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Basics for Handling Food Safely 

 
Safe steps in food handling, cooking, and storage are essential to prevent foodborne illness. You can’t see, smell, 
or taste harmful bacteria that may cause illness. In every step of food preparation, follow the four steps of the 
Food Safe Families campaign to keep food safe: 
 

•  Clean - Wash hands and surfaces often. 
•  Separate - Don’t cross-contaminate. 
•  Cook - Cook to the right temperature. 
•  Chill - Refrigerate promptly. 
 

Shopping 
•  Purchase refrigerated or frozen items after 

selecting your non-perishables. 

•  Never choose meat or poultry in packaging that 
is torn or leaking. 

•  Do not buy food past “Sell-By,” “Use-By,” or 
other expiration dates. 

 

Storage 
•  Always refrigerate perishable food within 2 

hours--1 hour when the temperature is above 

90 °F (32.2 ºC). 

•  Check the temperature of your refrigerator 
and freezer with an appliance thermometer. 
The refrigerator should be at 41 °F (5 ºC) 
or below and the freezer at 0 °F (-17.7 ºC) or 
below. 

•  Cook or freeze fresh poultry, fish, ground 
meats, and variety meats within 2 days; other 
beef, veal, lamb, or pork, within 3 to 5 days. 

•  Perishable food such as meat and poultry 
should be wrapped securely to maintain quality 
and to prevent meat juices from getting onto 
other food. 

•  To maintain quality when freezing meat and 
poultry in its original package, wrap the 
package again with foil or plastic wrap that is 
recommended for the freezer. 

•  Canned foods are safe indefinitely as long as 
they are not exposed to freezing temperatures, 
or temperatures above 90 °F. (32.2 ºC)  If the 
cans look ok, they are safe to use. Discard 
cans that are dented, rusted, or swollen. High- 
acid canned food (tomatoes, fruits) will keep 
their best quality for 12 to 18 months; low-acid 
canned food (meats, vegetables) for 2 to 5 years.

Preparation 
•  Always wash hands before and after handling 

food. 

•  Don’t cross-contaminate. Keep raw meat, 
poultry, fish, and their juices away from other 
food. After cutting raw meats, wash hands, 
cutting board, knife, and counter tops with hot, 
soapy water. 

•  Marinate meat and poultry in a covered dish in 
the refrigerator. 

•  Sanitize cutting boards by using a solution of 1 
teaspoon chlorine bleach in 1 quart of water. 

 

Thawing 
•  Refrigerator: The refrigerator allows slow, safe 

thawing. Make sure thawing meat and poultry 
juices do not drip onto other food. 

•  Cold Water: For faster thawing, place food in 
a leak-proof plastic bag. Submerge in cold tap 
water. Change the water every 30 minutes. 
Cook immediately after thawing. 

•  Microwave: Cook meat and poultry 
immediately after microwave thawing. 

 

Cooking 
•  Cook all raw beef, pork, lamb and veal steaks, 

chops, and roasts to a minimum internal 
temperature of 145 °F (62.8 ºC) as measured 
with a food thermometer before removing meat 
from the heat source. For safety and quality, 
allow meat to rest for at least three minutes 
before carving or consuming. For reasons of 
personal preference, consumers may choose to 

cook meat to higher temperatures. 
•  Ground meat: Cook all raw ground beef, pork, 

lamb, and veal to an internal temperature of 
160 °F (71.1 ºC) as measured with a food 
thermometer. 

•  Poultry: Cook all poultry to an internal 
temperature of 165 °F (73.9 °C) as measured 
with a food thermometer. 

 

Serving 
• Hot food should be held at 135 °F (57 °C) or 

warmer. 

• Cold food should be held at 41 °F (5 ºC) or 
colder. 

• When serving food at a buffet, keep food hot 
with chafing dishes, slow cookers, and warming 
trays. Keep food cold by nesting dishes in bowls 
of ice or use small serving trays and replace 
them often. 

• Perishable food should not be left out more than 
2 hours at room temperature--1 hour when the 
temperature is above 90 °F (32.2 ºC). 

Leftovers 
• Discard any food left out at room temperature for 

more than 2 hours--1 hour if the temperature was 
above 90 °F (32.2 ºC). 

• Place food into shallow containers and immediately 
put in the refrigerator or freezer for rapid cooling. 

• Use cooked leftovers within 4 days. 

