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Now that you’re clear and confident about safety and maintenance, it’s time to 
use your knife! So let’s learn some basic knife skills. While it may not feel natural 
at first, with practice, chopping good food ingredients will become like second 
nature. Riding a bike, piano, yoga, and knife skills—you get better every time 
you practice.  

To start, you need a good knife and a cutting board large enough that the length 
of your Chef’s knife doesn’t go over the edge of the board when placed diagonally 
across the board. You don’t want your blade reaching beyond the edge as you 
cut and you want to be able to slice vegetables and scoot them to the side of 
the board and still have plenty of room for safe cutting without crowding. You’d 
be surprised how quickly half a sliced carrot can fill up a board.

Now, ensure that your cutting surface is stable—not wobbling or slipping. If 
your board slips on your countertop, you can get one with grippy legs or a 
grippy underside, or place something under it like a silicone baking sheet, a 
slightly damp paper or kitchen towel, or even one of those “puffy” drawer liners 
(or a rubber placemat).

Gripping the Knife
Once the board is stable, pick up your knife. 

Everyone’s hands are different, so grip the knife with your dominant hand and 
make sure your fingers feel natural as you grip the handle. Don’t over-grip and 
don’t be too dainty about it—you should be able to move your wrist. A good way 
to think about it is to imagine you are shaking someone’s hand. Your grip should 
be relaxed, but firm and confident.

Some people prefer to hold the entire handle in a fist, with all fingers tucking 
underneath, and some like to be further up the handle closer to the blade with 
the knuckle of the pointer finger and the pad of the thumb making contact  
with that transition point between the back of the blade and the handle. We 
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recommend this position—where pointer finger and thumb pinch the transition 
point—for the safest, most controlled cutting. This grip gives you an appropriate 
range of motion for rocking the blade as you cut since it puts the center of force 
closer to the middle of the entire knife length (blade and handle). Again, your 
thumb should be on one side of the blade and the rest of the fingers are on the 
other. Depending on the shape of your hands, you should know that as you  
get used to this position, the part of your index finger that rubs on the back of 
the knife blade may get sore. Don’t worry, it will callous quickly and then feel 
completely natural.  

Some folks straighten and rest their pointer finger on the top of the blade, but 
this limits your blade control, wrist control, and range of motion. Control means 
safety, so this is not a safe or recommended way to hold a knife.

It’s important to be relaxed when chopping. If the knife makes you nervous, just 
take a few long, deep breaths. You’ve got this.

The Claw
Now, just like with your cutting board, you also want to make sure that the food 
you’re cutting doesn’t wobble or slip under your knife blade. For example, say 
you want to cut the end off of a potato so that it sits flat on your board for 
slicing. Well, you also need to be able to hold it steady for that first cut, right? 

When you’re a rookie in the kitchen, the tendency is often to want to hold food 
flat against the board or to pinch it tightly with straight fingers. In these positions, 
your fingertips are extremely vulnerable. 

Instead, the way to hold food so you can slice it safely is known as  
The Claw Method.

With The Claw, you grip the vegetable you’re cutting in a way that keeps  
your fingertips safe. Here’s how it works: Imagine you’re holding an egg or a 
strawberry from its top. This hand position is The Claw. You can close and  
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open it depending on the size of the food you’re cutting, but it always leaves 
your hand mobile and keeps fingertips tucked out of the way. 

When you hold food in the Claw position, as you bring your knife down, the 
blade should rest against the flat part of your fingers between the knuckles 
closest to your fingertips and the middle knuckles. This protects your fingers 
and gives you support. 

Then, as you chop, use the knuckles to guide the flat of the blade in a fluid 
motion. Don’t push the food forward towards the blade, but instead guide the 
knife along the food.

When in claw position, keep an eye on your thumb to make sure you always 
keep it tucked behind your other fingers. It’s natural for it to want to creep into 
the danger zone.

Basic Cuts
Simply put, good chopping is cutting foods into uniform, bite-sized pieces. 
Here’s how it’s done. 

Safe and controlled chopping requires a rocking movement versus taking the 
knife straight up and down. Straight up and down may seem like it will give  
you an even cut, but it actually doesn’t, since a rocking, down-and-away  
motion pushes more of the blade through the object you’re cutting. And make 
sure you’re not lifting—if you lift the blade too high, in a straight up-and-down 
direction, it creates an opportunity for the knife to move on you as you bring it 
down. So with each cut, the blade should push forward—down and away, down 
and away. When you do this correctly, your whole arm should move, not just 
your wrist. That’s how you’ll know that you’re in total control of where your 
blade is going. 

