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Chapter 7 
Preparing, Cooking and Serving 

 
There are many steps taken to ensure your establishment is serving safe 
foods.  The most important tool in a food service facility for insuring the 
safety of food is a properly calibrated thermometer. The second most 
important component is knowledge of what foods need to be given the most 
care to in terms of preparation, cooking and serving. 
 
# 1 Tool – A Food Thermometer - Thermometers are critical tools in any 
food service facility and are required to insure food safety and health. All 
food handlers involved with preparation, cooking and serving need to know 
how to use thermometers to check food temperatures. There are multiple 
thermometers designed for very different uses, temperature taking 
methods and temperature ranges.  
 
Remember - Food thermometers should be able to read temperatures 
between 0°F and 220°F.  
 
The following are the most common types of thermometers used in food 
service: 
• Bimetallic stemmed thermometer 

 
• Thin probed Digital Thermocouples 

 
• Oven thermometers 

 
• Cooling equipment thermometers  
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How often should thermometers be calibrated? 
• Daily is best and it should be done no less than once a week. 
• Thermometers should be calibrated whenever they are dropped and 

when taking temperatures between extreme temperature ranges.  
• They should be calibrated before every receiving a delivery. 
• A good practice would be to calibrate at the beginning of the day or 

shift. 
There are two ways of properly calibrating a thermometer to ensure they 
read the temperatures needed. 
• Ice point method, this consists of crushed ice mixed with water that 

reads 32°F. 
• Boiling method, which consist of boiling water that reads 220°F. 

NOTE - The ice point method is the most recommended method for 
calibrating thermometers since it will be the safest. 

 
Both methods require the same basic procedures of filling a container with 
fresh water bringing the water to temperature – Ice point requires the 
container to be filled with ice water – Boiling point requires that water be 
brought to a boil.  
 
Then insert the probe end of the thermometer in the respective solutions 
and adjust the dial accordingly if needed to the proper temperature. The Ice 
Point method calls for a temperature adjustment to 32°F and the Boiling 
Point method calls for 212°F. The USDA offers the graphic below that 
demonstrates the procedures.  
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Equipment Thermometers - Refrigerators and freezers should all have an 
internal thermometer either installed or placed inside. To ensure proper 
temperature readings, the thermometer should be placed in the warmest 
part of the walk in units, usually next to the door. Internal thermometers 
should be placed where they can be easily seen and read. 
 

Preparation 
 
Food preparation is a critical step in the chain of food safety. As you prepare 
foods to be cooked and/or served you will likely come into contact food in 
all stages from raw to ready to eat and if you are not careful it is very easy 
to cross contaminate surfaces and foods. There are a few items you should 
pay close attention to during the process. 
• Be sure that all prep areas (not just the food contact surfaces) are 

cleaned and sanitized before you begin. 
• Keep ready to eat items that are being prepared like salads and fruit 

completely separated from raw foods like chicken that will need to be 
cooked. 

• Clean and sanitize utensils, work areas and food contact surfaces 
between prep tasks involving raw foods. 

• Never allow ready to eat foods to touch raw meats. 
 
Thawing Food – Proper thawing is a very important part of keeping food 
safe. There are 4 proper methods for thawing food. These methods are 
designed to prevent the growth of harmful pathogens during the process. 

1. In a refrigerator at 41°F or lower. 
2. Submerged in running potable water that is at 70°F or lower. 
3. In a microwave if food is to be cooked immediately after thawing. 
4. As part of the cooking process. 

NOTE – There are no approved methods that involve thawing food at room 
temperature. 
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Special Preparation Precautions - Care should be taken with certain foods 
that require special care during preparation. 
• When preparing meats, poultry and fish, remove only as much as what 

will be needed, store prepared meats or cook as quickly as possible. 
• Pooled eggs (multiple eggs in a single container) should be handled 

carefully and should be cooked quickly after mixing. 
• Batters used should be prepared in small batches to prevent potential 

hazards from occurring. 
 
Ice - Ice should always be handled with care. 
• Always use sanitized containers to scoop up ice.   
• Never use a glass to scoop up ice. 
• Scoops should be stored outside of ice machine in a sanitary location. 
• Ice should be made from potable water. 