• Reheat leftovers to 165 °F (73.9 °C). 

Refreezing 
Meat and poultry defrosted in the refrigerator may be 

refrozen before or after cooking. If thawed by other 
methods, cook before refreezing. 
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The Food Safety and Inspection S Foodborne Illness: 

What Consumers Need to Know 
 
 
What is Foodborne Illness? 

 
Foodborne illness is a preventable public health 
challenge that causes an estimated 48 million 
illnesses and 3,000 deaths each year in the United 
States. It is an illness that comes from eating 
contaminated food. The onset of symptoms may 
occur within minutes to weeks and often presents 
itself as flu-like symptoms such as nausea, 
vomiting, diarrhea, or fever. Because the symptoms 
are often flu-like, many people may not recognize 
that the illness is caused by harmful bacteria or 
other pathogens in food. 

 
Everyone is at risk for getting a foodborne illness.  
How- ever, some people are at greater risk for 
experiencing 
a more serious illness or even death should they get 

a foodborne illness.  Those at greater risk are infants, 
young children, pregnant women and their unborn    
babies, older adults, and people with weakened 
immune systems (such as those with HIV/AIDS, 
cancer, diabetes, kidney disease, and transplant 
patients.) Some people may become ill after 
ingesting only a few harmful bac- teria; others may 
remain symptom free after ingesting thousands. 

 
How Do Bacteria Get in Food? 

 
Microorganisms may be present on food products 
when you purchase them. For example, plastic-
wrapped boneless chicken breasts and ground meat 
were once part of live chickens or cattle. Raw meat, 
poultry, seafood, and eggs are not sterile. Neither is 
fresh produce such as lettuce, tomatoes, sprouts, and 
melons. 

 
Thousands of types of bacteria are naturally present 
in our environment. Microorganisms that cause 
disease are called pathogens. When certain 
pathogens enter the food supply, they can cause 
foodborne illness.   Not all bacteria cause disease in 
humans. For example, some bacteria are used 
beneficially in making cheese and yogurt. Foods, 
including safely cooked and ready-to-eat foods, can 
become cross-contaminated with pathogens 
transferred from raw egg products and raw meat, 
poultry, and seafood products and their juices, other 
contaminated products, or from food handlers with 
poor personal hygiene. Most cases of foodborne 
illness can be prevented with proper cooking or 
processing of food to destroy pathogens. 

 
 
 

 
 

The “Danger Zone” 
 
Bacteria multiply rapidly between 41°F and 135 °F. It is 
important to keep food out of this “Danger Zone,” so 
keep cold food cold and hot food hot. 
• Store food in the refrigerator (41 °F or below) or 

freezer (0 °F or below). 
• Cook food to a safe minimum internal temperature. 
 

o Cook all raw beef, pork, lamb and veal 
steaks, chops, and roasts to a minimum 
internal temperature of 145 °F as 
measured with a food thermometer 
before removing meat from the 
heat source. For safety and quality, allow 
meat to rest for at least three minutes 
before carving or consuming. For 
reasons of personal preference, 
consumers may choose to cook meat to 
higher temperatures. 

 
o Cook all raw ground beef, pork, lamb, 

and veal to an internal temperature 
of 160 °F as measured with a food 
thermometer. 

 
o Cook all poultry to a safe minimum 

internal temperature of 165 °F as 
measured with a food thermometer. 

• Maintain hot cooked food at 135 °F or above. 

• When reheating cooked food, reheat to 165 °F. 
FSIS) is 

In Case of Suspected Foodborne Illness 
 

, 1.  Preserve the evidence. If a portion of the suspect 
food is available, wrap it securely, mark “DANGER” and 
freeze it. Save all the packaging materials, such as cans or 

cartons. Write down the food type, the date, other 
identifying marks on the package, the time consumed, 
and when the onset of symptoms occurred. Save any 

identical unopened products. 
 

2.  Seek treatment as necessary. If the victim is in an 

“at risk” group, seek medical care immediately. Likewise, if 
symptoms persist or are severe (such as bloody diarrhea, 
excessive nausea and vomiting, or high temperature), call 

your doctor. 
 

t3.  Call the local health department if the suspect 

food was served at a large gathering, from a restaurant or 
other food service facility, or if it is a commercial product. 
 