Some people only use the tip or heel of the blade but you have a large blade to 
work with so use the whole thing. Listen for a soothing, fluid, rhythmic sound.  
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If you hear a rough crunching every time you slice through food, your movement 
may be too jerky or it may be time to sharpen your knife.

Take your time as you practice. Learning good knife skills is physical—you have 
to give your body enough time and repetition to master it. So go slow with  
every cut, making sure fingers are in proper position. Don’t worry about looking 
like you’re on a fancy cooking show—speed can come as you build up the 
muscle memory. For now, stay slow and controlled. Accuracy and precision  
are everything. 

As you’re cutting food, make sure you keep that food at the center of the board. 
Sometimes as you cut, food scatters or rolls around. Don’t chase it around the 
board. Use your hands to drag the food back to center, not the blade—dragging 
the blade dulls and rolls the knife edge.

Sometimes, cut food sticks to the blade and makes chopping difficult. You can 
remove this food by facing the blade away from your body and gently dragging 
your pointer finger along the blade and away from you to release the food. If 
you’re uncomfortable doing that, use a silicone spatula to release (careful not 
to slice the spatula) or turn the blade to face the sky and tap the backside 
gently to release, or simply rinse off the knife in the sink.

When you want to cut an ingredient into tiny pieces, finely chopping fresh 
parsley for example, the claw method can slow you down. In that case you can 
simply place your hand on top of the blade to help you control it as you rock the 
blade through the herbs, keeping the knife in the center of the board. In this 
position, you aren’t pushing down on the knife, you’re gently resting your hand 
on it for extra control.

You’ll use a variety of cuts when cooking good food. Let’s start with chopping.
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Remember, a “large chop” means that each piece is roughly a ¾" cube, similar 
to the size of a nickel. A “medium chop” is about half that size; think dry kidney 
bean. A “small chop” is also known as “diced”—¼" on all sides is your goal here. 

Ok, let’s practice chopping with one of the vegetables you’ll be cooking with  
the most, an onion. There are a few ways to make the first cut. One: Hold the 
onion with your hand in an open Claw position. Place the knife carefully through 
the arch of the claw and gently run the knife firmly and smoothly through  
the middle, making sure the knife grips the onion before you press into it, so  
it doesn’t slip. Then, slice the onion in half longways, through the root and 
flowering ends. 

You can also firmly hold the onion with The Claw and place the knife firmly  
and smoothly along the middle of the onion with the blade on the other side  
of your knuckles, making sure the knife grips the onion before you press into  
it, so it doesn’t slip. Then, slice the onion in half longways,   through the root  
and flowering ends.

Notice we’re keeping the root intact here—not slicing it off—so that it helps 
hold the onion’s layers together as we chop.

Now, peel the outer layers to remove the onion skin—keep that root end in 
place. Place the flat surface of the onion on the cutting board so the onion is 
sturdy and stable. Then, slice off the flowering end of the onion. Here’s a quick 
Zero Food Waste tip: save the skins and scraps for making veggie stock later. 

Rotate the root end away from you and make 4–5 cuts vertically from near-the-
root end towards you, about ½" apart—this is when it’s ok to use the tip of the 
knife for more control. It helps to press the knife slightly into the top of the 
onion to first form an incision, then press through completely. Trace the natural 
grooves of the onion (this works well with shallots too) to help guide you. We 
don’t want to cut through the root end at this point because we need it intact  
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to hold the onion together. A few pieces of onion may separate from inside the 
onion as you cut, that’s ok. 

Now, rotate the onion again so that the root end is towards your Claw-hand side 
and, holding the onion together with the Claw, slice down-and-away, starting  
on the flowering end and slicing down and away as you work back towards the 
root end—keep slices about ½" apart. Once you get to the root end, tip it over 
to the larger cutting surface remaining and cut strips. See, sometimes, you’ll 
get strips of onion at the end. If you do, pinch the strips together and rotate. 
Maintain your claw position to hold the strips, and chop across the remaining 
onion strips. Save the root tip for veggie stock.

