for you! 

“My favorite part about participating in this 

project is that it made me feel like I wasn’t alone 

in my job—there are a lot of other great food 

service professionals who are producing high 

quality food in their kitchens too.  It made me 

feel proud that so many students across the 

state have such great school food.” 

— CHRISTA GOWEN
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It took more than a village to produce this book 
and we are forever grateful to the following 
people and organizations that made it possible:

 The child nutrition directors and managers who 
volunteered their time, kitchens, expertise and 
recipes (see “Meet the Chefs,” p. 8)

 New England Culinary Institute (NECI) and its 
Vice President of Culinary Operations Jean-Louis 
Gerin for their professionalism and for gener-
ously sharing their expertise, 
space, staff, and students 

 Patti Cook, Carolyn Tesini and Katie Webster, 
who taught the child nutrition staff how to stan-
dardize recipes, edited their recipes and took 
beautiful pictures of their food

 Kathy Alexander, Heidi Chapman-Renaud, Erika 
Dolan, Alison Forrest, Maria Garrido, Amy Gif-
ford, Christa Gowen, Karyl Kent, Abbie Nelson, 
Mollie Silver and Carolyn Tesini for additional 
photography

 Dani Bois and Luann Poirier, who spent countless 
hours formatting the recipes for this cookbook

 Holly Brough, who brought our vision to life, 
creatively meshing the book’s practical purpose 
with beautiful design.

None of this work would have been possible without the 
additional generous support of these funding partners:

 New England Dairy and Food Council
 Vermont Agency of Agriculture, Food and Markets
 Vermont Department of Health
 Cabot Creamery

Special Thanks

NECI’s Service-learning Class: Students in the third year of NECI’s Bachelor’s Program in 
Culinary Arts are required to take a Service-learning class. This course is designed to encourage 
students to think critically about the hospitality industry, the world in which they live, and 
to get involved in the broader community. Students in the Winter 2013 class were studying 
food justice and healthy eating issues along with the challenges child nutrition staff  face in 
producing healthy meals on a limited budget. They were thrilled to help produce a cookbook 
that would address these issues. The students placed the food orders, costed and tested the 
recipes, worked on presentation, and provided detailed feedback on each dish. Special thanks 
to chef instructors Virkler and Birmingham for integrating this project into their class.

           Chef Bill Greene             Chef Jeff  Andre        Seth Hannigan, Steward

And in gratitude to the NECI team who made the March test-a-thon run smoothly:
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How to Use This Cookbook 
Organization
This cookbook is organized by meal component. 
You’ll notice that each recipe indicates the season 
for which it is most appropriate based on the type of 
dish and the fruits and vegetables used. This allows 
you to plan for using local products when available. 
Of course produce can often be obtained out of 
season so all the recipes can be used at any time. If 
you use seasonal produce, you create opportunities 
to connect the food you are serving in the school 
cafeteria with the farms where it is grown and the 
farmers who grow it. 

Ingredients
The recipes in this book were developed by school 
chefs for school chefs. Most of the ingredients used 
are not uncommon in school kitchens. In addition, 
the recipes feature foods required by the latest USDA 
Meal Pattern for School Meals, including meats and 
meat alternates, fruits, a variety of whole grains, and 
vegetables in the required categories: 

 Red/Orange 
 Dark Green 
 Starchy 
 Beans and Legumes 
 Other (e.g., beets, onions, green peppers) 
 Additional (any vegetable subgroup that 

helps meet the weekly requirement)

Nutrient Analysis & Meal Pattern Crediting
Each recipe in the cookbook includes nutrient 
information and USDA meal pattern contributions. 
Nutrikids Nutrition Analysis software was used to 
determine nutrition information. USDA meal pattern 
contributions were determined using the USDA Food 

Buying Guide. Each recipe is credited as written. In 
some cases, the recipe by itself will not meet the full 
required contribution towards the meal pattern, and 
you will need to supplement with other recipes and 
foods on the menu.

