Best technique for ultra-crispy tater tot topping on a
classic hotdish?

Midwest Foodie (www.vchale.com)

The Quest for Crunch: Elevating Your Hotdish Topping

A classic hotdish is a beloved staple in many Midwest kitchens, offering hearty comfort in every
spoonful. But let’s be honest: while the creamy filling is essential, the crowning glory is often the tater
tot topping. The challenge? Keeping those tots irresistibly crispy, not soggy, despite the moisture from
the casserole beneath. Fear not, fellow hotdish enthusiasts, for the path to ultra-crispy tater tots is well
within reach with afew key techniques.

The Foundation: Start Cold, Stay Dry

The first rule of crispy tater tots is ssimple: do not thaw them. Frozen tater tots are your best friend.
Their icy exterior helps them achieve that coveted crispness as the ice crystals rapidly evaporate in a hot
oven, leaving behind a wonderfully crunchy texture. Thawing them introduces excess moisture and often
results in a soft, rather than crispy, tot.

Pre-Bakefor Perfection: The Two-Stage Approach

The single most effective technique for achieving ultra-crispy tater tots on a hotdish is a two-stage
baking process. This ensures the tots develop their crisp exterior before being exposed to the hotdish’s
moisture.

Step 1: The Solo Crisp-Up.

e Preheat your oven and baking sheet: Get your oven screaming hot, usually around 425-450°F
(220-230°C). Crucially, place a baking sheet in the oven as it preheats. A hot surface immediately
begins crisping the tots upon contact.

e Oil and space: Lightly toss the frozen tater tots with a neutral high-smoke-point oil (like canola,
vegetable, or grapeseed oil) and a pinch of salt. Don’'t drown them, just enough to coat. Arrange
them in a single layer on the preheated baking sheet, ensuring plenty of space between each tot.
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Overcrowding traps steam and prevents browning.
e Partially bake: Bake the tots for 15-20 minutes, or until they are golden brown and mostly crispy,
but not fully cooked through to the point of being brittle. They should still have alittle flexibility.

-

Step 2: The Hotdish Marriage.

e Once your hotdish filling is mostly cooked and bubbling, retrieve your partialy crisped tater tots.
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e Carefully arrange them on top of the hotdish. Try to keep them in a single layer for maximum
crispness.

¢ Return the hotdish to the oven and continue baking for another 10-15 minutes, or until the tots are
deeply golden brown and perfectly crispy, and the hotdish is heated through.

Moisture Management: A Crispy Barrier

Even with pre-baking, the steam rising from a hot, saucy casserole can compromise crispness. Consider
adding athin, protective barrier:

e A thin layer of cheese: Just before adding the pre-baked tots, sprinkle a light layer of shredded
cheddar or Colby Jack cheese over the hotdish filling. As it melts, it forms a delicious, crispy
barrier that helps shield the tots from direct moisture.

e Don’t cover: Once the tots are on, do not cover the hotdish with foil, as this traps steam and will
quickly turn your crispy tots soggy.
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Alternative Crisping Boosts

e Air Fryer Assist: For an even faster pre-crisp, toss your frozen tots with oil and air fry them at
375-400°F (190-200°C) for 10-12 minutes, shaking occasionally, until golden and crispy. Then,
add them to the hotdish.

e Broiler Finish (Usewith Caution!): If your tots need an extra touch of crispness at the very end,
a quick minute or two under the broiler can work wonders. Watch them like a hawk, as they can
burn very quickly.
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Final Tipsfor Ultimate Crunch

e Resist theurgeto crowd: Whether baking separately or on the hotdish, give those tots space!

e Serve immediately: Crispy tots are best enjoyed straight from the oven. The longer they sit,
especialy on top of amoist casserole, the more likely they are to soften.

e Higher fat content tots. Some brands of tater tots are naturally crispier due to their fat content.
Experiment to find your favorite!

By implementing these techniques — particularly the two-stage baking process and strategic use of oil
and space — you can transform your hotdish from merely delicious to spectacularly crispy, earning you
rave reviews at any gathering. Enjoy your ultra-crunchy, Midwest-approved masterpiece!
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