Keep in mind, that chopping and dicing in general refer to size differences, not 
different techniques. So…    

Dicing is just like chopping but with a smaller result. You can use the same 
technique you just learned for onions—slicing vertically, rotating, and then 
slicing again—with any round vegetable, root veggies, shallots, tomatoes, etc.  
It helps you easily get uniform pieces that make cooking faster and more  
consistent. For taller or longer veggies like sweet potatoes, carrots, or zucchini, 
you’ll adjust your technique a bit. 

Peel your veggie if you like and slice off the top and end. Then create a flat 
surface by slicing the veggie in half or shaving the long edge. Place the veggie 
flat-side down onto the center of a cutting board. 

Now, using the Claw to hold your veggie in place make slow, careful cuts along 
the length of the veggie with about ¼" distance between them—you’ll likely end 
up with ¼"-tall rectangles. Now, place one of these veggie slices flat on the 
board and cut into ¼" strips. Gently pinch the strips together and rotate them a 
quarter turn away from your body and make cuts perpendicular to the strips so 
you end up with ¼" cubes. If you feel comfortable with your knife and want to 
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speed up the process, you can stack those initial rectangular slices 2- to 3-slices 
high and repeat the steps. If you want a larger dice, just increase the distance 
so cuts are 1", ½", or ¾" between cuts. 

For relatively flat or narrow veggies like greens, celery, carrots, or herbs, you 
can also use these steps. These are general techniques, but some vegetables—
bell peppers for example—require slight adjustments that we’ll explain when 
we get to them.

Again, here’s large dice aka chop, a medium dice, and a small dice. If a recipe 
ever says “dice” but doesn’t specify what size, assume it means medium dice. 
But we can go smaller than small dice, and that’s called mincing, which is  
usually a technique used for preparing cloves of garlic. 

So, let’s mince some and see how it’s done. Be careful here and take your 
time—it’s easier to dice something large than it is to mince something small. If 
you’re comfy using your knife, you can use the techniques we’ve just discussed, 
reducing the distance between cuts to mince cloves of garlic. This is an instance 
where using the tip of your knife will give your more precision and control, but 
let’s go over another simple way to mince.

First, slice off the bottom end of the clove. Then we’ll set the flat of the knife on 
top of the clove with the blade facing away from your body, then make a fist and 
smash down 1–2 times—the sugars in the garlic will release a bit, making it easy 
to remove the papery garlic skin.

Now, using The Claw position, hold the clove and rock the knife so it slices 
through the clove using that down-and-away rocking motion. Pro tip: you can 
try sprinkling a teeny pinch of sea salt over the clove to keep the garlic from 
sticking to the knife as you cut. 
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Now, carefully, swipe the garlic off the knife, gathering the pieces together so 
that you can cut across them, and repeat this process until you get tiny, minced 
pieces of garlic. Once the pieces are small enough, you can rest your other hand 
gently on top of the blade to keep the tip down while the back lifts up, and rock 
the blade through the pile of garlic, chopping it into smaller and smaller pieces. 
The smaller the mince, the more flavor power in your recipe—this is because 
there’s more surface area (aka flavors and aroma) exposed. 

Slicing is a nice, simple cut for vegetables like mushrooms, onions, shallots or 
whenever you want slices of a fruit or vegetable. Let’s demonstrate with some 
mushrooms. Now, you can leave the stem on or off, this is cook’s choice, most 
mushrooms have tasty stems. If it’s a thick, woody, chewy, and/or bitter stem, 
you may want to remove it. To create a stemless mushroom, just grab the stem 
and twist or use your knife to cut it off at the base. 

Now, place the bottom edge of the mushroom flat on the cutting board to keep 
it from rolling around. Using the Claw and a down-and-away rocking movement, 
cut carefully into slices as thick or thin as you’d like. If you’re slicing a mushroom 
with its stem on, carefully slice in half to create that flat surface area. Place flat 
side down and slice lengthwise. 

Lesson Actions
PRACTICE! 

 
Chop some onions, root vegetables, stalk vegetables, and mushrooms using all 
of the tricks for safe and effective cutting: down-and-away rocking motion, The 
Claw grip, taking it all very slowly… 
 
Save all of these cut veggies in an airtight container in the fridge to make some 
veggie stock or use them in this week’s practice recipes.
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