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Grades 
3-5

C. S. Lewis said it best: Eating and 
reading are two pleasures that combine 
admirably. I could not agree more. My 
love affair with the two goes back as far 
as I can remember. As a school librarian, 
I am always on the lookout for ways to 
promote family interaction in the library 
in novel ways that combine literacy with 
other things that I’m passionate about. 

Food is a necessity. It is something 
we all must have to survive, thrive, 
and grow. Beyond the significant 
role food plays in our physical life, it 
is also a nutrient for our mind, soul, 
and community. Food brings people 
together, whether for a family meal, a 
holiday dinner, a cultural experience, 
or a community kitchen. 

I thought that food would be the 
perfect vehicle to bring parents  
and children together. Enter 
Community CookShop.

Inception and 
Funding
Our school, P.S. 18, is a Title I school 
where 100 percent of the students 
receive free or reduced-price lunches. 
Most students live in public housing 
adjacent to the school. A large 
portion of P.S. 18 families receive 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP) benefits, but the cost 
of food usually exceeds the average 
monthly benefit. The nearest market 
or food pantry is more than a mile 
away, and without transportation, 
that’s a long way to carry packages. 
I wanted to bring the food to the 
families at my school. 

Community CookShop at our 
school grew out of my involvement 
with Food Bank for New York City. 
Thanks to a competitive grant I won 

in 2013 through Target and Heart 
of America, I have developed a 
relationship with Food Bank. As part 
of the grant, the last Friday of each 
month is Target Food Distribution 
at P.S. 18. To create excitement 
about nutrition and healthy choices, 
I decided to cook meals for the 
food-distribution day using the 
ingredients and produce being 
offered each month. 

My plan was to offer ideas for healthy 
alternatives to common foods that the 
families were used to and to model 
new approaches to food preparation 
and presentation. Everyone who 
came to the food distribution went 
home with the recipe, as well as all 
the ingredients to make it. 

Community CookShop had emerged 
from a similar idea, so when the 
director of educational outreach saw 
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what I was doing with Food Bank, 
she offered me the opportunity to 
facilitate Community CookShop. 

Library as Kitchen
Tuesday afternoons are earmarked 
in New York public schools for 
parent-engagement activities. These 
activities can include one-on-one 
meetings, phone calls, or e-mail 
communication. I decided to be more 
hands-on and invited parents to 
participate in CookShop. 

The program took place every 
Tuesday from 2:45 to 3:45 p.m. in 
the school library. The library is 
a wonderful third space within 
the school. It is large enough to 
accommodate larger groups but still 
feels intimate. I know many librarians 
will recoil at the thought of food 
in the library, and I can understand 
that. I have an area in my library that 
I use for whole-class teaching that 
is separate from the collections. We 
make cold dishes, so no smells or 
fumes pervade the air. 

Parent Participation
Parent involvement is woefully low 
at my school. The only criterion 
for participating in CookShop is 
a commitment to the six-week 
program. The parent group with 
the highest participation rate is the 
parents of our English as a New 
Language (ENL) population, who are 
mostly Spanish speakers. To ensure 
that these parents could participate, 
the entire program was translated live 
into Spanish by a colleague. 

I collaborated with the ENL teacher 
to announce the program to the ENL 
parent population; the school’s parent 
coordinator and I spread the word to 
the rest of the parent populations. 
The number of participants was 
limited to twelve families based on 
the space available in the library.

Parents were chosen based on their 
interest and commitment to the six-
week program on a first-come, first-
served basis until all twelve slots were 
filled. Registration was done on the 
first day of the program by filling out 
a short form provided by CookShop. 

Themes and 
Resources
The weekly themes were provided 
by CookShop. All recipes are created 
by Mario Batali, who is a founder of 
Community CookShop. Some of the 
themes were “Eating Healthy on a 
Budget,” “Healthy Alternatives,” and 
“Eating Colorful Foods.” The Food 
Bank for New York City provided a 
terrific curriculum. It was clear and 
easy to follow. It leaves room for 
interpretation, which I appreciated as 
I made the program my own to meet 
the specific needs of my families.