4.  Call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline at 1-888-

MPHotline (1-888-674-6854) if the suspect food is a 
USDA-inspected product and you have all the packaging. is 
safe,         - some, and correctly labeled and packaged. 
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“Danger Zone” (41 °F – 135 °F) 
 
Leaving food out too long at room temperature can cause bacteria (such as Staphylococcus aureus, Salmonella 
Enteritidis, Escherichia coli O157:H7, and Campylobacter) to grow to dangerous levels that can cause illness. 
Bacteria grow most rapidly in the range of temperatures between 41 °F and 135 °F, doubling in number in as little 
as 20 minutes. This range of temperatures is often called the “Danger Zone.” 

 
Keep Food Out of the “Danger 

Zone” 
 

Never leave food out of refrigeration over 
2 hours. If the temperature is above 90 
°F, food should not be left out more than 1 
hour. 

 
•  Keep hot food hot — at or above 

135 °F. Place cooked food in chafing 
dishes, preheated steam tables, 
warming trays, and/or slow cookers. 

•  Keep cold food cold — at or below 

41 °F. Place food in containers on ice. 
 

Cooking 

 
Raw meat and poultry should always be 
cooked to a safe minimum internal 
temperature (see graphic). When roasting 
meat and poultry, use an oven temperature 
no lower than 325 °F. 

If you aren’t going to serve hot food 
right away, it’s important to keep it 
at 135 °F or above. 

 
Storing Leftovers 

 
One of the most common causes of 
foodborne illness is improper cooling 
of cooked foods. Bacteria can be 
reintroduced to food after it is safely 
cooked. For this reason leftovers 
must be put in shallow containers 
for quick cooling and refrigerated at 
41°F or below within two hours. 

 

Reheating 
 

Foods should be reheated thoroughly 
to an internal temperature of 165 °F or 
until hot and steaming. In the 
microwave oven, cover food and 
rotate so it heats evenly. 

 

 

Shelf-Stable Food 
 

Food that doesn’t need to be refrigerated or frozen must still be stored with care. Follow these basic guidelines and                
you’ll have food safety in the bag (or can).

 

Where:  

 
 

 
How Long: 
 
 

Care and Cautions    

for Cans: 
 
 

 
Common Sense 

Caution  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Store canned food and other shelf-stable products in a cool, clean, dry place. Never 
put them above the stove, under the sink, in a damp garage or basement, or any place 
exposed to high or low temperature extremes.  
 

In general, you can store high-acid food such as tomatoes and other fruit for 12 to 18 
months; low-acid food such as meat and vegetables, 2 to 5 years. 
 
Discard cans that are dented, leaking, bulging, or rusted. Can linings might discolor or 
corrode when metal reacts with high-acid food such as tomatoes or pineapple — but 
as long as the outside of the can is in good shape, the contents should be safe to eat. 
Keep in mind, though, that the taste, texture, and nutritional value of the food can 
diminish over time. 
 
If you’re not sure how old a food is, or fear that it may not have been properly 
refrigerated or has been left out too long, don’t taste it! Instead, remember the 
“golden rule” of food storage: 
 

When in doubt, throw it out! 
 
 

 

41°F 

135°F 
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Refrigeration and Food Safety 
 

refrigerator is one of the most important pieces of equipment in the kitchen for keeping foods safe.  
 
 
 
Importance of 
Refrigeration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Types of Bacteria in 
Refrigerated Foods 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Safe Refrigerator 
Temperature 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Refrigeration slows bacterial growth. Bacteria exist everywhere in 
nature. They are in the soil, air, water, and the foods we eat. When they 
have nutrients (food), moisture, and favorable temperatures, they grow 
rapidly, increasing in numbers to the point where some types of bacteria 
can cause illness. Bacteria grow most rapidly in the range of 
temperatures between 41°F and 135 °F, the “Danger Zone,” some 
doubling in number in as little as 20 minutes. A refrigerator set at 41°F 
or below will protect most foods. 

 
There are two completely different families of bacteria: pathogenic 
bacteria, the kind that cause foodborne illness, and spoilage bacteria, 
the kind of bacteria that cause foods to deteriorate and develop 
unpleasant odors, tastes, and textures. 

 

Pathogenic bacteria can grow rapidly in the “Danger Zone,” the 
temperature range between 41 °F and 135 °F, but they do not 
generally affect the taste, smell, or appearance of a food. In other 
words, one cannot tell that a pathogen is present. 
 

