
Lesson Plan:  
USDA Beef Grading: See It, Taste It, Understand It
Grade Level: High School Agriculture (Animal Science & Food Products & Processing Pathways)
Duration: 50 minutes
Unit Placement: Agriculture / Food Science / Animal Science
Topic: Beef Quality Grading & Evaluation

Teacher Prep (Before Class)
1.	 Gather beef cuts (Choice vs. Prime; include Select if available)
2.	 Print USDA grading charts (marbling)
3.	 Prepare cooking equipment (skillet, grill, or oven) and thermometers
4.	 Set up gloves, aprons, cutting boards, and sanitation supplies
5.	 Make copies of student worksheets
6.	 Arrange classroom for safe group work and observations
7.	 Review key concepts: marbling, maturity, fat thickness, USDA grades, sensory evaluation

Learning Objectives
By the end of this lesson, students will be able to:
1.	 Define marbling, maturity, and fat thickness.
2.	 Identify beef cuts with different marbling and fat levels.
3.	 Assign USDA quality grades through visual evaluation.
4.	 Evaluate cooked beef for tenderness, juiciness, and flavor.
5.	 Explain how grade affects price, quality, and value.
6.	 Connect production practices to meat quality.

ODE Agricultural Standards
•	 Animal Systems 4.1 – Evaluate livestock products based on industry standards
•	 Animal Systems 4.2 – Assess factors influencing quality of meat, milk, and egg products.
•	 Food Products 2.1 – Assess quality assurance practices in food production.
•	 Food Products 3.3 – Evaluate characteristics of food products in relation to quality, safety, and 

nutrition.
•	 Food Products 3.4 – Demonstrate food safety and sanitation practices during processing.
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Materials Needed
•	 At least 2 steaks (ideally ribeye) with different marbling levels per group and for introduction 

activity (Choice vs. Prime)  
•	 If you can get your hands on a select that would be a great addition for additional discussion

•	 USDA Beef Quality Grading charts or images
•	 Cutting boards, knives, meat thermometers, gloves, aprons
•	 Cooking equipment: skillet, grill, or oven
•	 Paper towels, plates, and tasting utensils
•	 Student worksheets
•	 Smartboard/projector for visual examples
•	 Cleaning supplies and sanitizers

Background for Teachers
Before teaching the lesson, review the following:
•	 USDA Grading Factors:

•	 Marbling: Intramuscular fat; primary determinant of tenderness and flavor.
•	 Maturity: Physiological age of the animal; younger animals (A maturity) produce more tender meat.
•	 Fat Thickness: Subcutaneous fat contributes to juiciness and affects yield.

•	 Grades: Prime, Choice, Select (and Standard, Utility, etc., though for classroom purposes focus on 
Choice and Select).

•	 Connections: Higher marbling generally results in higher consumer satisfaction and higher market price.

Lesson Procedures:

Part 1: Introduction & Hook (5 minutes)
Setup:
•	 Before class, cook two small samples of steak: one Prime and one Choice.
•	 Season them the same (salt and pepper only), cook both to the same doneness, cut into bite-sized 

pieces, and secretly label as Sample A and Sample B.

Steps:
1.	 Set the Stage:

o	 “We all know some steaks taste better than others—but do you know why? Today we’re going 
to start with our taste buds and work backward to figure it out.”

2.	 Taste Test:
o	 Pass out samples safely (gloves, toothpicks, serving trays).
o	 “Focus on three things: tenderness, juiciness, and flavor. Don’t overthink it—just pay attention 

to how each one feels and tastes.”
3.	 Vote:

o	 Ask: “Who liked Sample A better? Who liked Sample B better?”
o	 Record votes on the board.

4.	 Reveal & Connect:
o	 Announce which was Prime and which was Choice.
o	 “So, most of you probably liked the Prime sample. Why? Because Prime has more marbling—

the flecks of fat inside the muscle—which usually makes beef more tender, juicy, and flavorful. 
The Choice cut has less marbling, so it tends to be a little leaner and not quite as rich.”

Bridge into Lesson:
•	 “That difference you just tasted is what the USDA grading system is all about. Graders don’t taste 

every steak—they use visual evaluation of marbling and fat thickness to predict how tender, juicy, 
and flavorful it will be. Today, we’re going to learn how to do the same thing: visually grade beef, 
then connect those grades to taste, value, and consumer preference.” 2
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Part 2: Visual Evaluation of Raw Cuts (30 minutes)
Steps:
1.	 Display examples of Choice vs. Prime cuts (high-quality images).

o	 Script: “Here we have two examples of beef cuts. One is Choice, the other is Prime. Take a 
moment to look at the marbling—the small flecks of fat within the muscle. Can anyone spot 
which one looks more tender or flavorful just by looking at the fat?”

o	 Point to the flecks of fat as students observe. Emphasize that Prime cuts have the highest 
marbling, making them the most flavorful and tender, while Choice cuts have moderate marbling.