A special display was set up to feature 
books pertaining to nutrition. I also 
set up an iPad on a point-of-service 
kiosk and featured cooking apps 
that kids could try out. The five 
desktop computers in the library had 
bookmarked sites where participants 
could read about and view videos on 
cooking, nutrition, and healthy living.

The following are some of the books, 
apps, and websites that I recommend.

Apps
http://tinyurl.com/

q2vugj5. iOS.

http://tinyurl.com/
narbv8j. iOS and Android.

www.
cookingmamaus.com. Nintendo DS, 
Wii, iOS, and Android. 

Websites
 

http://kickinnutrition.tv 

Superkidsnutrition.com 

Books 
Twist It Up: More Than 60 Delicious 
Recipes from an Inspiring Young Chef 
by Jack Witherspoon

Salad People and More Real Recipes:  
A New Cookbook for Preschoolers  
and Up 

You Can Cook

Advance Prep
Advance preparation took about forty-
five minutes for each session. Fresh 
produce was washed early in the day 
by kitchen staff and set aside. Then the 
last period of the day was devoted to 
preparation of the library space. I have 
the luxury of a full-time assistant, so he 
handled all library duties while I prepped, 
and circulation was never disrupted. 

The library area we used contains 
six tables with six chairs at each 
table. Some participants chose to sit, 
while others stood. For this reason, 
I kept the chairs around the tables. 
A large folding table set up in front 
of the participants provided clear 
viewing of the demonstrations, but 
to ensure that everyone could see, I 
positioned a document camera above 
the bowl and projected onto a white 
board to provide a bird’s-eye view as 
ingredients were added.

I covered the tables with flexible 
cutting boards, placed heavy-duty 
disposable plastic knives at each 
workstation for participants to use, 
and set a trash bin at each table to 
dispose of any food scraps. 
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Bank), which named and described 
the theme and provided the recipe 
for that week. Tasks for parents and 
children were color coded to facilitate 
full participation. 

In week one, the recipe was Three-
Color Salad with Raisins. Bunches of 
spinach and wedges of red cabbage 
were distributed to each family. I 
demonstrated proper chopping 
technique, and then the families 
had the chance to practice. When 
they were finished, I went around 
with a large mixing bowl to collect 
all the prepped ingredients. I added 
chickpeas and then created the 
dressing, calling on participants to 
measure and add ingredients, pour 
the dressing over the salad, and toss 
everything together. 

I distributed plates and gave 
everyone some of the salad to try. 
After everyone had been served and 
“bon appétit” was called, we ate! We 
heard many “yums” and “mmmms” 
and saw lots of smiles as everyone 
enjoyed the meal. 

After the meal, conversation inevitably 
turned to the new ingredients and 
the ways the families planned to use 

All the materials for the participants 
were sent prepackaged by Food 
Bank. Food Bank also provided a large 
chef’s kit, which included mixing 
bowls, a knife, and any other tools 
that the facilitator would need for 
the six workshops. This kit was easily 
moved under the prep table during 
workshops to have tools and supplies 
within reach. 

CookShop Food
We obtained the food each week 
from a local market that cooperates 
with Food Bank to provide food 
for Community CookShop. The 
food was ordered the week before 
each session and then delivered on 
Tuesday morning. The food for each 
participant, as well as the produce for 
the demonstration, was placed in a 
separate bag. 

The high-quality ingredients 
included fresh produce and healthy 
staple pantry items like olive oil, 
honey, kosher salt, and cider vinegar. 
Participants were urged to try to use 
new ingredients in some of their 
own recipes.

Program Description
After parents picked up their 
children at 2:30 dismissal, they made 
their way upstairs to the library 
for CookShop. Upon arriving, they 
signed in and went to an adjoining 
room with a sink to wash their 
hands. The families then settled into 
the workstations. 