Recipe Prep
As with any cookbook it is very important to read 
each recipe very carefully from beginning to 
end before you prepare it. Be sure to note any 
preparation directions that are included in the 
ingredient lists. Sometimes a recipe calls for a 
measure of prepped product (e.g., “2 quarts of grated 
beets”). Others call for an as-purchased quantity, with 
prep instructions given in the recipe’s method. 

In order to ensure that the recipe produces the 
intended results it is important to follow these 

Meat & Meat Alternate

Fruits &Vegetables

Grains

Follow instructions closely so that your dish will cook evenly and 
have the most appealing appearance.

Soups & Salads
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preparation directions as written. When a “¼-inch 
dice” or “julienne” cut is called for in a recipe, 
follow those instructions as closely as possible and 
be sure that all cuts are consistent. Incorrect sizes 
or inconsistent cuts will result in a product that not 
only has a less appealing appearance but also cooks 
unevenly resulting in an inferior product.

Make These Recipes Your Own
Of course as any good cook knows recipes change 
over time as you substitute ingredients or adjust 
quantities to meet particular palettes. Or perhaps 
your kitchen does not have the recommended 
equipment, requiring you to modify the suggested 
cooking technique. Don’t be afraid to make these 
recipes your own. You’ll notice that each recipe 
has a “Notes” section where you can add your own 
unique twist or tip that makes the recipe work in your 
kitchen or for your students. Scribble away, including 
as much detail as possible so you can duplicate a 
well-loved recipe again and again — that’s called 
standardization!

Measurements
The recipes contained in this book were tested 
between two and fi ve times to ensure as much 
accuracy and consistency as possible. While cooking 
is in many ways an art, it is also very much a science. 
The chemical reactions that occur when you cook are 
dependent on accurate measurement and attention 
to technique. Recipes in this book will call for mixing 
a batter “just until combined” or cooking onions until 
they are “melting” into the oil. These and other similar 
directions are included to ensure that when you make 

the dish it turns out as intended. Further, having the 
right tools, including both dry and liquid measures, 
will help ensure that a recipe turns out as it should.  

HACCP and the Flow of Food
HACCP (Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Point) 
procedures are among the many considerations and 
concerns of food service employees and managers. 
Nourishing students goes hand in hand with 
maintaining food safety and management routines 
and practices in school nutrition operations in order 
to control risk factors associated with food-borne 
illness.

In this cookbook we identify the appropriate HACCP 
food preparation process for each recipe as written 
(if you follow any of the make ahead notes, the recipe 
may fall into another HACCP process). These three 
processes relate to the number of times the food in 
a given preparation passes through the temperature 
danger zone of 41°F to 135°F. During each of these 
processes, there are critical control points that school 
nutrition staff must be aware of and manage properly 
to maintain food safety. 

Process 1: Food Preparation with NO COOK STEP
The fl ow associated with these recipes is: (a) Receive 
the food; (b) Store the food; (c) Prepare the food; 
(d) Hold the food; (e) Serve the food. There is no 
cook step in this process to destroy pathogens so 
it is important that care is taken during each step 
to ensure that fresh food is kept safe with proper 
washing techniques and proper time and temperature 
control measures, like proper cold holding.
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Process 2: Preparation for Same Day Service  
In this fl ow of food preparation there is one trip 
through the temperature danger zone. Food is 
received, stored, prepared, cooked and held.  Most 
recipes in this cookbook fall into this category. 

Process 3: Complex Food Preparation
When food passes through the temperature danger 
zone two or more times, it falls into this process 
category. This happens when food is cooked, cooled, 
reheated and then held at a hot temperature. In 
complex food preparation, temperatures must be 
taken and recorded each time the food passes through 
the temperature danger zone. This process will apply 
when part of a recipe is prepared a day ahead. 

Using these three categories simplifi es the control of 
risk factors by focusing on the preparation process 
rather than on a specifi c food item. School Nutrition 
operations are required to have staff well trained 
in Food Safety and Sanitation practices and the 

food safety considerations in each of these HACCP 
processes.

