
L ike any parent of a child with celiac disease—and as 
someone with celiac disease myself—I’m always on the 
hunt for ways to help my 6-year-old daughter, Maggie, 
see our food restrictions as more of an adventure than 
a bummer. We plan dates to the gluten-free bakery 

downtown. We page through gluten-free cookbooks together. 
We eat a lot of over-compensatory chocolate. But sometimes, all 
the positive spin can feel a little…forced. Which is why it was so 
gratifying as a parent, and inspiring for my daughter, to sit down 
last summer and watch Chopped Junior, Food Network’s popular 
competitive cooking show, and see Maizy Boosin, a 14-year-old 
with celiac disease, take home the grand prize. “I was beyond 
ecstatic to have the chance to teach so many viewers about celiac 
and how to be more accommodating to people who have it,” Boosin 
says. “I was so excited that, however small it may be, I kind of made 
a change.”

For her skills—she prepared gluten-free savory pancakes, pan-
seared Dijon mustard pork chops, and a strawberry and passion 
fruit crumble (made with rice cakes!)—Boosin took home $10,000, 
most of which she donated to the Celiac Disease Foundation, where 
she has since become a student ambassador. “It is such a boon to 
the celiac community to have Maizy, who is not only a positive 
role model, but is role modeling in the most difficult area of all to 
deal with: food,” says Marilyn G. Geller, CEO of the Celiac Disease 
Foundation. “We really see this as a tremendous partnership to 
reach all ages—to reach kids, to reach parents, to reach those who 
love to cook, to reach those who are frightened of cooking; they 
can watch Maizy do this and realize that it’s not a scary thing to 
do. It can be a fun family activity. We’re absolutely thrilled to have 
Maizy representing us, and we really look forward to encouraging 
everybody else to find their inner Maizy.”

I got the scoop from Maizy on her Food Network debut—and my 
first-grader came up with questions that she, and kids like her, most 
want to know the answers to. 

JESSICA PRESS: So, what made you want to apply to be 
on Chopped Junior?
MAIZY BOOSIN: My mom actually applied for me, without me 
knowing. When she told me, I was just in between my two dance 
classes and I flipped out—I was screaming so loudly, people came 
to make sure I was OK!

Had you been a Food Network fan before that?
Yes. When I was first diagnosed with celiac disease, my mom 
bought me a journal, and we sat in front of the TV and watched 
Food Network for probably four hours. I wrote down recipes that 
stars like Giada De Laurentiis and everyone else were making, and 
my mom reassured me that even though they weren’t gluten free, 
we’d find a way to make them gluten free. 

So you go from journaling about your Food Network 
heroes to being on Food Network—how did you get 
started cooking?
Once I was diagnosed, my mom said we were going to start cooking 
a lot more at home. So we began baking from boxed mixes, which 
was fun…at first. But I realized I loved watching my mom make 
more complicated things. So I gradually helped her more and more, 
and the rest is history!

Were you told before you competed on the show that 
all of the ingredients you’d be working with would be 
gluten free?
They told me that there could be gluten in the baskets of 
ingredients I’d be given to work with, but that I wouldn’t have to 
use it—so if they gave me a sandwich, for example, I could skip 
the bread but use the meat. That part was scary for me—but they 
actually reassured me while we were taping that the ingredients I 
worked with didn’t have gluten in them. 

AN A-MAIZY-ING PERFORMANCE

When 14-year-old Maizy Boosin won Chopped Junior  
in 2016, she inspired a generation of kids with  

celiac disease to feel like champions, too.
BY JESSICA PRESS
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MAKE MAIZY’S SHRIMP SUMMER ROLLS!

This issue’s edition of Kids’ Kitchen features guest chef 
Maizy’s recipe for shrimp summer rolls on page 56. 

Be sure to get the kids involved because with this  
do-it-yourself dish, everyone can roll up some fun!



Did they give you any other help 
during the show?
They did not help us at all, other than 
telling us what we needed to know before 
the show. I got a cheat sheet telling me 
the basic things I needed to be able to do: 
butcher a chicken, break down vegetables, 
blanch things, pan sear, fry. Training 
for that at home was very rigorous, 
because I didn’t know how to do a lot of it 
beforehand. But now it’s cool that I can do 
all of that and have so much fun.

The judges were really impressed 
with the swaps you made to avoid 
using gluten—like when you knew 
to avoid soy sauce and use rice wine 
instead. How have you become 
so savvy?
Having celiac for so long now—I was 
diagnosed when I was 7, after having 
growth issues—I’ve always had to be very 
cautious and figure out every component 
of everything. In supermarkets, I know I 
have to check for artificial flavoring and 
coloring that may have gluten, and in 
restaurants I talk to the chef or manager to 
make sure the kitchen is avoiding cross-
contamination. And, really, I wanted to 
show people that gluten-free cooking can 
be totally delicious. I was so happy when 
the judges said they liked my rice cake 
crumble so much that they were going to 
start making their crumbles the same way!

Why was it important to you to 
donate your winnings to the Celiac 
Disease Foundation?
I like to support Celiac Disease Foundation 
because they’re working on research to find 
medicine that could help people with celiac 
disease have less severe symptoms after 
they’ve been glutened. So if a person knew 
they ate gluten, they could take the pill and 
their side effects wouldn’t be as severe. Last 
spring I accidentally glutened myself by 
eating a tortilla bowl that was made from 
wheat, not corn, and I had a stomachache 
for two weeks and had to miss three days of 
school! If I’d had a pill, I wouldn’t have had 
to do that. Now I’m a student ambassador 
for the foundation, which any kid with 
celiac can do, too.

