
 
Farm to School Month – Week One: Tubers and Roots of Alaska 
 

 
 
What Are the Various Types of Roots? 
There are almost too many to mention here! Here are a few to try. . . 
 
Sweet Potatoes & Yams Among the most usable, user-friendly, and palatable roots, sweet potatoes and 
yams are great mashed, pureed and made into soup, roasted, and baked into muffins, cookies, pancakes 
and so much more. They can be used both in sweet and savory applications and are very well-matched 
with coconut milk, honey, maple syrup, orange, cinnamon, ginger, pecans, cashews, walnuts, raisins, 
and curry powder. Yams are often confused with sweet potatoes, and although they can be used 
interchangeably, there is a difference: sweet potatoes have a lighter colored flesh (white or light yellow) 
and yams have a darker colored flesh (bright yellow to orange) and they also have a more pointed shape 
(and some have tails)! Neither grow well without tons of extra heat here in Alaska, but you can often 
find them in stores canned and maybe even fresh!! 
Beets Touted as a superfood, beets are among the healthiest foods on the planet. They’re full of beta-
carotene and betalains, which are antioxidants and anti-inflammatory. Beets have an earthy, sweet 
flavor, and are best when roasted, steamed, or left raw and shredded. Golden beets are typically slightly 
sweeter than red beets. Citrus (particularly oranges or clementines), blueberries, goat cheese, walnuts, 
ground cumin, cinnamon, and tahini are excellent compliments for beets. These grow great here! 
Parsnips Parsnips have a cinnamon-y flavor and resemble large white carrots (or albino carrots, as I like 
to call them). They are harder than carrots and have a deeper, warm flavor. Parsnips are great in soups, 



  

pureed into a mash, or sliced thinly for a parsnip gratin. Parsnips are complimented by nutmeg, cream, 
and thyme. Perfect veggie for Alaska! 
Turnips While turnips are versatile, they are very subtle in flavor, which makes them great for pairing 
with more strongly flavored vegetables. They are great roasted, sautéed, or included in vegetable stir 
fry. You can also combine turnips with herbs, or use them in tomato-based chunky soups or creamy 
pureed soups. Both the white and purple-tops grow well here!! 
Rutabagas Like turnips, rutabagas are subtle in flavor. They are harder than turnips and taste a bit 
earthier. Best when pureed or roasted, rutabagas go well with herbs, particularly dill, as well as lime and 
Indian spices. Another great choice for an Alaskan garden. 
Carrots Crisp and sweet, carrots are perhaps the most popular root vegetable because they are perfect 
for eating raw. They match well with just about any vegetable in both cooked and raw applications and 
can be paired with any spice or herb. Alaskan carrots are SO SWEET!! 
Kohlrabi Underneath the thick skin and strange tentacles of kohlrabi lies juicy, crisp flesh. Kohlrabi can 
be cooked or left raw, and it makes delicious oven-baked fries. It can also be made into a mash, pureed 
into soup, or sliced thinly and added to salads. Combine kohlrabi with any of your favorite spices and 
herbs. These grow so well here and the purple ones are beautiful!! 
Ginger Similar to beets, ginger is a powerhouse root due to its natural antibiotic, anti-inflammatory, and 
detoxification properties. With a sweet, spicy, yet creamy flavor, ginger can be used in a large variety of 
foods and drinks. Ginger is most often used in ethnic food alongside coconut milk and a variety of 
vegetables, but its uses are virtually endless. Ginger has been successfully grown here in Alaska, but 
usually in high tunnels or greenhouses. 
Onion & Garlic There is debate as to whether onions and garlic are true root vegetables because they 
are bulbs and do not grow as deep as most of the other roots. Onions and garlic are widely used in 
cooking, as they both add a great deal of flavor to any dish, both raw and cooked. Both are heart-
healthy veggies, increase circulation, and act as an anti-inflammatory. These are both winners in gardens 
and high tunnels in Alaska. 
 
Shopper’s Tips 
Selecting good root vegetables is the opposite of selecting good fruit-the harder, the better. They should 
be smooth and free of gashes or bruises. When choosing roots that come with leafy greens (a bunch of 
beets, for example), make sure the stems and leaves of the greens are firm and bright. 

• Pick firm, smooth jicama with no bruises or spots.  
• Choose small- to medium-sized turnips that are smooth, round, and firm.  
• Look for rutabagas that are heavy, smooth, round, and firm.  

 
Food Safety to Keep in Mind 
Tubers and root vegetables are some of the lowest risk vegetables when talking about food borne 
illness. This is because they are usually tough skinned, easy to clean and often cooked before eaten. 
However, this doesn’t mean you should forgo the basic food safety practices.  