Washing Fresh Produce before Serving
The increasing use of fresh and local produce in 
school food service programs also requires a new 
level of expertise in ensuring fresh food safety.  
Above all, fresh produce should be thoroughly 
washed upon arrival in a school kitchen. Produce 
such as fresh lettuce, kale, and chard, as well whole 
fruits and vegetables, should never be immersed 
in standing water. This practice can simply spread 
bacteria. Rather, produce must always be washed 
under cool running water. Tomatoes should be 
washed in running water that is approximately 10 
degrees warmer than the inside of the fruit and they 
should never be washed in cold water. When washing 
fruits or vegetables that have rough skins (such as 
cantaloupe or celeriac), it is important to scrub the 
skin with a vegetable brush to remove bacteria from 
in between crevices in the skin. This should be done 
before cutting through the skin so that no bacteria is 
carried to the fl esh during the preparation process. 
Products labeled “prewashed” such as baby spinach 
and other greens should not be washed again as this 
can introduce bacteria. These products can be served 
directly out of the package. 

The USDA Food and Nutrition Service link below 
contains many useful materials related to the safe 
handling of fresh produce in school kitchens and 
classrooms. These material can be posted in your 
school kitchens and used as training tools to ensure 
that fresh produce is always handled safely. 
.fns.usda.gov/food-safety/produce-safety-resources
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Don’t Forget to Have Fun!
Above all it has always been the intent of the authors 
and contributors to this cookbook that our readers 
have fun preparing and serving some of our favorite 
foods to students in school. We hope knowing that 
others have successfully served Roasted Parsnip Chips 
(p. 82) and Crispy Baked Tofu (p. 154) will give you 
the confi dence to try these dishes yourself. We also 
hope that you add your own twists and fl avors to the 
recipes we’ve created.
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 Meet the Chefs •  The creative Vermont cooks behind the recipes

Katherine Alexander
Director, Addison Northeast 
Supervisory Union (ANESU) 
Food Service Cooperative  
[See Project Team, p. 14, for bio.]

      Emily Betz
Food Service Manager, 
Robinson Elementary School, 
ANESU Food Service Cooperative 

Emily graduated from New 
England Culinary Institute 
in 1997 and has cooked in 
Vermont and New Orleans. 
She opened Bistro Sauce, a 
Shelburne restaurant serving 
locally grown and raised 

food, in 2005, and ran it until fall of 2010. After 
hearing about all of the wonderful things Alison 
Forrest was doing at Brewster Pierce, Emily wanted to 
do the same in her town. She got her chance in 2011. 
She has thoroughly enjoyed the experience and loves 
introducing the kids to the great world of food. 

      Kortnee Bush
Cook, Burlington School Food Project
Burlington School District

Kortnee is a cook at 
Edmunds School in 
Burlington, Vermont. She 
is concurrently developing 
a program to teach New 
Americans to cook in 
commercial kitchens under 
a grant she received from 

the Association of Africans Living in Vermont. 
Kortnee lived in New York City for six years where she 
worked for Eli Zabar and Mary Cleaver and attended 
the French Culinary Institute. Kortnee grew up in a 
catering kitchen in Chicago where her family has been 
in the hospitality business for over 40 years.

      Erika Dolan
Director of Food Service, 
Waterbury-Duxbury School District

Erika prioritizes the health 
and well-being of students by 
cooking fresh whole foods 
everyday at Crossett Brook 
Middle School and Thatcher 
Brook Primary Schools. With 
passion and creativity she 
integrates local products 

into her menus, creating a strong farm to school 
program in her district. Erika is also Vice President 
of the School Nutrition Association of Vermont. 
She provides education, support and networking 
for school nutrition professionals across the state. 
Originally from Brazil, Erika now lives with her 
husband and daughter in an Earthship in Vermont.
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      Alison Forrest
Food Service Director, 
Huntington School District

