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Today’s kids are exposed to more cultures than ever, from their classrooms to 

popular culture. To them, foods once considered exotic—tacos, spaghetti, and 

sweet-and-sour chicken—are now as commonplace as burgers. Consequently, 

as kids’ worlds becomes increasingly “international,” your household’s mealtimes and 

family times should be recast as prime time for you to slow down and exchange ideas 

with your kids about the global village you share.

“Kids who are not exposed to a cooking lifestyle at home often associate love with 

carry out ‘happy’ meals,” cautions Alamelu Vairavan, Milwaukee, Wisconsin-based author of 

Healthy South Indian Cooking (Hippocrene Books, $24.95). “Establishing good nutrition at 

home is very important. And when you take kids to ethnic restaurants for the occasional 

dinner out, you expose them to ways these diff erent foods are prepared and presented.”

According to Tommy Tang, the PBS television chef credited for introducing America 

to the joys of      Thai food in the 1970s and ’80s, the process of encouraging children to 

make healthier food choices and attuning their palates to a global range of fl avors is one 

and the same. “Do not make the mistake in assuming that because American culture-

touted McNuggets, pizza, and fries are the things ‘kids like’ that your kids will really 

want these things,” he says. “Expose your kids to what you eat as if it was no big deal.”

Vairavan and Tang practice what they preach, both personally and professionally. 

While interest from her children and their friends prompted Vairavan to take her 

cooking out of her own kitchen and into Milwaukee public schools, Tang and pro-

ducer/wife Sandi Arabia have found creative ways to steer their children clear of junk 

food. “Because we are a food couple, we set out to get our kids cooking when they 

were very young,” affi  rms Arabia. “We brought them to trade and consumer food 

shows whenever possible where they could sample foods from all over the world and 

see cooking demonstrations.”

First-class tips for getting 
your kids interested in the world around them

Take your kids on a global adventure—

without leaving home! 

 Alamelu Vairavan recommends planning 
family fi eld trips to your city’s ethnic supermar-
kets. Exposing children to different foods and 
shopping environments is “a great learning 
tool to teach them about different countries, 
cultures, food, and traditions.” 

 Taking the time to pack school lunches is 
a great way to show your children you care 
about what they eat, and it may encourage 
conversation about international foods at 
home and at school, according to chef Tommy 
Tang and his wife, Sandi Arabia.

 Be on the lookout for neighborhood street 
fairs that not only feature diverse food vendors 
but also art, music, and theater from ethnic 
groups that make up the neighborhood.

 Chef Hinnerk von Bargen advises that when 
you prepare food with your kids, you should 
steer the conversation toward a recipe’s cul-
tural origins to get kids interested in that 
culture's history, climate, and food traditions.

 In the Jewish Holidays Cookbook (DK 
Publishing, $15.99), kids’ cooking expert Jill 
Bloomfi eld offers a rich treasury of recipes for 
ancient and modern foods. Budding chefs will 
get a real fl avor of history while whipping up 
latkes, challah, and kugel.
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German-born chef Hinnerk von Bargen, 

associate professor at The Culinary Institute 

of America in Hyde Park, New York, eff ec-

tively brought the scope of his professional 

background to the table for his 9-year-old 

daughter, exposing her to the cuisines of 

Asia, Africa, Europe, and North America. 

“I advise taking kids to a buff et restaurant 

or serving foods at home ‘family style’ so 

they can see everything in front of them,” 

he says. “Then they won’t be overwhelmed 

by the sight of a full plate. However, do not 

force kids to eat something, otherwise they 

will develop unpleasant memories about 

that food and won’t be able to develop a 

liking for it.”

Von Bargen also cautions parents to avoid 

the pitfall of making kids a substitute meal, 

such as a hamburger. He notes that there were 

a couple of days where his daughter only ate 

rice. Soon she would get bored and become 

curious about the other options put in front 

of her. He, along with Tang and Arabia and 

Vairavan, insists that a family dinner should 

be a social event: The focus should stay on 

the food and the goal of getting kids—

literally—to think outside the box.

Alamelu Vairavan’s 
Caulifl ower Masala Poriyal
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2 tablespoons corn oil
2 to 3 small pieces cinnamon stick
2 teaspoons urad dal
2 teaspoons black mustard seeds 

(optional)
1 small onion, chopped
1 small tomato, cut into small chunks
½ teaspoon turmeric powder
½ teaspoon cayenne powder 

(more, if desired)
½ teaspoon cumin powder
½ cup tomato sauce
1 teaspoon salt
3 cups caulifl ower, cut into 1- to 

1½-inch chunks (including 
short stems)

2 teaspoons unsweetened powdered 
coconut (optional)

Heat corn oil in a skillet or wok over 
medium heat. When oil is hot, but not 
smoking, add cinnamon, urad dal, and 
mustard seeds. Fry, covered, until mus-
tard seeds burst (listen for popping 
sound) and urad dal is golden brown. 
Add onion and tomato. Stir-fry for 1 
minute over medium heat. Add tur-
meric, cayenne, and cumin powders. 
Stir well over medium heat for 1 minute. 
Add tomato sauce and salt. Mix well to 
obtain a thick, paste-like consistency. 
Add caulifl ower chunks and blend care-
fully with sauce. Cover and cook over 
medium heat for 2 minutes. Stir in coco-
nut powder. Continue cooking until 
caulifl ower is just tender, stirring occa-
sionally. Be careful not to overcook. 

Tommy Tang’s Pad Thai
½ pound linguine-style rice noodles
¹∕³ cup oil
6 large shrimp, peeled
½ boneless chicken breast, diced
1 tablespoon minced roasted garlic
2 eggs, beaten
6 tablespoons Thai fi sh sauce
6 tablespoons tamarind juice
3 tablespoons vinegar
1¼ ounces dried tofu, reconstituted 

into cakes and cubed
½ teaspoon paprika
1 teaspoon sugar
2 cups bean sprouts
2 tablespoons chopped peanuts

Soften rice noodles in cold water. Heat 
oil in large wok or skillet over high heat. 
Add shrimp, chicken, garlic, and eggs, 
stirring slowly to separate yolks, about 1 
minute. Add fi sh sauce, tamarind juice, 
vinegar, tofu, paprika, and sugar. Stir until 
well mixed. Add rice noodles and stir, 
making sure all noodles are coated with 
sauce. Stir until sauce is slightly reduced. 
Noodles should be slightly moist, but not 
wet. Top with bean sprouts and chopped 
peanuts and toss to mix lightly.




