Who’s Cookin’ Now?
2012:  Streamline Dinnertime
You can have all the glorious kitchen tools and gourmet ingredients in the world but that’s not what gets dinner on the table in a timely fashion, is it?  Just like finances and football, it’s all about the strategy and a system. 
BY CHEF ALLI
 I have one single New Year’s resolution. It’s the same one I’ve had for years: implementing a sure-fire dinner system that works with my family’s busy schedule.  It sounds simple enough, but thus far my efforts have not produced the complete success I’ve always longed for. 
Could it be that my expectations have been set too high? Probably so, and I think it’s time for a good dose of reality: just like any other system that’s put into place, a dinner system can’t work perfectly, every single night, every single meal….that’s just life, so let me get over it and move on, please! 
But because there are a couple of other realities that must be faced when it comes to dinner, I’m willing to keep pursuing the implementation this dinner system thing, year after year.  First of all, dinner is a very important event for my family, and secondly, dinner NEVER goes away. My sons may skate out the door in the morning with just a pop tart in hand, but when dinner rolls around each and every evening (and it always does), I want them around the table, eating all their tasty and nourishing food groups, giving us a few precious minutes of face time together.  
So here’s my simple, basic plan for this year:

1. Set a Nightly Theme

 Realistically, we eat dinner at home consistently about 5 nights a week.  Therefore, I’ve decided to assign 5 themes to each weeknight this year:  

· Monday:  Soup/Sandwich/Salad Night

· Tuesday:  Crockpot Night

· Wednesday:  Skillet Supper/Casserole Night (My sons are in charge of these meals - learning to cook is an essential skill!)
· Thursday:  Leftovers Night (usually from the hunk of meat cooked in the crockpot meal on Tuesday night)
· Friday:  Pasta/Pizza Night

**Weekends are important too – I use Saturday for testing out new recipes that sound appealing and Sunday is my INDESPENSIBLE day:  planning, shopping, and prep work for the upcoming week. Please note – There is no plan/system that successfully works without the work you do on your INDESPENSIBLE day….
2. Ask for Input

Next, I implored my family to name 10 favorite meals, helping them come up with 2 for each category/theme above.  This means that these 10 meals are rotated twice through, so essentially I’ve got the 20 weeknight meals I need for my family each month. (No, my family does not mind the repeats, and, yes, I do change these 10 meals seasonally and as I come up with new recipes that are approved by my family. For instance, on Mondays in the summer, Soup/Sandwich/Salad night becomes Sandwich/Salad night, so most soup recipes are set aside for awhile.)  
3. Devise the Necessary Details: The Grocery List and Inventory Sheet

Based on the 10 recipes chosen by my family, I come up with a detailed grocery list that I keep in my purse AT ALL TIMES.  (Yes, I am working towards using one of those cool new apps on my android for this!) I may not always have an updated grocery inventory sheet with me, but at least I know what ingredients (roughly) I’ll need at home when I’m shopping.  So what if I’ve got 6 cans of Rotel in my pantry already and I purchase one more because I can’t remember that…..it’s not like I won’t use it at some point!
Below is one of the recipes that my sons made recently on Skillet Supper night – it’s fast, tasty and healthy – enjoy! 
Chef Alli’s Penne Pasta Skillet with Sausage,

 Bell Pepper and Parmesan

· 1 lb. Johnsonville smoked turkey sausage (these are fully cooked), cut into 1 inch pieces

· 1 Tbs. extra virgin olive oil

· ¾ lb. penna pasta, cooked in chicken broth, according to package directions, drained, 1 cup pasta water reserved

· 1 red sweet bell pepper, sliced

· ½ tsp. red pepper flakes

· 8 oz. baby spinach, stems removed

· 1/3 cup freshly grated parmesan cheese

In a large saute pan, heat oil over medium high heat.  When oil is shimmering, add sausage pieces and cook until browned on both sides; remove from add.  Add bell peppers and red pepper flakes to pan drippings and cook until softened, approx. 1-2 minutes.  Add spinach by handfuls, stirring until each batch is wilted before adding more.  Add cooked pasta to pan, along with some of the reserved pasta water; tossing to combine all ingredients in pan.  Divide among 4-5 serving bowls and garnish with parmesan cheese to serve.  

Certified Personal Chef and Speaker, Chef Alli is a Culinary Instructor for Hy-Vee and a Kansas Press Association contributing columnist. Watch for her new website launch in 2012!  For a current list of her culinary classes at Hy-Vee, visit: www.ChefAllis.com 
[image: image1.jpg]


  