Growing up a child of 
the 1960s in Menlo Park, 
California, Alison worked 
in food co-ops with her 
parents and ate chard 
from the backyard. Alison’s 
foodservice career has 
included everything from 

making ice cream in Ben and Jerry’s fi rst scoop shop 
to baking at the Daily Bread Bakery in Richmond 
before landing in the cafeteria at Brewster Pierce 
Elementary School in 1987. Alison arrived with a 
bag of whole-wheat pastry fl our under one arm 
and added spinach to the vegetarian lasagna (It 
didn’t go over well). Over the years, she’s mentored 
many cooks and is feeding a second generation of 
Huntington residents. When she’s not feeding kids or 
her family, Alison weaves and teaches weaving, dances 
whenever possible and rides Amtrak.
 
      Maria Garrido

Production & Catering Coordinator, 
Burlington School Food Project, 
Burlington School District

Maria spent fi fteen years as 
a research librarian before 
switching gears to attend 
New England Culinary 
Institute. Her previous 
food service experience 
includes catering at the Inn 

at Round Barn Farm and The Essex and as a camp 
cook with the Healthy City Youth Farm. She joined 

the Burlington School Food Project as a Production 
Coordinator in 2009. She’s excited about the new 
menu guidelines and is looking forward to meeting 
the challenge with new recipes to introduce kids to 
more fresh fruits, vegetables and culinary adventures! 

      Christa Gowen
Food Service Manager, 
Beeman Elementary School, 
ANESU Service Cooperative

Christa is a second-generation 
Lunch Lady who works 
for the Addison Northeast 
Supervisory Union Food 
Service Cooperative, 
managing the food service 
program at Beeman 

Elementary School in New Haven. She has a degree 
in Nutrition and Food Science from the University 
of Vermont and has taught cooking classes to both 
children and adults. Her favorite local foods are kale 
and blueberries. When she’s not cooking, she can be 
found knitting or gardening at her home in Starksboro.

      David Horner
Food Service Director, 
Chittenden East Supervisory Union

David oversees the food 
service program for nine 
schools as the Food Service 
Director for Chittenden East 
Supervisory Union. He’s 
been the executive chef for 
more than one Fortune 500 
company and was a chef-
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instructor at New England Culinary Institute. In his 
spare time he is a farmer, beekeeper and homesteader. 

      Karyl Kent
Food Service Manager, 
Richmond Elementary School, 
Chittenden East Supervisory Union

Karyl started working as a 
dishwasher at the age of 
sixteen and has worked 
in food service ever since. 
She’s enjoyed learning to 
cook Mexican, Indian and 
Carribbean foods, as well as 

fi ne pastry, bread baking and everything in between. 
She started her school food service career in 2008. 
Karyl also owns her own catering business and teaches 
cooking and nutrition classes during the summer. 
She enjoys bringing her experience to the school and 
sharing new fl avors and foods with her students.

       Karen J. Russo
District Child Nutrition Director, 
Orange Southwest Supervisory 
Union

Fourteen years ago, long 
before it was a fad, Karen 
began preparing seasonal 
recipes in K–12 kitchens. 
She has been creating strong 
local food partnerships since 
2004. She works with farmers 

who are the parents of students in her school district, 
small Mom and Pop farm stands, large commercial 
producers plus a commercial butcher that processes 
the local beef her district purchases every fall. One of 

the elementary schools in Karen’s district is starting a 
school garden next year that will provide produce for 
the school lunch program.

      Liz Scharf
School Cook and Local Foods 
Coordinator, Rumney Memorial 
School K–6, Washington Central 
Supervisory Union

Liz began cooking at 
Rumney Elementary School 
in Middlesex, Vermont, 
when her children started 
attending school there eight 
years ago. She conducts 

weekly taste tests, known fondly by the students as 
“healthy snack Friday,” featuring seasonal Vermont-
grown and -produced foods and creates monthly 
menus using fresh local foods from area farmers. Liz 
also partners with the Middlesex Food Shelf to host 
an annual community dinner to raise money for local 
food purchases for the school as well as funds to help 
support the food shelf. She holds a degree in English 
from the University of Vermont. 

