
  

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

‘How to....  
 

Cook with Groups’ 
 

Handbook 

 

A guide to planning and running 
your cooking activities to support 

your participants’ skill development 
and confidence  



  

 



  

 

 
 
 

 

Contents Page  

5 Step 1: Things to Consider  

6 Step 2: Skills for Cooking Session Leaders  

7 Step 3: Choosing a Suitable Venue 

Page 
Number  Step Title  

Step 4: The Needs of Your Participants  

Step 5: What do you need to run a cooking session? 

Step 6: Buying the Food  

Step 7: Preparation of area 

Step 8: Basic Ground Rules for Participants  

8 

9 

9 

10 

10 

Step 9: Get Cooking! 11 

Step 10: Cleaning Up and Food Tasting  11 

12 Step 11: Gathering Feedback  

Step 12: Writing Up and Reporting Outcomes  

Appendices  

12 

13-26 

3 



  

 



  

 

 
Before you start to plan cooking sessions you have to know a few things: 
 
 Is there a need to run cooking sessions within your organisation /group?  
 What is the purpose / aim of the sessions? 
 How will you recruit participants? 
 For example:  

 To increase knowledge about food 
 To provide basic cooking skills 
 To try different cooking methods 
 To inform individuals about weaning 
 To increase knowledge about cooking on a budget  
 As a stepping stone onto other training / education 

 
 Who is /are your target group(s)?    
 
 Will this cooking activity meet their requirements /skill level? 
 
 Do you need to ask participants what kind of things they want to make 

or have you already decided through other means? 
 
 Do you know who will deliver the sessions or does someone in your  
 organisation have the capacity to deliver the sessions? 
 
 What funding is available?  

 This is likely to determine: 
 length and number of sessions  
 kinds of food you will cook  
 where it will take place (venue) 

 
 How many participants will you have within your group?  
  This will depend on the session leader and the venue.  
  However a general guide is 4 – 6 adults per group.  
 NB. Extra leaders/helpers  may be required for groups with extra  

 support  needs e.g. learning disabilities, disabilities, children,  
  unconfident participants. 

 
 Is it a demonstration /  event or hands on cooking session? 
 N.B hands on cooking sessions are more likely to provide participants 
 with the skills and confidence to replicate dishes/ meals at home.  
 
 What additional support may be required?  
 E.g. extra helpers / crèche/  training for session leader 

Step 1:  Things to consider  
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 Does the person leading the sessions have the necessary skills to  
 lead the sessions?  
 
 
 (Being a good cook does not always mean you have the ability to  
 lead a group or teach others). 
 
 
 
Essential skills & qualities: 
 

 Current Elementary Food Hygiene Certificate 
 Group Work Skills 
 Ability to interact/teach/pass on skills to others  
 Be able to identify and minimise risks 

 
 
 
Other useful requirements: 
 

 Basic nutrition knowledge (accredited courses are available) 
 Basic First Aid Training/ Knowledge (relevant to kitchen safety) 
 Health and Safety Training/ Knowledge 
 Literacy Skills  
 Be able to follow a recipe  
 Disclosure / PVG to be able to work with vulnerable people may 

be needed depending on organisation / group (community 
group / organisation). 

Step 2: Skills for Cooking Session Leaders 

 

Training may be available to support the development of these 
skills from your NHS Board,  Local Authority or  

Local Training  Centre. 
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 Is there a venue available and is the facility suitable for cooking and  
 preparing food? 
 
 If you would not like to cook in the venue then the chances are that  
 it is not suitable. 
 
Here are some pointers to help you decide if the venue is okay to use: 
 
The venue needs to be appropriate to how it will be used.  
 
E.g. if you are making cold food dishes that are more about food   
preparation e.g. sandwiches, wraps, fruits salads then cookers would not 
be an issue.  
 
If you are making hot dishes such as soup, bolognaise, you need to work  
out if you have enough cookers. If you need oven space e.g. pizza,  
crumbles, wedges, how many ovens would you need? 
The venue might have been checked by environmental health officers as  
a safe place to prepare food, however it still requires to be assessed for  
the suitability of cooking in a group situation.  
 
Think about: 
 Is the venue big enough for the size of the group?  
 (or do you need to adjust your group size to match your facilities?) 
  You will need at least 2 separate sinks: one solely designated for  
  Hand washing and one for dishes.  
 Cookers: as a rough guide 1 cooker = 4 participants. 
 if you need more cookers/ portable hotplates – make sure you have 
 enough workspace and electrical sockets to use them safely. Does 
 your venue require you to do any other safety checks? 
 Are the surfaces/walls etc clean and in good condition? 
 Is there adequate work surface space for each participant, whether a 

table or work top (bearing in mind standing over tables may not be 
comfortable) 

 Is there plenty of hot water available? 
 Is there refrigerated storage? (cool boxes could be substituted). 
 Bins or refuge disposal: ideally a lidded, foot operated bin is suitable 
 The session leader should know where to locate fire safety equipment 

and be confident to use the fire safety procedures for evacuation. 

Step 3: Choosing a Suitable Venue  

Use the Venue Checklist on page 13-14 to assess the suitability of 
your venue.  