The program began each week with 
a discussion about how the previous 
week’s ingredients had been used 
at home. Did they stick to the recipe 
provided, or did they put a spin on 
the ingredients that reflected their 
individual culture? This conversation 
was key. I find parent engagement 
to be best when parents are, well, 
engaged, and food as a topic turned 
out to be a wonderful vehicle for 
dialogue that expanded to broader 
topics, such as poverty and genetically 
modified foods. 

After about five minutes of discussing 
the foods from the previous week, 
I turned everyone’s attention to a 
large-scale version of their weekly 
handout (both provided by Food 
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them in the future. The excitement  
in their conversation was clear  
and authentic. 

Families go home with a classwork 
booklet that contains recipes and 
articles on nutrition (in Spanish and 
English). They also get two bags. One 
contains all the ingredients needed 
to recreate the salad at home with 
their families, and the other contains 
ingredients for a hot meal based 
on the week’s theme. Although we 
don’t practice making the hot meal, 
we discuss the recipes during the 
workshop. We all get some great ideas 
about how the food can be used in 
different ways and combinations. 

The hour passes very quickly,  
but after CookShop, parents and 
children are urged to peruse the 
display of books and materials 
pertaining to health and nutrition  
(or any other section of the library) 
and borrow books. I provide as  
much time as parents and kids  
need to use the library. 

Cleanup is a snap. Participants  
clean their areas with disposable 
wipes. In addition to having a 
supportive custodial staff, the 
wonderful kitchen staff assists in 
washing the equipment. 

Responses and 
Reactions
The reaction of the families involved 
has been overwhelmingly positive. 
News of the workshop spread by 
word of mouth, and numerous 
parents have approached me about 
participating in another cycle of 
CookShop. People are talking about 
the school and library—a huge 
accomplishment! Parents and kids are 
obviously taking away so much more 
than the tangible food and literature 
each week. 

Even more important than the new 
knowledge gained about nutrition 

I cannot stress enough the need for 
community partnerships in the school 
library. Hunger is a persistent issue 
in my school, so that was the area I 
chose to highlight. I am sure I am not 
the only librarian who serves children 
with empty refrigerators. If this is an 
issue in your school, a good place to 
start is www.feedingamerica.org. You 

bank in your area. Then contact them 
to find out how you might partner to 
provide outreach to your community. 

I encourage each of you to think 
about your students’ needs and figure 
out something that stirs passion in 
you that would be meaningful to 
them. Take that—whatever it is—and 
bring it to them. They will thank you 
for it. 

Ciro Scardina is a library media 
specialist at P.S. 18, The John G. 
Whittier School, in the West Brighton 
neighborhood of Staten Island, 
New York. He believes strongly in 
community engagement and works 
very closely with all stakeholders at P.S. 
18. He blogs about children’s literature 
and school librarianship at http://
uncommonlibrarian.com. He can be 
reached on Twitter (@cscardina) and by 
e-mail (cscardina@ps18r.org).

and whole foods, the families are 
sharing an experience. Participants 
build on their background knowledge, 
form new ideas, and interact with 
others having similar experiences. 
As John Dewey noted, such an 
experience is a whole and carries 

Through the program, each person 
was affected because of each other 
person, and I think that is beautiful. 
Food has a way of unifying the mind 
and the soul.

Culminating Event
The final meal together was a 
bit longer in duration, and the 
atmosphere was infused with laughs 
and positive testimonials. Each 
person shared something that they 
will remember about CookShop, 
and I thanked each of them from 
the bottom of my heart for sharing 
themselves with me. Each participant 
filled out an evaluation form for Food 
Bank about their experience, which is  
important for future funding. 

Next Steps & Lessons 
Learned
The program will definitely continue. I 
plan on holding multiple cycles of the 
six-week program to reach what I am 
sure will be an ever-widening group 
of interested parents. 

I plan to seek partnership and support 
from local chefs who are willing to act 
as ambassadors for health and literacy. 
I want to bring positivity to the West 
Brighton (Staten Island) community. 

The one thing I would do differently 
is to document through video the 
experiences of the participants during 
the program. I want to create a video 
of the entire program to share with 
my local school community and the 
library community at large. 
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