       Mollie Silver
Farm to School Coordinator, 
South Burlington School District

Before Mollie started her 
food service career, she 
grew vegetables on a small 
farm to sell at markets and 
to restaurants. She wanted 
to share the intimate farm 
to table connection in a 
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public school setting. With support from a non-profi t 
organization, Mollie began working with teachers 
to provide kids with lessons and hands-on learning 
opportunities about food. She also started substituting 
in school kitchens to learn how school meals were 
prepared and what barriers existed for institutions 
to source local produce. Soon after, Mollie was 
hired by the school district as the Farm to School 
Coordinator. For three years she has worked with 
administration, faculty, staff and the community to 
develop educational initiatives for students in grades 
K–12, including school gardens, farm fi eld trips and 
cafeteria taste tests. These opportunities help raise 
awareness of where our food comes from and why 
this knowledge is vital to our personal health and the 
health of the environment. 

      Gay Truax
Nutritional Director, 
Salisbury Community School District, 
Addison Central Supervisory Union

Through her catering 
business, Gay provided 
fun, creative, diverse and 
often ethnic meals to 
private schools, receiving 
enthusiastic feedback. She 
quickly learned that with the 

right presentation, you could get kids to eat anything. 
Gay then worked as a professional baker and began 
to meet local food producers. These experiences 
combined with her passion for child nutrition 
made her think about how school meals could 
incorporate affordable, teachable food experiences 
that could change the way students ate. Gay’s 
local school did not have a meals program but was 

thinking about starting one. She took a leap of faith 
and hasn’t looked back. On the contrary Gay looks 
forward to each year and the new opportunities that 
can be created in the school meals program. 

      Linda Wheelock
Food Service Manager, 
South Royalton School, 
Orange Windsor Supervisory Union

Born and raised in Illinois, 
Linda’s grandparents 
operated a Hereford 
cattle farm and won Ford 
Motor achievement awards 
for their innovations in 
farming. Digging in the soil, 

preserving foods, and growing their own food was a 
normal way of life for her. From the time she was old 
enough to stand on a chair, her mother couldn’t keep 
Linda away from the stove and that love for cooking 
has never gone away. Linda moved to Vermont in 
2003 where she has found her niche working in 
school food service.
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Project Team Members  •  The behind-the-scenes team
 

       Katherine Alexander
Katherine is the Director 
of the Addison Northeast 
Supervisory Union Food 
Service Cooperative in 
Addison County. She started 
in this position three years 
ago after working for ten 
years in a school kitchen 
serving 200 students as 
the Food Service Program 
Manager. Katherine believes 

that food services in public schools are an extension 
of a student’s educational day. The success of these 
programs depends upon seeing every aspect of the 
program in light of its impact on each student’s 
health and ability to learn. The importance of whole 
foods, prepared from scratch, and connections to 
local farms and foods cannot be underestimated in 
creating the healthy school communities in which 
students thrive. Katherine is the past President of the 
School Nutrition Association of Vermont, a board 
member of Hunger Free Vermont and a former 
graduate student at the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst School of Public Health & Health Sciences. 

      Chef Jim Birmingham 
Originally from East Granby, 
Connecticut, Chef Jim 
earned the prestigious Grand 
Diplome de Cordon Blue in 
London.  He has been an 
instructor at New England 
Culinary Institute (NECI) 
since September 2006. 
Presently Chef Jim teaches in 

the Bachelor of Arts program and has developed the 
Sanitation and Science Connection course for fi rst 
year students. He also teaches the Service-learning 
class, which encourages students to think critically 
about the hospitality industry, the world in which they 
live and to get involved in the broader community 
(see p. 3). Chef Jim lives in Waterbury Village with his 
wife and two sons. He is an avid open water swimmer, 
completing swims as long as 10 miles.  