Keep the checklist as a record of your risk assessment   7 



  

 

   
 

The needs of your participants will always vary, as they depend on:   
 
 individual circumstances and abilities 
 why they are participating in the group  
 what the aims/purpose of the group is 
 
Here are some things to consider: 
 
 Is the aim of the sessions to increase skills and/or confidence within 

participants? 
 Use pre cooking evaluations to help identify skill levels to allow you  
 to tailor the sessions to your group. 
 Do participants need extra support? (e.g. learning disabilities,  
 learning difficulties, mental health or physical disabilities, children)  
 (Usually these groups need a higher ratio of leaders to participants).  
 How many participants can you support in a workshop/ session  
,  comfortably, ensuring that participants get enough attention? 
 Literacy – can participants read recipes. Also bear in mind that people 

who do not cook a lot, generally do not use recipes and the terms,  
 text, and flow of recipes, may not mean very much to them. 
 Measurements- metric or imperial? Not everyone has scales or  
 tablespoons so it may be useful to convert the measurements using  
 desserts spoons, mugs etc. 
 Participants may be unsure of how to prepare/chop vegetables 
 Some participants may not realise they are better cooks than they 

think they are and will need to build confidence. Sometimes  
  participants can support one another? 
 

Examples of group sizes: 
Think about whether you will get participants to cook individually, in pairs or 
small groups. 
When making fruit crumble or scones participants can work individually  
as there is a lot of touching of food and learning how to ‘rub in’ is tactile  
and soothing. 
Working in pairs is good for chopping skills, team building and is  
Supportive. 
Making a pot of soup in larger group (3-4 participants) is great for creating 
discussion and can be less threatening for unconfident participants.  

Step 4: The needs of your participants  

Use the ’H’ Diagram evaluation sheets on page 15-16 to capture 
skills/ comments from participants.  

Remember to keep these to evidence the impact of your sessions  
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 Session plan: making a session plan of what you need and the order 
of what you will do things  is a good idea.  

 Equipment – generally it is a good idea to have 
enough for each participant. You will also need to 
think about how you will transport/store the  

 equipment. Don’t forget things like bin liners,  
 disposable cleaning cloths, oven gloves, washing  
 up  liquid and paper towels.  
 Any electrical equipment to be used needs to be 

safe and in good working order and you need to 
know how to use it. The venue may require equip-
ment to be PAT tested.  

 Risk assessment/pre cooking checklist   
 Recipes—you can let your group choose recipes for 

your group, but keep it within your capacity, skill level 
and the purpose.  One way to do this is allow participants to  

 select from a predetermined range of recipes. 
 Ingredients—working out how much of each ingredient is required for 

the size of the group can be tricky, so make a shopping list.  A general 
guide is if you have a recipe that serves 4 and your cooking is being 
done individually, then buy 1 ½ times the recipe quantities– you can 
divide leftover ingredients between participants. It is important to have 
a supply of store. 

 
 

 There is no need to buy expensive ingredients—value brands are fine 
and promote cooking on a budget. 

 Keep a copy of receipts – this will help you keep a record of food used, 
costs and also as a record of food hygiene practices.  

 If the aim of the session is to increase skills then don’t be tempted to 
use partially prepared foods, as you want participants to learn how to 
prepare and use vegetables.   

 Jars of sauces don’t give the skills required and if its healthier choices 
you are promoting, they often contain extra salt. Once participants 
have learned the practical skills, you can show then how using frozen 
and partially prepared ingredients can create quick meals.   

 Food should be brought direct from shops and taken to venue (do not 
be tempted to store or bring in ingredients from home).  

 Make sure everything is in date and sealed (excess opened packets  
of foods can be distributed to participants to use at home). 

 All protein based foods (i.e. meat, fish, cheese; yoghurt), cold and  
 frozen foods should be purchased last. 
 Transport chilled/frozen foods in a cool bag/box with ice blocks placed 

in the bag. Ideally the food should be kept at a temperature no higher 
than 8

o
cfor no more than 2 hours. Transport and store 

cooked or ready to eat foods in a separate bag from raw. 

Step 5: What do you need to run a cooking session? 

Step 6: Buying the Food 

See  
Example 
Session 
Plan on 

Page 19-20 

See  
Example 

Equipment 
List on 
Page 21 
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Use checklists to make sure that you have followed all  
the safety and hygiene tasks, (some need to be  
completed before you start and some as you go along 
and at the end). It may seem like a laborious task;  
however it helps you follow good practice and is a  
record for you should any incidents occurs. 
 
Main points to consider: 

 Create a routine when you enter the premises 
 Check the ovens, cookers are working and there is hot water 
 Make sure there are no physical hazards 
 Check surfaces are clean and wipe with antibacterial spray 
 Lay out equipment and ingredients ready for cooking 
    In some cases you might want to semi – prepare food  
    e.g. split into individual portions or have the vegetables washed or      
    tins opened and decanted into covered bowls or you may prefer to 
    lay our ingredients like a cupboard and have participants collect  
    what they need. 