 
Cooking 

 
In order to reduce pathogens that may be present on food, food must be 
cooked to its required internal temperature.  These temperatures vary 
between foods. To ensure that food has reached its required internal 
temperature it must be checked with a calibrated thermometer. Although 
cooking reduces pathogens, it does not destroy toxins so foods should be 
handled carefully.  
 
Key internal cooking temperatures for common meats – 
• Poultry (including ground poultry) - 165°F for 15 seconds 
• Ground meats - 155°F for 15 seconds 
• Fish - 145°F  for 15 seconds 
• Pork and beef (steaks and chops) - 145°F  for 15 seconds 
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REMEMBER - 
� Processed foods such as chicken nuggets, fish sticks, etc. may have 

slightly different minimum cooking temperatures. 
� Consult the product label if you have questions. 
� If there is any doubt regarding the minimum cooking temperature 

following the USDA & FDA guidelines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Microwaves – When potentially hazardous foods, such as eggs, poultry, fish 
and meats, are cooked in microwaves the following must be adhered to: 
• Food must be cooked to an internal temperature of 165℉ . 
• Be sure to cover food so not to dry it out. 
• Stir or rotate halfway through the cooking process so that the food is 

heated evenly. 
• Temperature should be checked in two different locations to ensure 

proper internal temperature was reached. 
• Wait two minutes after cooking to let the food. 

 
Cooling - Potentially hazardous foods should be cooled following these 
steps: 
• Food should go from 135℉ to 70℉  

within 2 hours  
then from 

• 70℉ to 41℉ or lower an additional  
4 hours 

 
If food has not reached 70℉ within 2 hours it should be thrown away or 
reheated to 165℉ for 15 seconds and then start the cooling process again. 
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Food should be properly cooled to pass through the 41℉ to 135℉  
temperature danger  zone as quickly as possible .   
 
The following are a few acceptable methods used for cooling food: 
• Reduce the quantity or size of food by using shallow pans, creating 

smaller portions. 
• Stirring the food. Stirring food helps it cool faster and more evenly. 
• Ice water bath. 
• Using an ice wand. 
• Using ice directly, some recipes call for water so ice can be used as part 

of the ingredient. 
 

Reheating - When reheating food for hot holding observe the following:  
• Reheat food to an internal temperature of 165℉ for 15 seconds within 

2 hours. If food has not reached this temperature within the 2 hours, 
it must be thrown away. 

• Hot holding equipment or warming units should never be used to 
reheat food unless it was specifically designed to do that job.  

 
Serving 

 
Any food being held for service is potentially at risk. Here are guidelines in 
reducing the risk of time temperature abuse and cross contamination:  
• First and foremost, be sure to have a calibrated thermometer.  
• Temperature of foods should be checked at least every four hours.  
• Hot foods should be held at 135℉ or higher.  
• Cold foods should be held at 41℉ or lower.  
• Throw out food after a predetermined amount of time.   
• Prepare foods in batches so that it will be used quicker.  
• Make sure to use covers or sneeze guards to protect food. 
• Only use equipment that can maintain the temperature of food.  
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• Never use hot holding equipment to reheat foods.  
• Make sure to stir foods regularly to keep it evenly heated.  
• When holding cold foods, never store food directly on ice.  

 
Using Time as a Control for Food Safety - 
• Be sure food was held at the proper temperatures prior to removing it 

from temperature control – Holding temperature should be properly 
documented. 

• All food containers should have a label that indicates the time at which 
it should be discarded.  

• Be sure that food is served or discarded within four hours. Discard time 
should be properly documented. 
 

Buffet Serving Guidelines – The following are things that must be taken into 
consideration when handling a buffet line: 
• Label all food on the buffet line. 
• Keep buffet food covered whenever possible. 
• Never reuse plates, utensils, tableware or bowls at any time.           
• Because of possible cross contamination. 
• The only exception to that rule are cups.  Cups can be reused  

when drinking from a self serve station. 
 

Keep food out of the Temperature Danger Zone (TDZ) – 
• Always keep foods out of the Temperature Danger Zone (TDZ).  
• Sterno type burners, steam tables or heat lamps should never be 

used to reheat foods since they do not heat food to a high enough 
temperature. 

• Sneeze guards should be used to prevent contamination from air 
particles that come from customers. 

• Always have utensils available inside buffet for serving food. 
 

NOTE: All Temperatures are based on the current FDA Model Food Code. 
Some entities, like schools, may have more restrictive guidelines. 




