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CHEF’S CHOICE 
 

CULINARY STUDENT STUDY QUESTIONS 
 

  
Dear Culinary Students and Young Cooks: 
  

Our goal in writing Chef’s Choice: 22 Culinary Masters Tell How Japanese Food Culture 
Influenced Their Careers and Cuisine was to inspire, educate, and motivate culinary students and 
young cooks. We wanted to go deep and learn from top chefs what it takes to succeed in today’s 
hyper-competitive restaurant and hospitality world and the role that Japanese food culture 
played in their cooking and careers. 

      We believe that the stories in Chef’s Choice can be a valuable resource for anyone 
pursuing a career in the hospitality and restaurant business.  We hope you use these questions 
and answers as a spring board for inspiration and your professional development. 

  

With our best wishes, 
Saori Kawano and Don Gabor 
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CHEF’S CHOICE 
 

CULINARY STUDENT STUDY QUESTIONS 
 

 
1. What is washoku cooking? 

 
Elizabeth Andoh:  Washoku is traditional Japanese cooking. There are three groupings in washoku 
cooking. The three groupings are color, flavor, and transformation (as opposed to cooking).  In the color 
group there are five colors: red, yellow, and green, followed by black and white. It’s not about equal 
distribution. It’s about balance. The second group is flavor. The big three flavors are sweet, sour, and salty, 
followed by bitter and spicy. The bitter taste cleanses the palette and helps you to appreciate other 
flavors. The third group is transformation. Some foods are simmered, some foods are seared with heat, 
some foods are steamed or fried using a bit of oil, and some foods are eaten raw.  

 
Follow-up Discussion Question: What are the colors, flavors, and cooking methods of one of your favorite 
dishes? 
 
 

2. What are some common Japanese ingredients or products used in American cuisine? 
 
Michael Anthony:  We use kombu, dried bonito flakes, and shiro dashi, a seasoning agent that’s not even 
that common in Japan. We use certain seasoned fish roe as a textural and aesthetic component. The one 
menu item that was clearly inspired by Japanese cooking techniques and ingredients is tsukemono, or 
pickles. At first, we offered simple vinegar pickles. Now, we make a dozen different kinds of new pickles 
using fermented rice bran, or nukazuke, in our own fermentation system.  
 
Follow-up Question:  What are your favorite Asian ingredients or products and how do you use them? 
 
 

3. What is kuzu and how can it be used? 
 
David Bouley: Kuzu is a thickening agent made from the root of the kuzu plant. It doesn’t dilute or 
overpower taste, and is one product that can be integrated into cooking without causing the other 
ingredients to lose their identity. It is a stable thickening agent; it thickens clear. It has no taste. At 
Bouley we use it in pastry and noodles. As a kuzu powder we put sweetbreads or fish in and then sauté. 
It makes an amazing crust. We can also use it in place of roux, to thicken any kind of sauce. It has a 
textural finish that is cleaner and better than cornstarch and arrowroot for thickening. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  What are some of the challenges associated with traditional thickening 
agents? 

4. Why is it important to know the source of your ingredients? 
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Wylie Dufresne: From a food safety perspective, we ought to be interested in where ingredients come 
from and what processes they go through. Chefs are responsible for other people’s safety. Knowing an 
ingredient’s source also helps a chef understand how to process it. It’s very inspiring to see ingredients in 
their raw state and to then imagine what to do with them or to see them go through several layers of 
handling. It gives me ideas about how to handle the product. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  Choose a common ingredient in your favorite cuisine. Describe the 
source of the ingredient and the process or handling that it goes through before it gets to you.  
 
 

5. What is ishiri and how is it used as “umami” in cooking? 
 

Ben Flatt:  Ishiri looks like soy sauce, but it is called “squid soy” or “squid sauce.” It’s made from squid 
guts that have been salted and fermented in big vats for two years. Ishiri has a distinctive flavor and 
brings out the umami of any flavor in any type of food. I use ishiri to bring out a deeper flavor that’s 
always been there, but I have to encourage it to come out––from the back of the food. 

Follow-up Discussion Question:  What are some other natural sources of umami? 
 
 

6. How do chefs decide if a cook is right to work in their kitchen? 
 

Eddy Leroux: Before candidates do a six-month internship, they do a one-day externship so that we can 
see their cooking and cutting techniques. We also give them a variety of kitchen tasks and ask them to 
prepare basic dishes like an omelet or some tourné vegetables or even a dish of their choice. When they 
spend the day with us, they see how tough the service is and how long the workdays are, so they are not 
in for any surprises. We don’t want a new intern to say, “Oh, my God. What am I doing here?” At least 
the students know the working environment here before they make a commitment to us.  

Follow-up Discussion Question:  What do you expect to (or did you) learn during your externship? 
 