Spoilage bacteria can grow at low temperatures, such as in the 
refrigerator. Eventually they cause food to develop off or bad 
tastes and smells. Most people would not choose to eat spoiled 
food, but if they did, they probably would not get sick. It comes 
down to an issue of quality versus safety: 
 

• Food that has been left too long on the counter    
may be dangerous to eat, but could look fine. 

 

• Food that has been stored too long in the refrigerator 
or freezer may be of lessened quality, but most likely 
would not make anyone sick. (However, some bacteria 
such as Listeria monocytogenes thrive at cold 
temperatures, and if present, will multiply in the 
refrigerator over time and could cause illness.) 

 

For safety, it is important to verify the temperature of the 
refrigerator. Refrigerators should be set to maintain a temperature 
of 41°F or below. Some refrigerators have built-in thermometers 
to measure their internal temperature. For those refrigerators 
without this feature, keep an appliance thermometer in the 
refrigerator to monitor the temperature. This can be critical in the 
event of a power outage. When the power goes back on, if the 
refrigerator is still 41°F, the food is safe. Foods held at 
temperatures above 41°F for more than 2 hours should not be 
consumed. Appliance thermometers are specifically designed to 
provide accuracy at cold temperatures. Be sure refrigerator/freezer 
doors are closed tightly at all times. Don’t open refrigerator/freezer 
doors more often than necessary and close them as soon as 
possible. 
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Safe Handling of Foods 
for Refrigerating 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

Placement of Foods 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Keeping the Refrigerator 
Clean 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hot food can be placed directly in the refrigerator or it can be 
rapidly chilled in an ice or cold water bath before refrigerating. 
Cover foods to retain moisture and prevent them from picking up 
odors from other foods. 
 
A large pot of food like soup or stew should be divided into small 
portions and put in shallow containers before being refrigerated. 
A large cut of meat or whole poultry should be divided into 
smaller pieces or placed in shallow containers before 
refrigerating. 
 
 
The temperature in a refrigerator should be 41°F or below 
throughout the unit, so that any place is safe for storage of any 
food. Raw meat, poultry, and seafood should be in a sealed 
container or wrapped securely to prevent raw juices from 
contaminating other foods 
 
 
 
One very important step in keeping your food safe is keeping 
your refrigerator clean. Wipe up spills immediately — clean 
surfaces thoroughly with hot, soapy water; then rinse. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

41 ºF 
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Cutting Boards and Food Safety 
 

hich is better, wooden, or plastic cutting boards? Consumers may choose either wood or a nonporous surface     
cutting board such as plastic, marble, glass, or pyroceramic. Nonporous surfaces are easier to clean than wood. 

 

            
Avoid Cross- 
Contamination 
 
 
 
 

        Cleaning Cutting 
       Boards 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

       Bamboo Cutting 
       Boards 

 
 
 
 
 

       Replace Worn Cutting 
       Boards 

 
 

The Meat and Poultry Hotline says that consumers may use wood or a nonporous 
surface for cutting raw meat and poultry. However, consider using one cutting 
board for fresh produce and bread and a separate one for raw meat, poultry, and 
seafood. This will prevent bacteria on a cutting board that is used for raw meat, 
poultry, or seafood from contaminating a food that requires no further cooking. 

 

 
To keep all cutting boards clean, the Hotline recommends washing them with hot, 
soapy water after each use; then rinse with clear water and air dry or pat dry 
with clean paper towels. Nonporous acrylic, plastic, or glass boards and solid 
wood boards can be washed in a dishwasher (laminated boards may crack and 
split). 

 
Both wooden and plastic cutting boards can be sanitized with a solution of 1 
tablespoon of unscented, liquid chlorine bleach per gallon of water. Flood the 
surface with the bleach solution and allow it to stand for several minutes. 
Rinse with clear water and air dry or pat dry with clean paper towels. 

 

 

 

Bamboo cutting boards are harder and less porous than hardwoods. 
Bamboo absorbs very little moisture and resists scarring from knives, so 
they are more resistant to bacteria than other woods. Clean bamboo 
cutting boards with hot soapy water; sanitize if desired. Rub with mineral 
oil to help retain moisture. 

 

 

All cutting boards wear out over time. After cutting boards become 
excessively worn or develop hard-to-clean grooves, they should be 
discarded. 
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Four Easy Steps to Be Food Safe 
 
 

 

. 
  
