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What is Gluten?  

Gluten is a protein found in wheat, rye, barley, spelt and kamut. Rice flour 
and other rice-based products that are described as glutinous do not contain 
gluten. Rather, this refers to the stickiness or glue-like consistency of the 
rice when cooked. With the changes that have occurred in agriculture over 
the years to make some grains more drought- and bug-resistant, the gluten 
protein has become more difficult for many people to digest, especially if 
they have compromised immune systems.  

There is much debate as to whether oats should be added to the list of 
gluten-containing grains, since some people are sensitive to a different 
protein in oats known as avenin.1 In addition, many companies process oats 
on the same machinery where grains containing gluten were processed. This 
means they have been contaminated with the gluten left behind on the 
equipment, from the minute gluten-containing product dust that was not 
cleaned before changing over to process a different grain. For celiacs, all of 
whom are extremely sensitive to gluten, this could be a serious situation, 
further damaging the villi in their intestines and causing severe digestive, 
immune and allergic reactions.  

If you are unwilling to give up your oats, it is best to purchase them 
from a reputable company that certifies their oats were grown and 
processed in a gluten-free facility. According to the United States Food and 
Drug Administration’s (FDA) ruling for foods to be labeled gluten free, 
products must contain less than 20 parts per million (ppm) of gluten.2   
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Some food companies go even further with testing for gluten to earn the 
seal of approval from independent organizations that cater to the needs of 
celiacs. Three organizations, the Gluten Intolerance Group’s Gluten-Free 
Certification Organization (GFCO), the Celiac Sprue Association (CSA), 
and the National Foundation for Celiac Awareness (NFCA), currently 
certify products and companies as gluten-free. The GFCO and NFCA 
require products to contain no more than 10 ppm of gluten, while the CSA 
requires less than 5 ppm for their seal of approval.3,4 

The role of gluten in a recipe is to make baked goods such as breads and 
cakes light and airy, and to give chewiness to baked goods like cookies. It is 
also used as a binding agent to help other ingredients in the recipe stick 
together, because it is great at retaining moisture.  

The lack of gluten in gluten-free baked goods and other products can 
affect texture as well as taste. Gluten is used in many processed foods such 
as gravies, soups and soy sauce as a stabilizer or thickening agent. It can 
even be found in meats like bacon and lunchmeat. It is important to 
become a good detective in label reading to protect yourself from 
unwittingly being “glutenized.” An innocent-sounding ingredient like 
“malt” is a gluten product in disguise. Sometimes an ingredient is just 
labeled “modified food starch” and does not tell you if it is made from 
corn, wheat, or another product. If the ingredient on the label is wheat 
germ, wheat starch, or wheat flour, the product contains gluten.5  

One of the biggest shocks to consumers with gluten issues is to find out 
that many health and beauty products and medications also contain gluten. 
The skin is one of the largest organs of the body and, aside from its ability 
to be an elimination channel, it can also absorb products into the body. Yes 
ladies, lipstick products can also contain gluten, which you ingest when you 
lick or bite your lips. It is best to read labels or contact the manufacturers 
directly to find out if the products you use or are considering purchasing 
contain gluten. 
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The Effects of Gluten 

Gluten affects people in various ways and in different scopes of severity 
within the immune system. There are many adverse symptoms that people 
suffer from the effects of ingesting gluten, to varying degrees. Keep in 
mind, not everyone with gluten issues will suffer from all of the same 
symptoms. Some people feel they do not have symptoms, but internally 
their gut is being damaged. This can eventually become exacerbated with 
other symptoms as we get older, or can be brought on by stress or other 
immune issues such as hypothyroidism or hyperthyroidism. 

A short list of symptoms includes but is not limited to constipation, 
diarrhea, gas, bloating, abdominal pain, skin rashes, hair loss, brain fog 
(where you feel like you are floating in a dream or have a lack of 
concentration), muscle aches, depression and anxiety, weight loss or weight 
gain. I’ve had many of these. Research has stated a possible connection 
between gluten intolerance and Alzheimer’s disease, as well as a connection 
with autism.6,7 

For people with celiac disease, gluten exposure causes damage to the villi 
inside a person’s intestines. Villi are small fingerlike tissues that help with 
the digestion and absorption of nutrients from food. They also help to 
move food along through the intestinal tract. After years of gluten 
exposure, damaged villi in people with celiac disease can be worn down 
smooth. This causes the food to move too quickly through the intestines, 
leaving the body before it can be broken down properly, and restricting the 
chances of adequate nutrient and mineral absorption. This can cause 
malnourishment and could potentially lead to other bodily dysfunctions and 
disease.  

I have barely begun to touch on gluten and the effects it can have on 
your immune system. I encourage you to read more about the subject to 
understand the differences between gluten intolerance and celiac disease.  