 
 
There are a few things you need to tell your participants before  
starting to cook:  
 

 Housekeeping – where are the toilets? Is there a  fire drill scheduled? 
 Agenda for the session  - what will happen and when 
 Food & general safety in the kitchen –  hot scalds, using knives and  

    chopping boards, curtsey to others 
 Where & when to wash hands, where to wash fruit & vegetables and 

    dishes. 
 Wearing aprons 
 Using chopping boards and knife safety 
 You might have to remind participants about hand washing, touching 

hair, licking bowls, wearing jewellery and nail varnish. 

.  

Step 7: Preparation of area (before participants cook)  

Step 8: Basic ground rules for participants  

See  
Session 

Checklist 
on Page 

22-23 

See page 24-25 For food hygiene and kitchen safety guidelines 
to pass on to your participants  
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 Make sure participants know what they are cooking 
 You might have to demonstrate techniques e.g. how to chop a pepper, 

how to rub in etc 
 Support participants with reading/interpreting a recipe –  it is useful to 

run through the recipe, to show the order of how to make something.  
 Discuss the cooking methods grill, fry, oven, simmering, casserole 
 At various points it is useful to have everyone stop what they are  
 doing; to remind everyone what they are to do. This is also an  
 opportunity to ensure everyone is okay and check if  anyone needs  
 extra help, be shown a technique or how to move onto the next stage. 
 Talk about - textures, tastes, trying new vegetable combinations,  
 nutritional content and the health benefits. 
 Point out the low cost e.g. great to use for leftovers/and how recipe 

can be used for alternatives to ‘takeaways’. 
 Don’t give up when people say they don’t like something - think about 

different ways to encourage participants to try the foods! 

 
 Before food tasting it is good to clear up any mess, dishes, wipe  
 surface and set tables if required. 
 
 Encourage everyone to taste their own food, try something new or try 

something cooked in a different way.   
 
 Be tactful and let participants decide their pace – tasting new foods 

can be a very daunting experience for some especially in a group 
situation with people they may have just met! 

 
 After eating, leftovers need to be disposed of: cooked food, any extra 

ingredients can be bagged or foiled for participants to take home. 
 
 Any opened packets of perishable foods can be given to participants 

for use at home. But bear in mind, how long they have been out of  
 refrigeration and decide if they need to be binned – if in doubt throw 
 out. 
 
 

Step 9: Get Cooking! 

Step 10: Food Tasting and  Cleaning Up  
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It is good practice to create an opportunity to allow participants to share 
their thoughts about the session.   
 
This could be informally while tasting the foods or using some kind of 
post evaluation. How detailed this is will depend on why & what you 
need to find out, the amount of time you available to do this and also 
what is most appropriate for your participants.  

It is good practice to keep a record of what you have done throughout the  
sessions, this could include:  
 
 Session Plans 
 Recipes 
 Venue Checklists 
 Session Checklists 
 Receipts from Food & Equipment purchased 
 Completed Evaluation sheets 
 Participant comments  
 (e.g. ‘oh I never thought I would be able to do this’  ‘I really liked the 
 taste’  ‘I am really enjoying myself ‘) 
 
All this information is useful to help you learn from the sessions—good 
points and not so good.  
 
It is useful to share these with others, including work colleagues,  
Managers and funders to show the outcome of your sessions for yourself, 
the participants and organisation/ group you work or volunteer for.  
 
Have pride in your success at providing a good experience for your  
participants. 
 
If possible, follow up your participants to see the longer term   
(3-6 months) impact the sessions have had on them and to capture if  
they have gone onto other training or educational courses as a result.  
 

Step 11: Gathering Feedback  (Post Cooking Evaluation)  

Step 12: Writing up and Reporting Outcomes 

You can use the ’H’ Diagram evaluations and other types of  
evaluation sheets (pages 15-18) to capture feedback and  

comments from participants highlighting new skills they have 
learned 
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 Venue Checklist 
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Evaluation Sheets 
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Example Session  
Plan &  
Shopping List  
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For cooking group for 4 - 6 participants  
 
Essential  

-6  

-6  

-selection of small, medium and large knives (6 minimum)  

-2  

-6  

-selection of slotted and non slotted heat proof (6 minimum)  

-heat proof (2 or3)  

-3 or 4  

-1  

- 3  

-selection of small, medium and large plastic bowls (minimum 
of 6)  

-1 or 2 sets of pots (3 pots and a frying pan)- Ladle-1 or 2  

-1 or 2  

- set of 6 –forks, knives, teaspoons and dessert spoons  

-3  

- selection of flat, edged non-stick trays.  

 

 

 

 

-bacterial hand wash & gel hand cleaner  

 

 

 

 

 

– 3 or 4 (optional)  
 
Additional equipment to consider  

 

-selection of markers and normal  

 
 

**Most equipment can be bought from local super markets**  

Equipment list  
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Cooking Session Checklist  
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 Food Hygiene Guidelines  
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Kitchen Safety Guidelines  
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 Left Over Food Guidelines  
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Produced by NHS Forth Valley,  
Department of Nutrition & Dietetics,   

Health Improvement Team, December 2015 
 

www.nhsforthvalley.com/healthpromotion    
Then choose ‘nutrition’ 