      Dr. Patti Cook
Patti (and, yes, she loves her 
last name) made her fi rst 
souffl é at seven and has been 
reading about and cooking 
food ever since. She earned 
a Master’s of Science and 
Doctorate of Education at 
the University of Vermont 
and has spent the last 25 
years in the food world and 
in teaching. She has served 

as Dean of Faculty at NECI and a college faculty 
member at Champlain College and Community 
College of Vermont. She enjoyed more than two 
years at EatingWell magazine and currently teaches 
healthy cooking at the Visiting Nurse Association; is 
a Culinary Coach at Mansfi eld Hall; teaches college 
communications classes; and is developing an app, 
website and blog for new cooks called wordstocookby.
com. 
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      Brooke Gannon
Brooke, a Vermont native, 
loves vibrant and fresh 
foods, gardening, cooking, 
teaching and learning. She 
has a degree from the 
University of Vermont 
in Dietetics and Food 
Science and is trained 
as a Master Gardener. 
Brooke is a member of 
the Child Nutrition Team 

at the Agency of Education and is excited to be 
part of all the great changes taking place in school 
nutrition programs. She hopes to help schools 
reconnect their students to the earth by serving what 
it provides, teaching about where it comes from, 
and empowering students to make choices that will 
benefi t their future.

      Amy Giff ord
Amy has spent the past 
thirteen years working to 
transform school food. As 
an Education Specialist with 
the National Gardening 
Association she developed 
curriculum, published 
educational guides and 
traveled the country leading 
professional development 
programs on school 

gardening. As a farm to school coordinator and 
consultant she has worked with multiple schools, 
sourcing local food and fostering educational 
opportunities for students. As Project Coordinator of 

the Green Mountain Healthy Kids Challenge, Amy 
has spent the past year collaborating with schools and 
child care centers to identify promising practices in 
nutrition, nutrition education and physical activity. Amy 
is passionate about connecting people, especially kids, 
to their food and tirelessly seeks opportunities to plant, 
harvest, cook and eat with as many people as possible. 

      Abbie Nelson
Abbie is Education 
Coordinator and Director 
of Vermont Food Education 
Every Day (VT FEED) for 
Northeast Organic Farming 
Association of Vermont 
(NOFA-VT), a twelve year-
old statewide farm-to-school 
project of NOFA-VT, Food 
Works and Shelburne Farms. 
Abbie serves as a statewide 

school food system consultant and trainer involved 
in all aspects of local purchasing and professional 
development with school food service. She works 
tirelessly with statewide partners to advance access to 
local foods in schools and other institutions.

      Carolyn Malcoun Tesini
Carolyn is a food writer, 
recipe developer and 
consultant. She served as 
a food editor at EatingWell 
for several years before 
starting her freelance career. 
Carolyn’s recipes and stories 
have been published in 
EatingWell, Fine Cooking, 
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Cooking Light, Vegetarian Times and DRAFT Magazine. 
She’s also developed recipes for Parents.com and 
SnackPicks.com and served as a recipe consultant for 
Cooking Matters, a program of Share Our Strength, 
which teaches low-income children and adults 
how to cook healthy, affordable meals. She lives in 
Brunswick, Maine, with her husband, daughter and 
two dogs, where she enjoys gardening, hiking and 
brewing beer in her spare time.

       Chef Lyndon Virkler 
Chef Lyndon is the 
Chair of the Culinary 
Arts Department at 
NECI where he teaches 
culinary arts classes and 
leads faculty training and 
development.  He has 
taught at NECI for 25 years 
and is the 2012 recipient of 
the Francis Voigt Teaching 
Excellence Award. He and 
colleague Darryl Benjamin 

are writing a textbook, Real World Farm to Table, 
scheduled to be released by Wiley Publishing in 
spring 2014. Chef Lyndon has been active in issues 
related to food and agriculture. Early in his career 
at NECI, he participated in a number of forums that 
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10 Tips for Rolling Out a New Recipe at Your School

Menus drive school meals programs. They 
drive cost, participation and, perhaps most 
importantly, the menus drive the way in which 

the school meals program contributes to a student’s 
overall experience in school each day. To that end, 
having new menu items and including foods that are 
unfamiliar to students demonstrates a commitment 
to both nutrition and education. 

