
 

Hi there! You’re listening to episode #20 of the Cook Smarts podcast. I’m Jess Dang the 
Founder of Cook Smarts and I’m here to help you become a more confident and organized cook 
in the kitchen. 
 
Guys and gals, this is the last episode of season 2, and I wanted to end this season with some 
holiday meal planning tips because for those in the US, Thanksgiving is just around the corner, 
and you might be in holiday meal planning mode. Some of you might be hosting your first 
Thanksgiving dinner, and some of you are old hats at putting together a holiday soiree, but 
whether it’s your first time or your 20th time hosting a holiday gathering, the one thing that you 
need to do is plan!  
 
No one wakes up the morning of Thanksgiving and says, “What should I make for the 12 people 
who are coming over to my house  for the biggest food holiday we Americans have?” That 
would only happen on a reality TV show. Hosting a big holiday meal doesn’t have to be 
complicated, and with the right planning process, it doesn’t even have to be stressful. 
 
I have hosted my fair share of holiday meals, including a pre-Thanksgiving dinner in college for 
the 50 people who lived in my co-op. In my catering days, I basically was a professional dinner 
party planner and executor for people who wanted help celebrating a birthday or an anniversary 
at their home. In my 20’s, before I had kids and Cook Smarts, I would host large dinner parties 
pretty regularly, so what I’m saying is planning a big meal is totally my jam, and today I’ll share 
my tips for planning your holiday gathering. Since Thanksgiving is just around the corner, that’ll 
be our focus today but clearly you can use these tips for any big meal you host.  
 
But before I get to my tips one last plug this season for our meal plan service. Didya know that 
we were voted the #1 Meal Planning Service by Lifehacker? I mean that is pretty cool. In fact 
that kinda put Cook Smarts on the map 5 years ago. Having our service plan your meals is a 
pretty great life hack. You get to just focus on cooking and getting all the praise at dinner for 
putting together such a delicious meal, and we do all the tedious and invisible labor of planning 
the meals, making sure you use that full head of cabbage because our meal plans are optimized 
for food waste, and writing out your grocery lists and categorizing them by store section. Each 
one of our meals has a gluten-free, paleo, and vegetarian option so you and your household 
can eat however you want to eat every single night. Plus, you can customize serving sizes to 
scale up for leftovers or those 12 people you’re having over for Thanksgiving dinner. These are 
just a few of the features that have made us Lifehacker’s #1 meal planning service. To see them 
all in action, just head to cooksmarts.com where you can get your free trial and start reducing 
your mental load today. 
 
Now back to holiday meal planning. Before we begin, I wanted to point you to a very important 
resource that I use for my holiday meal planning, and it’s yours to use as well. Many of you 
know that I’m a total Excel geek, and working in a spreadsheet is totally one of my many happy 
places. So of course I have a spreadsheet organizer for big meals and I will make sure to link to 
it in the show notes. This link will take you to a Google spreadsheet, and it is the actual 
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spreadsheet I use to plan my Thanksgiving meal so you cannot edit it or else I would lose all of 
my inputs and that would make me very confused the week of Thanksgiving. Instead, make a 
copy of the file and then you have your very own version to enter all of your relevant 
information. 
 
You can use this spreadsheet to keep track of the number of guests who are coming, who the 
guests are, any diet preferences they might have, your menu for the meal, and also a prep 
schedule to make sure everything gets done on time. It even has a column for you put down the 
serving dish you’ll be using for each dish. With this spreadsheet, you’re gonna be so on top of 
everything that you will just feel so much more relaxed. So make sure you grab this freebie 
because many of my tips today will make use of it. 
 
Alright, so let’s start planning. Basically when you plan any type of meal, whether it’s a simple 
weeknight dinner or a holiday meal, the first thing you need to understand are your constraints -- 
for weeknight meals, your biggest constraint really is time, which is why “quick weeknight 
dinners” is probably the most common Google search phrase when it comes to food. With big 
gatherings clearly time is still a constraint, but I find that the 2 bigger constraints really are the 
number of guests you’re having and the equipment you have available to you. 
 
When I go about planning a big holiday meal, the first thing I need to know is the number of 
guests I’m having because the size of your party really informs the kind of menu you can have. 
If you’re hosting just 6 to 8 people, you can choose a different menu than if you’re hosting 20 
people. Clearly the more people you’re feeding, the more food you’ll need, and this can mean a 
lot more prep if you choose more high maintenance dishes. However, if I were having 20 people 
over for dinner, I would look for dishes that have really simple prep. 
 