People who make the choice to become gluten free don’t always realize 
that gluten-free baked goods can be just as calorie dense as baked goods 
made with gluten-containing flours. This can lead to weight gain, since 
many flour blends contain starch-based flours as well as sweeteners. 
Moderation is important, especially for people who have difficulty 
maintaining a healthy weight.8,9 
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If you feel you might have a problem with gluten, it is best to consult 
with your health care professional who can do testing, or start you out by 
doing a 30-day elimination of gluten-containing products and foods from 
your diet. Pay attention to how your body feels during this time by 
journaling the foods you are eating and the symptoms you are experiencing, 
if any. Discuss these with your health care professional, who will work with 
you to decide if and when to gradually reintroduce gluten back into your 
diet, then note how you are feeling after eating it again. 

Just a few words of caution—if you decide to be tested for gluten 
intolerance or celiac disease by a medical professional, consumption of the 
protein must be current in order for it to be detected. In other words, do 
not start an elimination diet on your own if you plan to get tested. If I went 
for testing now to find out the severity of the gluten response in my 
immune system, it is quite possible the results would be negative since I 
have been eating a gluten-free diet for several years. Based on my own 
observations, I would not consider consuming gluten again just to have 
testing done, in light of the pain and the severely negative toll that I believe 
it took on my body. 

Gluten-Free Flour  

There are many gluten-free flours to choose from. Knowing their 
characteristics and how they perform in recipes is important for a 
wonderfully textured outcome. Bloggers are a great resource, describing 
what they have found to work best when dealing with various flours. Beth 
Hillson’s article “Power Flours,” published in the October/November 2011 
issue of Gluten Free & More magazine, offers great information on the 
various flavors and properties of a variety of gluten-free flours.10  

Hillson discusses seven protein-rich “power flours”, which provide 
more protein than other flours, as well as a host of vitamins and nutrients. 
They’re also higher in fiber, which helps to reduce cholesterol levels. The 
baked goods from these flours have the ability to make you feel full longer. 

The seven flours Hillson discusses are amaranth, buckwheat, flaxseed, 
chickpea, quinoa, sorghum, and millet. Amaranth flour has a mild nutty 
taste, milled from the seeds of the tropical amaranth plant. Buckwheat 
flour, which is not wheat at all, but rather a fruit from the rhubarb family, 
has a nutty-earthy flavor. Flaxseed meal, or flax meal, made from ground 
flax seeds, also has a nutty taste. When combined with water, it makes a 
good egg substitute. Chickpea flour, milled from garbanzo beans, also has a 
nutty flavor. I use this in my protein flour blend. Quinoa flour, milled from  
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a small grain-like seed native to South America, sports a light, nutty taste 
that’s similar to wild rice. Sorghum flour, milled from the sorghum plant, 
has a light, sweet taste and is darker in color than most other flours. Millet 
flour is made from an ancient grain and is grown and consumed worldwide. 
It is nutrient rich and has a mildly sweet, nut-like flavor.  

It is best when baking with these flours to blend them, using no more 
than thirty percent of each to avoid a heavy, dense texture in your baked 
goods. Neutral flours like brown rice, white rice and corn are more 
interchangeable in their ability to blend with each other; however, these are 
not protein-rich flours like the power flours mentioned earlier. 

Power flours should be stored in airtight glass containers and all gluten-
free flours should be refrigerated. This is particularly true for power flours 
with higher fat and protein content, such as amaranth flour and flaxseed 
meal, which spoil quickly at room temperature. Allow refrigerated flours to 
return to room temperature before you use them, unless the recipe states 
otherwise. 

It is best when first starting out to find a recipe that was written to be 
gluten free, instead of trying to convert a regular wheat- and gluten-
containing recipe to be gluten free. It will also be less stressful on the baker, 
which is a big step towards the goal of making one’s own gluten-free foods 
rather than relying on less healthy processed items. I am a testament to the 
fact—a happy baker is a frequent baker! Many gluten-free flour blends can 
be used cup for cup in a recipe just like all-purpose flour, to take the 
guesswork out of baking. 

Baking with gluten-free recipes tends to require additional ingredients to 
keep baked goods from being too dense and crumbly. This also helps them 
to rise. These ingredients include eggs, xanthan gum, gluten-free baking 
powder, cornstarch, potato starch, arrowroot powder, and tapioca starch.  

My favorite flour when I first became gluten free was brown rice flour. 
It is so simple to work with. Then I learned about protein-rich flours and 
the many nutritional benefits they contain. I make my own flour blend with 
1 cup each of brown rice, chickpea and sorghum flours. You’ll notice in my 
Punkin’ Chunkin’ Cookie Bars recipe that this is the blend I use. Lately, my 
go-to flour is coconut. Although it requires extra moisture, I love anything 
coconut flavored and the nutritional value it offers. Coconut and almond 
flours are both used in the paleo diet. 
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Almond flour is very nutritious and does not have a significant impact 
on blood sugar like other flours do. This is because it is not a grain-based 
flour that is rich in carbohydrates. It is high in protein instead. Unlike other 
alternatives to wheat flour, baked items made with almond flour are said to 
be moist and delicious. Because of my allergy to nuts, I have not personally 
baked with this flour or tasted it, but fellow bakers rave about its great taste 
and ease of use. 