2.	  Explain grading factors: 

o	 Marbling – small flecks of fat within the muscle; affects flavor and tenderness.

o	 Maturity – physiological age of the animal; impacts tenderness.

o	 Fat thickness – influences juiciness and yield. 

3.	 Discuss the economic impact: how USDA grade affects retail price and consumer choice.  

o	 Script: “Why does this matter economically? Retail prices are influenced by USDA grade. Prime 
cuts sell for the highest prices because consumers perceive them as the most tender and 
flavorful. Choice cuts sell for slightly less but are still high-quality. Understanding these grades 
helps producers price meat appropriately and helps consumers make informed choices.”

4.	 Model how to visually assess each factor:

o	 Marbling: Slight, moderate, abundant. Compare to USDA visual guides.

o	 Fat Thickness: Measure in inches 

1.	 Place a ruler perpendicular to the surface of the fat.

2.	 Measure the thickest point of the fat layer over the ribeye.

o	 Maturity: Identify characteristics of A/B/C maturity based on color, bone shape, and texture.

1.	 A — 9 to 30 months B — 30 to 42 months C — 42 to 72 months D — 72 to 96 months E — 
more than 96 month
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5.	 Demonstrate proper handling of raw beef: gloves, sanitized surfaces, and hygiene practices.

o	 Script: “Before we touch any beef, we need to follow safety procedures: always wear gloves, 
use sanitized surfaces, and wash hands before and after handling raw meat. Food safety is 
critical—this protects both you and the consumers who will eventually eat the product.”

6.	 Show how to assign USDA grades using the chart.

7.	 Ask guiding questions to promote critical thinking:

o	 “What differences do you see between these cuts?”

o	 “How does marbling affect tenderness or juiciness?”

o	 “Why might a cut with similar fat thickness be graded differently?”

8.	 Allow students to measure and record their USDA Grade and Fat thickness for each ribeye.

Part 3: Cooking & Sensory Evaluation (30 minutes)

Steps:

1.	 Demonstrate safe cooking procedures, ideally to medium-rare (130–135°F) to preserve 
tenderness.

o	 Script: “Now that we’ve visually evaluated the cuts, it’s time to cook and see how those 
grades translate into eating quality. First, let’s talk about cooking safety. Always wash your 
hands before handling raw beef, keep raw and cooked meat separate, and use sanitized 
utensils and cutting boards. Today, we’ll cook to about medium-rare, or 130 to 135 degrees 
Fahrenheit, because this helps preserve tenderness and flavor while still being safe when 
handled properly. I’ll use a food thermometer to show you the internal temperature so you 
can see what medium-rare looks like.”

2.	 Explain how to conduct a sensory evaluation using a 1–5 scale:

o	 Tenderness – 1 = very tough, 5 = very tender

o	 Juiciness – 1 = very dry, 5 = very juicy

o	 Flavor – 1 = bland, 5 = very flavorful

o	 Script: “You’ll each taste a small piece of the Prime cut and the Choice cut, then record your 
scores on the worksheet. Don’t worry, there are no right or wrong answers. This is about your 
personal perception as a consumer.”

3.	 Observe how students’ sensory scores compare to visual grades.

4.	 Encourage discussion of anomalies (e.g., a Select cut scoring high in tenderness due to cooking 
technique).

5.	 Allow students to cook small pieces of their steaks and complete their sensory Evaluation on 
each type of steak, recording their observations on their student worksheet

Part 4: Analysis & Discussion (10 minutes)

Discussion Prompts:

Have students complete their Analysis and Real-World Questions, you may complete this as a group or 
individually then go over their responses depending on class time remaining.



Notes:

About the Ohio Beef Council
The Ohio Beef Council (OBC) is a non-profit 501(c)(5) organization charged with the promotion and marketing 
of beef and beef products in Ohio. Checkoff dollars are used to increase beef demand through programs of 
promotion, research and education. The organization is directed by a 15-member Operating Committee of 
cattlemen appointed by the Ohio Director of Agriculture, representing the state’s beef and veal producers.

Safety & Sanitation Guidelines

•	 Always wear gloves and aprons when handling raw beef.

•	 Wash hands thoroughly after handling meat.

•	 Use thermometers to ensure safe internal temperatures.

•	 Clean and sanitize cutting boards, utensils, and surfaces immediately after use.