For example, if I were having 8 guests, I may choose to do a side dish like sage roasted fall 
vegetables using roasted butternut squash and brussels sprouts. However, if I had 20 people, I 
wouldn’t want to spend that much time chopping butternut squash and brussels sprouts -- not to 
mention I wouldn’t have room in my oven to roast that many sheet pans and I also don’t have 
that many sheet pans. I have 3 so whatever menu I’m choosing must only require 3 sheet pans. 
So as you can see, the number of guests also can cause equipment constraint, which is why 
starting with that constraint really helps to inform our menu planning. 
 
In the scenario where I was hosting 20 guests, a better vegetable side for me to choose might 
be mashed sweet potatoes where you can chop them into larger chunks, boil them up in a big 
pot, and then mash them with butter, which is great because butter is an ingredient you don’t 
have to prep. Other ideas might be doing a big pureed butternut squash soup and using your 
immersion blender to blend it up. If you are doing a soup, you just need to make sure you have 
enough soup bowls and if you don’t, there is nothing wrong with a disposable bowl, and they 
make some really nice ones for fancy occasions these days. If you are really attached to having 
non-disposable bowls, see if you can borrow from a friend or consider renting. Renting extra 
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plates, glasses, napkins, serving ware isn’t just for weddings and can actually be pretty 
affordable.  
 
So as you’re planning your menu, consider the number of guests you’re having and choose 
dishes where the prep will be reasonable for you to do and are dishes you can execute with the 
equipment that you have. With regards to prep, also consider your prepping skills. If you know 
you are someone who is not super efficient with a knife, whether you’re cooking for 8 or 20, 
choose dishes that require less vegetable prep so you don’t end up spending 3 days chopping 
or put yourself in a super stressful situation by just not having enough time to do everything you 
need to do.  
 
I know when planning a holiday gathering, people want to go all out, but my biggest planning tip 
for you is to keep it simple in every way you can, especially if you’re hosting for the first time or 
hosting a lot of people. This is a time of year where every food magazine, blogger, and media 
outlet is inundating you with lots of ideas for your Thanksgiving table. If you love food like I do, 
everything looks delicious, and the number one temptation is to try to do too many dishes but 
force yourself to edit. As someone who creates content for a living, I promise you that editing is 
your friend. It is always better to do like 3 dishes really well and supplement with some store 
bought stuff than try to do 6 dishes so-so and then feel really stressed. 
 
I am someone who doesn’t scale the number of dishes on the menu whether I’m cooking for a 
few people or a lot of people. So whether I’m having 8 guests or 20, I’m not going to double the 
number of dishes I’m making even though I’m having more than double the number of people. I 
might choose 5 dishes to make regardless of my guest count, but again if I’m cooking for a 
larger crowd, I would choose dishes that scale easily and wouldn’t necessarily take me 2 or 3 
times as long to prep. 
 
I always tell people to try not to do something you’ve never cooked before when cooking for 
company. However, that’s not always possible to do because holiday dishes are often meals 
you make just once a year, and people do want to introduce new dishes to the mix. So if I’m 
making 5 dishes, I might try 2 new ones and keep 3 standbys that I know are crowd pleasers. 
However, when picking new dishes, try to limit the elements that are completely new to you, and 
what I mean by this is if you’ve never sous vide anything, maybe a big holiday dinner isn’t the 
best opportunity to use your sous vide machine for the first time on a big hunk of meat. Maybe 
you want to test it out on a smaller piece of meat over a weekend before deciding whether you 
want to add that to your menu. However, if you’ve roasted a turkey before and want to try a new 
method, like spatchcocking, then go for it because you’re still roasting a turkey but the only 
difference in a spatchocked turkey is that you’re cutting out the backbone so that you can splay 
the turkey out flat, which decreases the cooking time significantly. This is what I did last year, 
and we had a beautifully cooked turkey.  
 
For those who want to know, this year I think I will try a char siu brine and baste on our turkey. 
Char siu is a classic Chinese roasted pork dish that uses a blend of sweet and savory 
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ingredients like honey, five spice powder, and soy sauce for flavor. I’ve made traditional char siu 
with pork and I’ve roasted many turkeys so the only new element for me is combining the two. If 
you’ve never roasted a turkey before, I would just keep it super simple and Google traditional 
Thanksgiving turkey.  
 
When you are searching for recipes, another way to simplify is looking at a recipe’s ingredient 
list. Look for recipes with short ingredient lists or look for ways to edit those ingredient lists. 
Thanksgiving recipes often require lots of herbs, and I sometimes will just decide that I don’t 
want to buy and chop the thyme, the rosemary, and the parsley so I end up picking just one and 
you know what, no one really notices and certainly no one is going to comment that your stuffing 
is really missing thyme. If they do, please don’t invite that person back to next year’s 
Thanksgiving dinner. 
 