 

 Clean. Bacteria can spread throughout                               Separate. Cross-contamination 

  the kitchen and get on hands, cutting boards,                               is how bacteria spreads. Keep raw                       

  knives, and countertops. Frequent  cleaning                    meat, poultry,  and seafood and their 
  can keep that  from happening                                                        juices away from ready-to-eat food        

 

 

                                WASH hands with soap and                                                                       USE one cutting                                                                                      

                                        warm water for 20 seconds                                                                                 board for raw meat, 

                                           before and after handling food                                                                      poultry, and seafood 

                                                                               and another for salads 

                                                                                                                                  and ready-to-eat food. 

  

   RUN cutting boards and                                                                                                                                  KEEP raw meat,                                                                                                                                                                       

   utensils through the dishwasher                                                                                poultry, and seafood  

  or  wash them in hot soapy                                                                              and their juices apart 

  water after each use                                                                                          from other food items 

                                                           in your grocery cart. 

 

                                    KEEP countertops clean by                                                                                    STORE raw meat, 

                                        washing with hot soapy water                                                                       poultry, and seafood             

                                      after preparing food                                                                                       in a container or on                                                       

                                                                                                      a plate so juices can’t 

                                                                                       drip on other foods. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                        



Basics for Safe Food Handling 
 

9 
 

 
Cook. Even for experienced cooks                                    Chill. Bacteria spreads fastest at   

the improper heating and preparation                                    temperatures between 41°F – 135 °F,                               

of food means bacteria can survive.                                             so chilling food properly is one of the                                                                        most effective  ways to reduce the risk 
                                                                                                           of foodborne illness. 

 

 

USE a food thermometer—                                                                    COOL the fridge to                                                            

you can’t tell food is                                                                                 41 °F or below, and                               

cooked safely by how it looks.                                                                 use an appliance 

                                                                                          thermometer to check                                               the temperature. 

 
STIR, rotate the dish,                                                                                CHILL leftovers and                                                                                                                                                                                     
and cover food when                                                                          takeout foods within 2                                                                                                                                       
microwaving to prevent                                                                      hours, and divide food                                                                                                                                            
cold spots where                                                                                                  into shallow containers                                                                                                                                                                                   
bacteria can survive.                                                                                   for rapid cooling.      
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 

                                                                                                    THAW meat, poultry, 

 BRING sauces, soups,                                                                            and seafood in the                                                      

                                     and gravies to a rolling                                                                           fridge, not on the  

                                     boil when reheating.                                                                               counter, and don’t   

                                                                                                                                                         overstuff the fridge.    

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

At Home Reviews, your YFCI Monitor will: 
 

 Observe hand washing before and after handling food. 
 Verify the temperature of your refrigerator and freezer. 
 Check the cleanliness of your refrigerator and counters. 
 Check your food storage. 
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USDA nondiscrimination statement  
  

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations 

and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering 

USDA programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, sex, disability, age, or 

reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity in any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA.  

  

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g. Braille, 

large print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.), should contact the Agency (State or local) where they 

applied for benefits. Individuals who are deaf, hard of hearing or have speech disabilities may contact USDA 

through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. Additionally, program information may be made available 

in languages other than English. 

   

To file a program complaint of discrimination, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, 

(AD-3027) found online at: http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html, and at any USDA office, or 

write a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To 

request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by:  

   

(1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture  

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights  

1400 Independence Avenue, SW  

Washington, D.C. 20250-9410;  

  

(2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or  

  

(3) email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

   

This institution is an equal opportunity provider.   

      

 

 
FOOD SAFETY BASICS 

 

 

This is a required training for 2 hours of Child and Adult 
Care Food Program (CACFP) Training credit. 

 

Successful completion meets your Food Safety/Sanitation training 
requirement for fiscal year 2020. 

 

Complete all the home study questions and 
submit to the YFCI office 

Within two (2) weeks of receipt of this home study. 

 
 

Completed quizzes can be completed on-line at  www.yoursforchildren.com.  
Go to “Training”>> “Current Year Home Studies”>> “FY2020 Food Safety Basics”. 

 
One hundred percent of the funding for this program and publication is provided by USDA and, therefore, any publications may be freely copied by USDA, the           
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, and by any other institutions under the Child and Adult Care Food Program. Please credit the 
listed source when given or Yours for Children, Inc. when not given. 
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