5 Tips to Create Healthier Slow Cooker Meals

With temperatures soaring above 100 degrees, it doesn’t make sense to heat up the kitchen by
turning on the oven to cook your family meals. So utilizing your slow cooker is not only energy
efficient, but an easy way to put a nutritious meal on the table. The Texas A&M AgriLife
Extension Dinner Tonight website is sharing this article from Jen Haugen is a Minnesota-based
registered dietitian on 5 tips to create healthier slow cooker meals.

1. Think of the slow cooker crock as a cupboard with shelves. Typically, you want the
heaviest things on the bottom, right? Same with the slow cooker. You will want the densest
foods — like fresh potatoes, carrots, onions, winter squash and celery — on the bottom because
they take the longest time to cook. And be sure to cut these vegetables about the same size for
even heating. Also, canned vegetables like tomatoes make great additions to slow cooked meals.

2. Create extra flavor from meat by browning it first in a sauté pan on the stove top. Yes, this
IS an extra step, but it's essential to creating a depth of flavor your family will enjoy. Start with
thawed meat, preheat your pan to medium and brown each side for one or two minutes in a
tablespoon of canola oil. Then add the meat to the slow cooker above the dense vegetables —
this is your middle layer.

3. During the last hour of cooking, add tender vegetables like mushrooms, zucchini,
cauliflower, broccoli, spinach, peas, corn and peppers. Adding them as your top layer during the
last hour helps them retain their shape and flavor. And of course, adding them in general means
extra vegetables and nutrients! Just throw in these delicate vegetables right when you get home
and let them simmer while everyone gets ready for dinner.

4. What are the best raw meats to use in the slow cooker? Some meats work better than
others because of their cut and leanness. Great choices from the meat department are: beef
brisket, beef chuck roast (including shoulder, blade and arm roasts), beef stew meat, pork
tenderloin, pork chops and pork roasts, chicken thighs, chicken breasts, chicken drumsticks and
turkey breasts. And if you are going meatless, canned beans, firm tofu or textured vegetable
protein make great additions to a slow cooker meal. Food safety tip: If you are using ground
meat — beef, pork, chicken or turkey — cook and crumble it first before adding to the slow
cooker.

5. Go for low-sodium flavor boosters. Add dried herbs and spices for extra flavor. Use canned
vegetables, like tomatoes, without added salt. And at the end, stir in fresh herbs to brighten
flavors.

Other quick tips

o Keep the lid on it! Every time you peek, it can add 15-20 minutes to your cooking time.
« Start with thawed ingredients to prevent possible food-borne illness. It takes a while to
cook frozen meats in the slow cooker and that can mean the temperatures are in the

danger zone (between 40-140 degrees).



e The two-hour rule. Once you have turned off the slow cooker, be sure to get the leftovers
in the refrigerator in shallow containers within two hours.

e Make a list of five to 10 slow cooker meals that your family loves and put one on the
menu one night each week. If you need to — and if you have a removable crock — make
up the meal the night before and stick in the refrigerator. Just pull it out in the morning
and set it on low — all the prep work is done.

Rather than feel like you have to run through the drive-through on those busy nights, allow your
"personal chef" to do the work. Use your slow cooker and these tips for family meals that will
bring your family together in the kitchen.

Jen Haugen is a Minnesota-based registered dietitian. You can read her blog, Down-to-Earth
Dietitian, and follow her on Facebook or Twitter.

If you haven’t sign up for our new Dinner Tonight program, please sign up to receive notices of
new recipes and videos at www.dinnertonight.org and continue to enjoy your tried and true
favorite meal ideas. Dinner Tonight is administered through the Texas A&M AgrilLife Research
and Extension Center. This program is meant to help families meet their healthy lifestyle goals
and encourage family mealtime by providing quick, nutritious and cost-effective recipes to
consumers through weekly video webcasts and other web-based methods, such as Facebook.
Check out Dinner Tonight at https://www.facebook.com/txdinner,
http://pinterest.com/dinnertonight/ https://www.youtube.com/user/txdinner,
http://www.twitter.com/agrilife_dinner

For more information contact the AgriLife Extension Office at 903-473-4580 or visit us at
rains.agrilife.org. We are also on Facebook at Facebook.com/pages/Rains-County-Family-
Consumer-Sciences. Go and “Like” our page to keep up with the latest news, events, and
programs offered by Family & Consumer Sciences in Rains County.

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, sex, disability, religion, age, or national origin.
The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating

Slow Cooker Street Tacos

Ingredients:

6 limes, divided

1/4 cup orange juice

1 Tablespoon minced garlic

1/2 teaspoon salt

1 Tablespoon freshly ground black pepper

2 teaspoons cumin

3 pounds boneless pork butt or shoulder, trimmed 12 white corn tortillas
1 large white onion, finely chopped

1/2 bunch cilantro, chopped (about 1/2 to 3/4 cup)
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Directions:
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Serving Size

Rinse pork roast under cold water and pat dry with paper towels.

Mix the juice of two limes, orange juice, minced garlic, salt, black pepper, ground
cumin.

Place juice mixture and pork butt in a large plastic freezer bag.

Marinade for about two hours in the refrigerator.

Place pork shoulder in a large slow cooker with the marinade. Barely cover the
pork with water and let cook on medium until meat will shred easy with a fork
about 4 to 6 hours.

Remove meat; drain. Shred meat.

Place in warmed tortillas, top with chopped onion and cilantro. Squeeze sliced
lime on each taco.

: 1 taco, Serves: 12

Calories 180, Total Fat 5g, Saturated Fat 1.5g, Cholesterol 40mg, Sodium 150mg, Total
Carbohydrate 19g, Fiber 3g, Protein 14g
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