 

7. What can a chef learn from professional setbacks? 
  

Nobu Matsuhisa: The best advice I can give to young people is to never give up. In hindsight, the fire at 

my restaurant in Alaska was a turning point in my life, and getting through it gave me the impetus to go 

forward. I learned that I was stronger than I thought. I learned that it is better to take a big risk than to 

just have an easy life. From that lesson comes my advice to young chefs: Concentrate on your goal of 

being a chef, and take the chance to live your passion and achieve your dreams. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  How did you get through a difficult time in culinary school or while 
working at a restaurant? 
 
 

8. How can a chef develop his or her palate for Japanese ingredients and products? 
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David Myers: Dive in and learn about all of the unique ingredients that are available. At the market, you 
can find different seaweeds, kinds of tofu, and many other Asian ingredients or products. Just study 
them, buy them, and see what works best. Try every salt and rice from in search of the next great one. 
The key to getting unusual ingredients is an insatiable curiosity. Always try to find something better or 
figure out how to make it better. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  Why is it important for a chef to expand his or her palette?  
 
 

9. What is the relationship between the prepared dish and the whole dining experience? 
 
Nils Norén: Everything sets a tone, and all of the elements of dining are important and connected as one–
–including walking up the stairs to the restaurant, opening the door, being greeted by the hostess, and 
being seated. The tableware, the flowers on the table, and the plated food are all part of the experience, 
too. A successful chef must focus not only on what goes on in the kitchen, but also in the front of the 
house, because at the end of the meal, what the guest leaves with is part of the experience. If even one 
thing doesn’t live up to the guest’s expectations, then the meal is not going to be as good as it could or 
should have been.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  Describe a memorable dining experience that you have had.  
 
 

10. What is “palate fatigue” and how can you avoid it?  
 
Ben Pollinger:  Some dishes are great, but after three, four, or five bites, they need different elements to 
wake up the palate and keep it stimulated. For example, if one part of the dish focuses on an acidic 
ingredient, then I might include a sweet ingredient to lower the acidity. Or if I have a mellow sauce that 
loses its novelty after a couple of bites, I include an intense ingredient. This sharpens the palate again and 
refreshes it. The challenge is not to replicate the flavors. It’s okay to include the same ingredient prepared 
in a different way or in a different course.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question: What kinds of dishes may be prone to palate fatigue?   

 
 

11. What do chefs need to know about flavors and taste? 
  
Eric Ripert: Let’s suppose you are cooking some broth––and broth is very delicate. Water doesn’t catch 
flavor in the same way that fats catch flavor. Oil, animal fat, and butter retain flavor. Flavor in water is 
much more volatile, and it’s very different. For example, when you make tea at home, it has a certain 
flavor when it’s first made. An hour later, it has another flavor. Sauce and broth also evolve. When you 
have acidity, it basically eats everything––destroys everything. But if you add it to your recipe at the last 
moment, it elevates the flavor. Spices––some of them evolve and expand, and some die. Garlic, depending 
on how you use it, sometimes brings out sweetness or sometimes the pungent flavors.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  Describe how an ingredient you used in a dish changed its taste or 
flavor over time?  
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12.  How can you get ahead in the professional kitchen? 

Toni Robertson:  People come and interview with me for positions all the time. Many have impeccable 
credentials from the best culinary schools. The truth is, I don’t have much turnover in my kitchens, so 
often the positions that do open up are at the lowest levels. What I learned from my start in Chicago is 
that there is always opportunity if you make it. When someone comes to me and says, “Oh, I want to be 
a cook in fine dining,” I tell them, “If there is only a position in the employee cafeteria, take it. Work in 
the cafeteria. Be the best cafeteria cook there has ever been. Prove that you can do it. Own it and 
showcase your talent. If you do, you’ll be noticed.”  

Follow-up Discussion Question:  What did you learn in your first restaurant job? 
  
 

13.   When is creativity in the professional kitchen not a good thing?  
 
Michael Romano: We don’t need every cook coming out of culinary school thinking entrepreneurially. 
That’s almost a bad thing. Discipline in our kitchen at the Union Square Cafe is a benign and sometimes 
not-so-benign dictatorship, where the executive chef is the master. What we look for in cooks are deeply 
ingrained skills. That is what is needed at first. I don’t want some maverick in our kitchen who’s thinking, 
“I’m going to do it this way.” There’s something beautiful about repeating the dish, even if you had nothing 
to do with the creation. We want somebody who’s going to say to the executive chef, “Yes, Chef, tell me 
how to do it and I’ll do it that way. A hundred times, I’ll still do it that way.”  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  When is creativity in a professional kitchen a good thing? 
 
 

14. How do you go about creating a new menu?  

Marcus Samuelsson: When people come into my restaurant today, I can’t stop thinking about what we 
will be doing six months from now. For example, if it’s January and we have a winter menu, I’m thinking 
about the menu for June or July. A menu takes about six months, from concept to starting point. If I’m 
working on the menu for late spring or early summer, I am probably thinking about that menu when it is 
snowing outside.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  What are some of the challenges in creating menus?  

