
	  
	  

Something	  for	  Everyone:	  Your	  Guide	  to	  Cooking	  with	  Kids	  of	  Every	  Age	  
	  

This is just a starting guide to creating age-appropriate cooking experiences.  Be prepared to adjust your game plan as you get to know your audience better.  
When in doubt, poll your young chefs – ask them to weigh in on what was difficult, too easy, exciting, or challenging.  As long as you show that you’re 
committed to making the cooking experience fit their interests, they’ll be coming back for seconds! 

	  

Age Group Make it Hands on Appeal to the Senses Try Something New Choosing Recipes 
Pre-K - Mixing by hand (salads) 

 
- Tearing (lettuces) 
 
- Smushing/smashing 
(potatoes, squash, etc.) 

-Come up with routines and 
sayings to remind younger 
children about good cooking 
hygiene, i.e. washing hands, 
not licking spoons and re-
dipping, not touching 
mouth/ears/nose. 
 
- Use group activities as a way 
to encourage interaction 

- Give little kids an "out" - if they do not 
like the taste of a recipe, make sure that 
they have a way to deal with their 
dislike in a polite way.  
 
-Practice different ways to say "I don't 
like this"; sometimes it helps to have 
napkins nearby to prevent kids from 
spitting things out in front of everyone. 

Choose recipes that have fewer 
ingredients and steps to keep 
children engaged, or break a larger 
recipe into shorter sessions (no 
more than 30-45 min). 
 

Early Elem - Cutting with plastic knives 
 
-Kneading & Mixing with 
wooden spoons 
 
- Assembly (stacking 
sandwiches, topping pizza, 
rolling breakfast burritos 
etc.) 
 
- Helping with serving and 
clean-up 

-Rub and smell herbs, smell 
and look at the colors of 
vinegars and oils, taste 
ingredients (i.e. lettuces) on 
their own before adding 
dressings. 
 
-Use adjectives to describe 
food and build culinary 
vocabulary. 

-Try multiple recipes with the same 
ingredient - repetition helps kids 
reinforce the value of the featured 
ingredient and familiarity when it is 
presented in other contexts. 

As children get to Kindergarten and 
up, they enjoy recipes that can be 
shared with others (family members, 
teachers) and customized with add-
ins (chopped herbs, edible flowers,) 
for personal preferences.   
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Age Group Make it Hands on Appeal to the Senses Try Something New Choosing Recipes 

Middle 
School 

- Different types of mixing 
techniques (whisking, folding, 
etc.) 
 
-Basic stovetop cooking 
(sauté, boil) 
 
-Basic work (with close adult 
supervision) with electric 
appliances like blenders and 
mixers. 
 
- Helping with clean up 

- Exploring flavors by trying 
new herbs and spices 
 
- Establish the group’s base 
food vocabulary (describing 
textures, tastes, etc.) and 
introduce new vocab words. 

- Let kids choose! Try customizing basic 
recipes (muffins, granola) to include 
favorite ingredients 
 
- Comparison activities: Organize taste 
tests that compare different fruits, types 
of cheese, etc. and take a vote on 
favorites. 

Middle school students can start 
with basic recipes (5-10 ingredients) 
to build confidence and then move 
on to longer recipes.  Recipes with 
simple multi-step assembling are 
good (lasagna, tacos, etc.) Recipes 
should keep kids active for no more 
than 60 minutes. 

High School -Knife Skills and techniques, 
garnishing 
 
-Detailed work (making 
raviolis, empanadas, etc.) 
 
-Cooking with proteins 
(chicken, seafood, etc.) 
 
- Setting up their own 
cooking stations, cleaning 
dishes, and organizing 
equipment 

- Exploring flavor 
combinations (curry powders, 
rubs, sweet/savory 
combinations, etc.) 
 
- Help teens create their own 
recipes or cook without 
recipes 

- Let teens choose! Challenge teens to 
branch out, try new ingredients in 
familiar formats (using a new spice or 
vegetable as a pizza topping, etc. 
 
- Comparison Activities: Making 3 
variations on the same recipe (classic 
mac and cheese, low fat mac and 
cheese, vegan mac and cheese) 

Teens can start with basic recipes 
(10-12 ingredients, using known 
skills) and move on to two step 
recipes (ex: cupcakes and frosting) 
and complex recipes (new 
ingredients & new techniques) 
Advanced groups can be challenged 
to meet a time goal or peer teach.  
Active cooking time of about 1.5-2 
hours is a good start. 

 


