Turkey Basics:  Safe Cooking

Sources:  Sandra Bastin and United States Department of Agriculture Food Safety and Inspection Service


To ensure that your holiday turkey is thoroughly cooked yet remains moist and tasty, follow these roasting instructions from the United States Department of Agriculture.


Put the turkey in a roasting pan in an oven with the temperature set no lower than 325 degrees Fahrenheit. It’s not necessary to pre-heat the oven.


For uniform doneness and safety, separately cook stuffing in a casserole dish. Use a food thermometer to check that the internal temperature in the center has reached 165 degrees F.


If you decide to stuff a turkey, remember that a stuffed bird will take longer to cook than an unstuffed one.  Use a food thermometer to check internal temperatures of the turkey and stuffing.  A whole turkey must reach 180 degrees F. in the innermost part of the thigh.  When cooking only a turkey breast, the internal temperature should reach 170 degrees F.  Remember, the center of the stuffing must reach 165 degrees F.  If the stuffing hasn’t reached 165 degrees, continue cooking the turkey until the stuffing is at this temperature.


Even if the turkey has a “pop-up” temperature indicator, the USDA recommends using a food thermometer to test several places including the innermost part of the thigh and stuffing center.


A number of factors can affect the length of time it takes to completely roast a whole turkey.


A frozen or partially frozen turkey takes longer to cook than one that’s completely thawed.  It will take at least 50 percent longer for a frozen turkey to cook than the recommended time for a fully thawed turkey.


A turkey will cook faster in a dark roasting pan.  Putting a lid on the roasting pan speeds up cooking.  The pan’s depth and size can affect heat circulation to all areas of the turkey.


Using an oven cooking bag will shorten the cooking time.


You might want to loosely place a foil tent over the turkey for the first one to one and one-half hours; then remove it to allow the turkey to brown.  A foil tent also can be put over the turkey after it reaches the desired golden brown color.


For more information, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.  You also may call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline toll-free at 1-800-535-4555.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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