Trying a new recipe can be both terrifying and 
exhilarating at the same time. There are so many 
unknowns which can make adding a new item to 
the menu challenging. Using new ingredients, new 
cooking techniques or new equipment can be nerve 
wracking and may upset the established work fl ow in 
a school kitchen. 

For this reason you should approach innovation 
with a plan and a positive attitude drizzled with a 
perfect blend of realism and optimism. Preparing a 
new recipe generally takes extra time at fi rst and it 
may use ingredients that you don’t normally keep 
on hand. Furthermore, students may not like it right 
away. While it may seem easier to stick to what is 
familiar, this approach does not accomplish a key 
goal of all child nutrition programs: education. New 
recipes and new foods should be considered the 

curriculum of the school meals program. Keeping 
this curriculum fresh, new and dynamic supports that 
goal, maintains a commitment to staff development 
and growth, and is just plain fun!

When recipes jump out at you as you look through 
this cookbook, remember that you will need to make 
them a number of times before it becomes part of the 
regular menu. Here are 10 tips for success:

1   Engage adults
Take the time to make sure that kitchen and 
school staff understand the goal and importance 
of trying new recipes and introducing new foods 
to students. The job of food education can be 
shared when everyone is in the loop and supports 
efforts to be adventurous. Often when a new food 
is presented to students there are adults who also 
benefi t from trying the food for the fi rst time. 
Making this practice a part of the school meals 
program on an ongoing basis supports learning 
at all levels and creates opportunities for adults to 
be role models for students.

2   Have realistic expectations
When testing a new recipe for the fi rst time, 
your aim should simply be to get students to try 
it, knowing that many may not like it. This tip 
is intended to avoid the disappointing trap of 
creating a wonderful dish that just a few students 
tell you they actually liked. Here is a good rule: 
if just one student tries a new dish and (better 
yet) likes it you have succeeded in your mission—
exposure to new food! 

“Go into your kitchens with a new set of eyes 

every once in a while. It’s easy to get stuck in a 

rut and serve the same things day after day.” 

— KORTNEE BUSH
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3  Teach students that tastes change
When students try a new dish ask, “Did you like 
it today?” This emphasizes the idea that tastes 
change with time. The knowledge that it takes 
10 to 15 (or more!) tastes for someone to like a 
food is often not conveyed. It is important that 
students who try new foods hear that the goal is 
trying the food, not necessarily liking the food. 
Students need us to help them understand that 
trying is learning.  

4   Start small 
The fi rst time using a recipe, make a small batch 
to perfect the prep work and cooking techniques. 
Prepare 25 to 50 servings and divide the fi nished 
product into smaller portions for a taste test 
opportunity.

5   Audience and location are key
Product placement is a marketing technique 
that is widely used in the food service 
industry to help sell foods. School meals 
programs can benefi t from paying attention 
to product placement on the serving line 
as well as within the school. Conducting 
taste-testing opportunities for students in a 
variety of locations and settings can make 
a big difference in whether or not students 
come to like the dish. 

• Taste test with specifi c student groups. 
Designate different groups of students in 
your school to be offi cial taste testers. This 
could be a classroom, an after school group, 
one table in the cafeteria, the student 
council, the student food and nutrition 

committee, the student compost/recycling 
committee or the garden club. Test recipes 
with different groups. Let them know ahead 
of time and they will be more serious about 
giving you feedback. These students can later 
promote the recipes when it is time to offer a 
taste test to a larger group or put the item on 
the menu.

• Taste tests on the serving line. Serve a taste- 
test sized portion of the new item on the 
serving line as an extra. Since the maximum 
restrictions on proteins and grains are no 
longer a concern, these extra items will not 
impact the day’s meal pattern, especially 
if served in a small quantity. The new item 
should not be the food that is relied on to 
meet a specifi c food component requirement. 
For example, try the Carrot Souffl é (p. 64)
but also offer baby carrots as the red/orange 
component. Students can choose one or the 
other or both. Having the new dish paired 
with a familiar dish provides a safety net for 
students to rely on. In other words, they can 
feel comfortable trying a new food knowing 
that they won’t go hungry because a favorite 

“Our taste tests demonstrate that kids are often 

more willing to try something when presented 

in a special environment like the classroom or as 

part of a food or activity fair.” 