• First and foremost, make sure to wash your hands before you handle your vegetables, even 
prior to harvesting can help reduce the number of bacteria your produce is exposed to.  

• When you harvest your root vegetables try to not bruise or cut the surface of the produce. Their 
skin is a natural barrier to keep harmful bacteria from entering the vegetable.   

• Be sure to adequately dry any root vegetables that you are preparing to store.  
• Before you prepare or eat these vegetables don’t be afraid to scrub them under warm running 

water. Except for potatoes grown here in Alaska, root vegetables have tough skin and can take a 



  

good scrubbing and it will help ensure you’re removing any potential hazards on the outside of 
the vegetable.  

• Cut out any cuts or nicks which might be hard to clean and thus harbor bacteria. 
 
How Do You Store Root Vegetables? 
While you certainly don’t need to have a root cellar to purchase and enjoy roots, they are best stored in 
a cool, dark, humid room. When storing them in the refrigerator, keep roots in a paper or plastic bag in 
the crisper. Storing them uncovered causes them to soften and go bad quickly. 
 
Reasons to Eat Root Vegetables 

• A ½ cup of most root vegetables provides an excellent source of vitamin C. 
• A ½ cup of sliced jicama is a good source of fiber. 
• Complex carbohydrates (commonly referred to as “starches”) are a key nutrient in 

root vegetables.  
 
How Do You Prepare Root Vegetables? 
Roots can be prepared every which way. Experiment and discover what your favorite cooking methods 
and flavor profiles are! 
 
Raw Because root vegetables are hard and have an earthy flavor, they are most palatable when cooked. 
For those who prefer leaving their vegetables raw, carrots, beets, radishes, and jicama are good choices 
for slicing thinly or grating and tossing with dressing and/or other vegetables and fruit. 
Steamed/Boiled Steaming or boiling root vegetables is a great way of prepping them to mash or puree 
them. Mashed celery root or yams make healthful replacements for mashed potatoes, and any root can 
be blended up into a creamy root soup. 
Roasted Roasting any type of vegetable cultivates flavor and texture. Chop up your favorite vegetables, 
drizzle them with olive oil, sprinkle them with spices, and roast them in the oven. You can also thinly 
slice roots, lay them on a baking sheet, and roast them into root chips. 
Sautéed Making a vegetable sauté or stir fry is a great way of preparing root vegetables. This is a 
relatively quick and easy cooking method, and all sorts of flavors can be added to the dish. When 
cooking with other types of vegetables besides roots, sauté the roots first, as they take longer to cook 
than other vegetables. 
Grilled Roots can be peeled, thinly sliced, brushed with oil, and grilled along with other summer 
vegetables. This adds a smoky flavor into the roots and softens their earthiness. 
 
How Much Do I Need? 
A ½ cup of sliced root vegetables is about one cupped handful. Root vegetables come in a variety of 
colors and most can be eaten raw or cooked. The amount of fruits and vegetables you need depends on 
your age, gender, and physical activity level. Remind students to eat a variety of colorful fruits and 
vegetables throughout the day. It will help them reach their recommended daily amounts. 
 
Recommended Daily Amounts of Fruits and Vegetables 

Kids, Ages 5-12  Teens and Adults, Ages 13 and up 
Males  2½ - 5 cups per day  4½ - 6½ cups per day 
Females 2½ - 5 cups per day  3½ - 5 cups per day 

 



  

Tuber and Root Recipes for Classrooms, Cafeterias, and Home Kitchens 
 

Mediterranean Carrot and Beet Salad 

Serves 4 

Ingredients Amount 
Carrots, shredded  2 Cups 
Beets, fresh, shredded 1 Cup 
Raisins 1/3 Cup 
Lemon juice 2 Tablespoons 
Olive oil 2 Tablespoons 
Honey 2 teaspoons 
Mint, finely chopped ½ Tablespoon 
Cilantro, chopped 1 Tablespoon 
Salt To taste 
Pepper ½ teaspoon 

 

Method of Preparation: 

1. Mix carrots, beets, and raisins together.  
2. Combine all other ingredients to make dressing.  
3. Combine vegetables and dressing. Refrigerate for one hour to marinate.  
4. Serve cold.  

Baked Turnip Fries 

Serves 4 

Ingredients Amount 
Turnips, cut into fry shape 5 each 
Olive oil 1 ½ Tablespoons 
Salt 1 teaspoon 
Black pepper 1 teaspoon 
Paprika 1 teaspoon 
Garlic powder 1 teaspoon 
Parsley, fresh, finely chopped  1 Tablespoon 

 

Method of Preparation: 

1. Preheat oven to 425°F.  
2. Toss turnips with oil, salt, pepper, paprika, and garlic powder until fully coated. Place turnips on 

a baking sheet in a single layer (cover with parchment paper for easy clean up).  
3. Bake for 30 minutes, flipping halfway through.  
4. Switch the oven setting to broil and broil for 2 to 3 minutes to make fries crunchy. Remove from 

oven.  
5. Top with parsley. Serve while warm.  



