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Tiny Chefs, Big Potential
HOW COOKING WITH KIDS SANTA FE IS SHAPING NATIONAL FOOD POLICY 

By Emily Hill · Photos by Gabriella Marks 



If you think an elementary schooler can’t julienne a vegetable, you 
couldn’t be more wrong. 

Cooking with Kids Santa Fe has been empowering children in the 
kitchen since 1995. As an obesity epidemic continues and  food des-
erts persist in our state, Cooking with Kids is creating a quiet revo-
lution of elementary school chefs poised to save our food system. 

“It can’t be overstated; this work is so important. Our youth will 
be the catalyst,” says Executive Director Anna Farrier. “If we can 
change the broken food system at a grassroots level, everything else 
will follow—the healthcare system, obesity, environmental conse-
quences, food processing—everything.”

It all begins with teaching kids that healthy food can taste good, 
and that cooking meals can be simple. Cooking with Kids runs 
hands-on workshops across fourteen different Santa Fe public 
schools, teaching knife skills, basic kitchen techniques, and kid-
friendly recipes like black bean tostadas and falafel.

“This work is fun and delicious—it’s not hard,” Farrier says. 
“We’re not creating a new way of doing things, we’re returning to 
old, traditional ways.” 

Only a few decades ago, knowing how to grow vegetables or bake 
bread was common knowledge. Recently, however, children have be-
come increasingly disconnected from the source of their food. A study 
in urban California in 2011 found that only twenty-two percent of 

kids knew that pickles start out as cucumbers, and an Innovation 
Center for US Dairy survey found that forty-eight percent of people 
don’t know how chocolate milk is made. “Throughout most of his-
tory, we’ve always grown and prepared our own food. Sociologically, 
this disconnectedness is a new phenomenon,” Farrier says.

To reconnect the younger generations to their food sources, Cook-
ing with Kids puts fresh, locally sourced ingredients in school kids’ 
hands, often bringing local farmers and chefs like Mary Dixon of 
Green Tractor Farm, Rocky Durham of Sunrise Springs Spa Resort, or 
Johnny Vee of Las Cosas Cooking Shop into the classroom.

“My favorite questions are, ‘Are you a real chef?’ and ‘Do you have a 
TV show?’” laughs Vee. “A lot of these kids watch The Food Network, 
and they are much more capable in the kitchen than you’d think.”

Before cooking begins, kids are shown how to hold a knife, avoid 
hot pans, and respect the tools. “And believe it or not, we don’t have 
accidents,” Farrier says. “It’s a magical thing to see a kid start out saying, 
‘I hate tomatoes.’ Then, after learning how to chop a tomato, make it 
into a sauce, and watch their classmates eat it, they say, ‘OK, maybe I’ll 
try it . . .’ And it turns out they don’t hate tomatoes after all.”

These small palate changes have big implications. “Food security is 
a big issue in this state. A huge portion of children do not know where 
their next meal is coming from. Helping kids connect with food in a 
healthy, fun way gives them the opportunity to be involved at home 
and make better choices,” says Vee.

Opposite page, top: Kids cooking in the classroom. Bottom, left to right: 
Chef Rocky Durham and Chef Johnny Vee work with the tiny chefs.
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Classes introduce kids to freshly harvested produce like tomatoes on 
the vine, squash blossoms, or the branches of an apricot tree. A second 
grader from Amy Biehl Elementary exclaims, “I didn’t know potatoes 
came in so many colors!” An Aspen Elementary third grader says, “I 
didn’t think the lettuce was going to be good . . . and then it was.” 

“These revelations are so powerful,” says Farrier, especially because 
they’re essential in “food acceptance theory.” The theory, as developed 
by Dr. Antonia Demas in groundbreaking nutritional education re-
search of the 1990s, shows that children need to be offered a new food 
a number of times before they develop the palate for it. Exposure and 
involvement are two essential pieces in food acceptance. “When chil-
dren have a hand in preparing healthy foods, they are more likely to try 
the dish, and choose those foods again in the future,” Farrier explains. 

While teaching the hard skills of chopping and kneading, Cooking 
with Kids also teaches the softer, more elemental lessons of why cook-
ing matters. Sharing meals nourishes in a myriad of ways: strengthen-
ing families, fostering cultural belonging, and bringing communities 
together in fellowship. The magic lies in the textures, smells, and sense 
of accomplishment the students experience as they sit down to eat the 
meal they helped prepare. That one meal may change the way they 
feel about food forever, says Farrier.

From there, the grassroots effort has a cascade effect. These edu-
cated, healthy-food-loving kids grow up to advocate for better food 
choices—not only in school cafeterias, but in national food policy. 
Since its founding in 1995, the Cooking with Kids curriculum has 
spread to public school systems across the country, and is playing 
a role on the national stage. Jamie Oliver, British celebrity chef and 
evangelist for healthy school lunches, named Cooking with Kids’ 
green and white fettuccine with tomato basil sauce as one of the best 
school lunches in America. Michelle Obama selected the “Lentils of 
the Southwest” recipe as a winner in her Recipes for Healthy Kids 
competition in 2011. 

Locally, Cooking with Kids reaches over five thousand Santa Fe 
schoolchildren a year, and plans to expand to Española Public Schools 
in 2017–2018. “These classes give kids a reason to want to go to 
school,” Farrier says. Kids who love their vegetables and their classes? 
That’s truly a revolution.

MAKE A DIFFERENCE:  
Make a donation or volunteer your time 
to work with Cooking With Kids.  
www.cookingwithkids.org

Chef Renee Fox imparts her peeling technique to a young chef.