You mentioned on the show that 
you’d love to use some of your prize 
money to get tickets to Hamilton on 
Broadway—did you get to do that?
Yes! I went with my grandmother and my 
cousin, and it was so much fun!

You also said—jokingly—on the show 
that maybe one day you’d combine 
your love of acting and cooking by 
doing dinner theater…so what are 
your real hopes for the future?
I would really like to become a chef 
and restaurant owner of a gluten-free 
restaurant. But for now, I’m pretty busy 
with dancing, acting, singing, cooking…
and homework!

What are your words of 
encouragement to other kids and 
teens out there with celiac disease?
First, it gets way easier. It’s not as hard 
as it is at first. Once you get used to it, it 
becomes kind of normal, and it’s just not as 
big of a deal. Second, 3.2 million people in 
America have celiac—you’re not alone. 

FROM ONE KID TO ANOTHER: 
Qs from the mind of 6-year-old Maggie, 
a first-grader with celiac disease, 
answered by Maizy.

MAGGIE PRESS: I feel shy at 
birthday parties for having my own 
cupcake and pizza. What have you 
done to feel like you fit in more or 
not call more attention to yourself?
MAIZY BOOSIN: I still often feel that 
way—even now that I’m older. So I try to 
put myself in the mindset that it’s better to 
have something, even if it’s different, than 
nothing at all!

What about sleepovers—do you 
avoid them, or how do you prepare 
for all the junk food and breakfast 
the next morning?
I’m actually a very social person. I love 
sleepovers and parties! I just make sure to 
ask ahead what food they’re going to have, 
and then I’ll either bring a bag of food, or if 
they mention something for which I know 
a gluten-free brand exists, I’ll ask them to 
get that instead.

Do you go to camp in the summer, 
or is that too hard to pull off?
I go to a performing arts sleep-away camp 
and they are great with kids with dietary 
restrictions. At first I was nervous about 
how they would handle celiac, but after 
meeting with the chef I was comforted 
by his knowledge of and carefulness with 
cross-contamination. Kids with dietary  
restrictions, allergies, celiac [or] diabetes 
line up in a different line than the rest 
of the camp and are given their meals in 
closed Styrofoam containers with their 
names labeled on the top. At first I didn't 
like having to wait in a separate line, but 
once I saw all the other kids standing in 
line with me and realized the camp had 
our best interests in mind, it didn't bother 
me at all anymore. My mom sends some 
food up to camp with me, like cereal 
and croissants, but really I don't eat it 
that much. 

MISSED MAIZY’S CHOPPED JUNIOR DEBUT? 
Find it at foodnetwork.com/shows/chopped-junior/episodes.season-4.html or use 
the search feature from your local cable provider to find her episode, entitled 
“Cup of Glee.”
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I hate having to get bloodwork when 
I see my gastroenterologist. Do you 
get scared too?
I’m constantly scared of that! So I say to 
myself, “It’s going to hurt—but it’s going 
to help.”

What restaurants have your favorite 
gluten-free food for kids?
I’m a fan of California Pizza Kitchen—I 
like their BBQ Chicken Pizza, with 
pineapple on it. But my favorite restaurant 
of all time is Qdoba. They don’t have a 
dedicated fryer for chips, so I can’t get 
the chips there, but—as someone who 
considers herself a foodie—they have 
great-quality meat, which is hard to find at 
a restaurant like that. And their food is just 
so delicious. Plus, Qdoba is everywhere! 
When I go, I tell them I have celiac and ask 
them to change their gloves. Everyone who 
works there is really educated and aware of 
what I can and can’t have.
 
What do you pack for school lunch 
to keep from having the same thing 
over and over?
A lot of times I do leftovers from what I 
had the night before for dinner. Rice and 
beans and chicken travel well, or I’ll have 

a can of soup that’s been warmed up. Or 
I’ll bring a mason jar salad. It’s all about 
finding a great insulated container you 
can bring back and forth from school.

What are some good things celiac 
disease has brought into your life—
besides Chopped Junior?
In third grade, soon after I was 
diagnosed, my family went to Disney 
World because my parents heard that 
Disney was so great with gluten-free 
[dining]. And my parents said that when 
I was in Disney ordering anything I 
wanted off the menu, it was the happiest 
they’d seen me since I was diagnosed. So 
now we go to Disney every year—and 
I have celiac to thank for that! Disney 
is seriously amazing with gluten—the 

managers have come out to tell me that 
they can modify almost everything on 
the menu. It’s just so easy there. 

Celiac has also given me a new  
perspective. Like, at first, I would’ve 
been like, “this stinks!” But now I realize 
I’m kind of lucky—I’ve been able to 
experience so many foods that I wouldn’t 
have tried before. It does make things 
harder, but it also makes things more 
fun—it kind of turns 
everything into an 
adventure. GF

Jessica Press is a writer 
whose work appears in 
Redbook, Parents, O,  
The Oprah Magazine 
and more.

YOU CAN BE A STUDENT AMBASSADOR FOR CELIAC DISEASE 
FOUNDATION, TOO!

See celiac.org/get-involved/take-action/22879-2 to register for a student ambassador 
kit and find out how you can spread celiac awareness to your school and community. 
Your $50 registration fee covers the cost of your ambassador kit—which includes a 
slideshow, T-shirt, CDF goodies and more—plus other CDF programs.
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