  

 

 

Cilantro Lime Radishes 

Serves 4 

Ingredients Amount 
Radishes, cut in half 20 each 
Oil 1 ½ Tablespoons 
Salt 1 teaspoon 
Pepper ½ teaspoon 
Chili Powder  1 teaspoon 
Lime, juiced 2 each 
Cilantro 1 Tablespoon 

 

Method of Preparation: 

1. Preheat oven to 400°F.  
2. Toss radishes, oil, salt, pepper, and chili powder.  
3. Spread evenly on baking sheet. Bake for 15 to 20 minutes, or until slightly browned but still firm.  
4. Remove from baking sheet and toss in lime juice and cilantro.  
5. Serve warm.   

How Do Root Vegetables Grow? 
Root vegetables are cool-weather crops. Roots such as beets, carrots, radishes, rutabagas, and turnips 
can be planted in early spring and late summer for two crops. Tubers are a single-crop vegetable that 
can take up to one year to harvest. Roots need to be thinned so they have enough room to develop 
properly. Tubers do not require thinning, but they do need plenty of space and soil covering the 
underground vegetables. 



  

 
 
Botanical Facts 
Root vegetables are the roots of plants that are eaten as vegetables. These roots grow into the ground 
from the base of the plant stem. They anchor the plant, absorb water and nutrients, and store energy. 
Root vegetables are divided into six subgroups: Tap Roots, Tuberous Roots, Corms, Rhizomes, Tubers, 
and Bulbs. 
 
Tubers differ from other roots in that they are swollen underground stems, capable of producing new 
plants and storing energy for the parent plant. If the parent plant dies, the underground tubers can 
create new plants. Other roots can take nutrients from the ground, but cannot store energy or use it for 
reproduction. So, while every tuber is a root vegetable, not all roots are tubers. 

Subgroup Varieties 
Tubers Potato, sunchoke, yam 
Tap Roots Beet, carrot, cassava, 

jicama, parsnip, radish, 
rutabaga, turnip 

Tuberous Roots Sweet potato, yucca 
Corms Celeriac, eddo, taro, water 

chestnut 



  

Rhizomes Arrowroot, galangal, 
ginger, ginseng, lotus root, 
turmeric, Eskimo potatoes 

Bulbs Garlic, onion, shallot 
 
A Slice of Root Vegetable History 

• Root vegetables were an essential part of the diet during the early evolution of humankind 
(about five million years ago). 

• Turnip fossils were found in caves in China dating back thousands of years. 
• Rutabagas are believed to have originated in Bohemia in the 1700s as a cross between the 

turnip and wild cabbage. 
• American colonists relied heavily on root vegetables because they could be stored for months 

in the harsh New England winters. 
 
Just the Facts 

• The average American eats 126 pounds of potatoes per year. 
• Turnips are members of the mustard family. 
• The name rutabaga comes from the Swedish word rotbagga, meaning “thick root.” 
• The word Daikon comes from two Asian words: dai- (large) and kon (root). 
• Fresh potatoes have more potassium than bananas, spinach, or broccoli and are full of Vitamin 

C. 
• One medium sweet potato has 1,096 milligrams of Vitamin A and 103 calories – don’t forget to 

eat the skin, too. 
• Beets are high in folic acids which protect against birth defects. 
• Americans consume about 20 pounds of onions per capita every year where in Libya the average 

person eats 67 pounds a year. 
• Parsnips are high in fiber, Vitamin C, and folate and tend to get sweeter the colder they are 

stored.  
• Rutabaga is like a cabbage-turnip hybrid with a more peppery taste then their turnip cousins. 

They are high in Vitamin A and beta carotene. 
• Contrary to what our parents told us, eating carrots does not make us see better in the dark. 

This carrot myth stems back to World War II, when the British Royal Air Force pushed the 
message that carrots -- not radar technology -- were the key to the pilots' success. They not only 
hoodwinked the Axis powers, but also many generations to come. 

• In October 1995, NASA and the University of Wisconsin-Madison collaborated to help grow the 
first vegetable to be grown in space: potatoes. 

• Dying your hair with beets is a great way to add a temporary reddish tint to your frock without 
having to deal with nasty chemicals. 

• The city of Chicago is named after garlic. ‘Chicagaoua’ was the Indian word for wild garlic. 
• Radishes were paid as ‘wages’ to the Ancient Egyptian laborers who built the Pyramids. 

 