—MARIA GARRIDO

A parsnip chip taste test cart, 
ready for testing!
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food is also available. Not all students will 
want to try the Carrot Souffl é at fi rst but after 
seeing it, smelling it and hearing about it 
several times, more students will try it. 

• Taste test in the cafeteria. Set up a taste-test 
table in the cafeteria or dedicate a section of 
the fresh fruit and veggie bar to taste tests. 
This empowers students to make their own 
decisions about what to put on their plates 
and in their mouths. Providing autonomy and 
choice allows the students to learn without 
pressure or judgment. 

6   Pair new recipes with favorites
It is always a good idea to pair new recipes with 
your students’ favorite menu items. For example 
try Southwestern White Bean Soup (p. 48) with 
grilled cheese sandwiches, steamed broccoli and 
grapes. Make sure that the new item does not 
overwhelm the day’s menu but rounds it out and 
makes sense. See Sample Menus (p. 200) for 
more ideas.
 

7   Advertise
Letting students know ahead of time that a new 
recipe will be offered can make all the difference. 
Communicate about new recipes through:
 School newsletters
 Posters in the cafeteria announcing 

upcoming taste tests or menu items
 Labels on the serving line or on the fresh 

fruit and veggie bar
 Morning announcements
 Flyers sent to classrooms or sent home

Ask students who have 
tasted and liked the new 
recipes to make posters, 
provide quotes for fl yers, 
design signs for the serving 
lines, make morning 
announcements and create 
skits, poems, songs or raps 
about trying new foods.

8   Communicate with 
school meals staff  
The staff serving the 
new recipe should know 
everything about it: what 
is in the recipe, how it is 
prepared, what it tastes like 
and its nutritional value. 
This is critical information 
when promoting and 
serving new foods. Provide 
regular opportunities for 
the school meals staff to 
test new food items and 
recipes, talk about why 
they are being offered to students, demonstrate 
and provide language that can be used to sell 
the food on the line, and engage staff in recipe 
development and testing as much as possible. 
School meals staff need more opportunities to see 
themselves as food teachers. Continuous dialogue 
and ongoing learning provides the tools for them 
to succeed in that role. 

Give school meals staff  regular  
opportunities to test new food 
items and recipes and to see 
themselves as food teachers.
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9   Use production records 
After conducting multiple taste tests you may 
decide to put the recipe on your menu. It is 
important to put it on the menu several times 
before judging whether to continue serving it. 
The menu production record is the perfect tool 
for tracking student acceptance of a recipe. Use 
this tool to plan when to put new items on the 
menu. Pair new foods with foods that are always 
well liked. Keep good notes about all aspects of 
making and serving the dish in order to accurately 
evaluate student acceptance of recipes by using 
data instead of anecdotal evidence alone. Write 
this data on the recipe itself for easy access to 
information and for planning. Plan to try a recipe 
for a year before you decide whether to keep it in 
your repertoire. 

Examples of notes on menu production that will 
help evaluate a recipe:
 Recipe yield 
 Number of students who tried the recipe
 Any event that would skew data, such as a 

fi eld trip
 Student comments 
 How the recipe was presented and served 

10  Be creative
One of the goals of this cookbook is to 
inspire creativity and enjoyment of food. Like 
restaurants, our school meals programs need 
to be infused with new ideas to stay fresh and 
current. Each of these recipes from the hills 

of Vermont all started as an idea and grew 
into a trusted recipe. The authors hope that 
these recipes will be fun to try and will result in 
increased creativity and openness to a wide variety 
of food for students throughout the country. 

“I participated in this project because I want to be 

part of the solution. I want to help educate other 

food service directors that getting kids to eat 

healthy, scratch cooking is possible.”

—DAVE HORNER