  
15.  How can you approach a customer with a new dish? 

 
Suvir Saran: Many chefs are tempted to persuade their customers to taste a new dish by explaining or 
saying something positive about the ingredients or the preparation. But customers may not think that 
exploration is important, so it is better to just give them a chance to embrace the dish. This allows the 
customer to take ownership. It’s not about preaching or selling them on the dish. In many cases, the less 
said the better.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  What are some ways you like to be introduced to a new dish?  
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16.  Why do young chefs need to learn more than how to follow a recipe?  

Yosuke Suga: Most young chefs don’t try to understand or learn more because, unfortunately, we give 
information to them all the time. They need to be patient, observe, and learn. If they stay in my kitchen 
for six months or a year, they can learn how to follow a recipe, but they won’t understand why do we 
make this dish or why do we use this sauce. There are many reasons why we do things, but most young 
chefs don’t realize that. They do the mechanical things, but they don’t understand the reasons behind 
them. When young cooks reach the chef’s position, they need to be able to create their own dishes. They 
need to find a way to make an original recipe because whoever comes to their restaurant sees everything 
about the chef by looking at what’s on the plate. If chefs only know about recipes, they cannot put their 
own character into the dish. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question: How can a student chef learn the reasons behind what an experienced 
chef does in the kitchen?  
 
 

17.  How do you make dashi? 
 
Noriyuki Sugie: To make dashi, I use katsuobushi––dried, fermented, and smoked skipjack tuna. It’s 
made the traditional Japanese way, but I also like to add dashi powder in the preparation. It’s a way to 
add taste and to bring out the depth of the flavor. I often use a mixture of iriko dashi, kombu dashi, and 
katsuo dashi that comes in powder form. To the traditional Japanese chef, using dashi powder is akin to 
being led astray, but I think it’s okay because it adds to the flavor. 

Discussion Question: What are some ways you prepare broth? 
  
 

18.  What can you learn about a chef based on how he or she sharpens knives?  

Toshio Suzuki: The way a chef sharpens his knives is very revealing. If the chef rests the knife on top 
of the cutting board while sharpening it, the entire character of that person is projected. I say to myself, 
“Oh, I get it––this chef is one of those who are probably not going to be around here for long.” It’s one 
way I observe people. Just like a highly esteemed warrior, part of what makes a chef is how much care 
he or she takes with the knives and how they are sharpened and used. If a knife is not sharpened 
correctly or is not used in the right way, then it is useless in Japanese cooking. 

Discussion Question: What kind of chef knives do you use and how do you sharpen them?  
 
 

19.  Why is a chef’s attitude during a job interview so important? 
 
Shinichiro Takagi:  What is most important during the interview is the person’s attitude. I always watch 
young chefs’ faces to get a sense of their attitude about food, cooking, and work. Recent graduates from 
culinary school know little about the restaurant business, so they need to communicate a passion and a 
desire to learn. Young chefs applying for a job should say, “I don’t know anything, but I’d like to work at 
Zeniya because I want to learn.” That is the attitude I look for. I don’t need to hear how knowledgeable 
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they are––only how passionate they are. If a chef’s attitude is wrong, even if they are experienced, I won’t 
hire them. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question: How can a young chef project the right attitude and a level of 
competency during a job interview without sounding arrogant?    
 
 

20. What constitutes a successful cuisine?  
 
James Wierzelewski: To summarize my philosophy of cuisine, I believe that food should be simple 
enough to be understood, yet unique enough to be marketable. I see uncomplicated layers of flavor as 
the key to a successful meal. When I think about Japanese cuisine, I think about the successes we had 
with the guests at the New York Marriott Marquis. When customers can eat through a dish and hit 
uncomplicated layers of flavor, that’s when you know you’ve won them over. On the other hand, it’s no 
good if the flavors are too overpowering or over-blended or if the menu description leaves the 
customers confused about what the dish is. 
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  What is your definition of a successful cuisine?   
 

21.  How did you know if your customers were happy with their meal? 

Barry Wine:  I didn’t send a waiter to the table to say, “How is everything? How’s your fish?” That was 
always happening at other restaurants, but at The Quilted Giraffe, the waiter would say, “We hope 
you’re enjoying your dinner.” Of course, the fish was always good. There was just no question that the 
fish was good. It couldn’t not be good––what we were buying, the care we were giving it, treating the 
ingredients before we served it, cooking it, bringing it to the table fast so it wasn’t cold. 

Follow-up Discussion Question: What can you do if a customer is not happy with a dish? 
 
 

22. What are some typical misconceptions that culinary students have? 

Lee Anne Wong: Culinary school is necessary, but there are certain misconceptions that come with it. It 
takes a couple of months to adjust the attitude of a young chef out of culinary school. I was a smart ass. 
I thought I knew everything. It took me a year or two to learn respect for my fellow cooks and respect 
for my job. Young chefs are going to learn almost everything they need to know at their first job. I think 
they come out of culinary school with a lot of bravado and think that they are ready to take on the 
culinary world, but they don’t realize that they are going to spend the first couple years on the line, 
sweating it out in line or as a prep cook.  
 
Follow-up Discussion Question:  What are your career expectations after graduating from culinary 
school?  

 