Coconut flour, although nutritious, has a bad rap for sucking moisture 
out of a recipe, so wet ingredients will need to be added to make up for this 
(i.e. applesauce or eggs). My personal favorite is adding extra pumpkin 
puree if you don’t mind the flavor. You will notice recipes that call for 
coconut flour will generally be mixed with another type of flour that is 
considered a starch, except for paleo recipes, which tend to use more eggs 
instead.11 

Coconut flour is high in protein, fiber and healthy fat, which can be very 
filling. When I make my Coconut Pumpkin/Apple Spice Waffles, I stay full 
for many hours. On the nutritious side, coconut flour contains lauric acid, a 
healthy source of fat, and is also a good source of manganese, choline, 
biotin, vitamin C and thiamin. 

Baking with coconut flour does have its challenges, which include some 
of the following: It is difficult to substitute coconut flour on a 1:1 ratio in 
place of wheat flour, due to the moisture-absorbing properties of coconut 
flour. Most recipes require 1/4-1/3 cup of coconut flour for every cup of 
grain-based flour. Extra liquid ingredients such as eggs would then need to 
be added to compensate for the moisture-absorbing power of the coconut 
flour. Add six beaten eggs to one cup of coconut flour, plus one cup of 
additional liquid such as your choice of milk or milk substitute.  

Since coconut flour tends to be dry and clumpy, it is best to sift the flour 
before adding to a recipe. Sifting is also helpful if you’re using it for coating 
when frying meat or vegetables. This can be done in the same way that you 
might use regular flour or breadcrumbs. 

There have been many recipe flops along the way on my gluten-free 
journey. Until you gain knowledge and experience as to which flours and 
ingredients work well together, it is wise not to skimp or change a recipe. 
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When I read a recipe on someone’s blog, I learn so much from readers’ 
comments. We are so fortunate to have the internet today for exchanging 
knowledge, as compared to when our parents and grandparents first made 
their recipes. 

Because there are no preservatives in flours or home-baked goodies like 
there are in processed store-bought foods, flours and yummy-licious baked 
masterpieces have a short shelf life. That is, if they last long enough to 
worry about storing before they are gobbled up! I have learned from 
experience that placing baked items in the fridge tends to dry them out 
quickly, unless it is something like bread that will be toasted. I always freeze 
extra cookies and sweet breads that I have made in lidded containers or 
freezer bags. I have even been known to eat these treats straight out of the 
freezer without letting them thaw out first. 

The Rise and Fall of Baked Goods  

Baking soda is also known as sodium bicarbonate. When baking soda is 
combined with an acidic ingredient like honey, lemon juice, cream of tartar, 
apple cider vinegar, or buttermilk, this results in a chemical reaction that 
produces bubbles, starting the process immediately when mixed with the 
moist ingredients. This process produces carbon dioxide that expands with 
heat, giving rise to baked goods. 

Baking powder on the other hand is also made from sodium 
bicarbonate, with the addition of an acidic agent known as cream of tartar 
and a starch. Cream of tartar, or potassium bitartrate, is a common 
household chemical used in baking. It is a byproduct of the winemaking 
process that is created when grapes are fermented. Like baking soda, it 
produces a gas when it comes in contact with liquid ingredients, but most 
of the process is completed once heat is applied in the baking process. 
Cream of tartar acts as a stabilizer, and is also added when making whipped 
cream or whipped egg whites. 

So how do you know when to use baking soda and when to use baking 
powder? Baking soda needs to be combined with an acidic ingredient to be 
used successfully in a recipe. As I mentioned before, these include honey, 
lemon juice, cream of tartar, apple cider vinegar, and buttermilk. This will 
help your baked goods to rise. Baking soda can cause your final product to 
have a bitter taste if an acidic ingredient is not added to the recipe. It cannot 
go through the complete chemical reaction process, which could prevent
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your baked item from rising properly. Since baking powder already contains 
an acidic ingredient (cream of tartar), it does not necessitate the addition of 
an acidic ingredient to do its job properly. 

You can use baking powder in place of baking soda by using three times 
the baking powder that a recipe calls for. For example, to replace 1 
teaspoon of baking soda, you will need 3 teaspoons of baking powder. On 
the other hand, substituting straight baking soda for baking powder could 
cause your recipe to flop. If you don’t have baking powder on hand, you 
can always make your own using the following substitutions:12  

1 teaspoon baking powder= ¼ teaspoon baking soda +  
½ teaspoon apple cider vinegar, cream of tartar, or lemon juice.
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