And lastly in terms of keeping it simple, it is perfectly okay to ask people to contribute a dish or 
fill in with some premade store bought items. If you are going to ask people to contribute a dish, 
think about who the person is. If they are someone who always arrives early to the party, ask 
them to bring an appetizer. If it’s a friend or family member who does a lot of cooking, ask them 
to cook one of their favorite dishes and ask them to tell you what they plan on making for your 
menu planning. Or give people some options like I’m looking for someone to make a salad or a 
dessert -- what do you prefer? I am someone who does not do desserts so I always outsource 
that to somebody else. If there is no one who loves to bake in your group, then store bought 
pecan or pumpkin pie it is!  
 
The second constraint that I mentioned around holiday meals is equipment constraint. 
Thanksgiving in particular just happens to have lots of traditional dishes that require the oven 
and while some of us are lucky to have double ovens, most people do not. If you are cooking a 
turkey that will take 3 to 4 hours, your oven may not have space or be at the right temperature 
for other items. On that note, another thing I include in my Thanksgiving Spreadsheet Planner is 
a column to put oven temperature and duration so that you can easily plan for how to group 
dishes for oven time. If you think your oven is going to be a constraint, there are 2 ways to solve 
for this. One is to cook them the day before. Lots of oven dishes can be done ahead of time and 
reheated right before serving after the turkey is out of the oven and cooling.  
 
The second way is of course just keep the oven dishes to a minimum. We have a freebie that 
has 4 no-oven Thanksgiving sides that you can of course use for other holiday feasts. In my 
kitchen, I can also rely on my Instant Pot, air-fryer, rice cooker and of course, stove for cooking 
and for those of us not living in super cold climates, don’t forget the grill too. I am a huge fan of 
utilizing tools like your Instant Pot, air-fryer, and rice cooker for big meals like these because 
you can set it and forget it and let the appliance do the work without having to watch over it too 
closely. So instead of making mashed potatoes by boiling potatoes in a huge pot of water on the 
stove, I would pressure cook them in the Instant Pot instead. I’ve also made cranberry sauce in 
the rice cooker using the porridge setting, and it turned out beautifully. So corral all of your 
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gadgets and think about how you can put them to use for your big holiday dinner, especially if 
you’re worried about oven usage being tight. 
 
Now once you’ve planned your menu, I would put together an execution plan that details what 
you can do beforehand and what you need to do the day of. As I mentioned before, as much as 
you can, try to do as much as you can before. For Thanksgiving, I actually start prepping as 
early as Sunday so once Thursday rolls around, it’s just the turkey, chopping fresh ingredients 
for a salad, and mostly reheating. I might cook one more dish that day in the air-fryer, but I really 
like to spend that day hanging out with my family instead of slaving over the stove. Because I 
have an open kitchen, I don’t want to have a huge mess in the kitchen to look at, and the best 
way to achieve that really is to have done most of the work beforehand. 
 
So similar to what we do in Cook Smarts meal plans, write out what you need to prep for each 
dish and then put down when you plan on doing it. Our Thanksgiving planner has a timeline for 
each one of your dishes so that you can work backwards on when it needs to be cooked as 
well. So, let’s say I want to make air-fried brussels sprouts. I would put on my prep list that I 
need to wash and chop the brussels sprouts, and I can do that well ahead of time. Then if I want 
to serve them almost hot and they only take 30 minutes to cook and I’m serving dinner at 5, I 
would put in the 4 PM time slot to start them in the airfryer. They’ll cool off some before 5 but I 
can always add a few more minutes to the airfryer right before 5. 
 
You can also use the spreadsheet to figure out when things can go into the oven together. So 
let’s say you have turkey that needs 3 hours of cooking at 375 (plus like 1 hour to rest) and 
stuffing that needs 45 minutes at 375, I would put in my timeline to put the turkey in at 1PM, 
which for a 5PM dinner means it’s got 3 hours to cook and 1 hour to cool, and then put bake 
stuffing at 4PM since it can go in right after the turkey, and you can even keep the oven at the 
same temperature. If you’re confused at all, just take a look at my spreadsheet, everything will 
be much clearer because you’ll see how I’ve organized all the columns and where your 
individual inputs need to go. 
 
If you do have a lot of people coming in from out of town who you can enlist to be sous chefs, 
the planner also allows you to assign tasks to your helpers and put together a timeline for them 
as well. I have 4 chef’s knives and many cutting boards, so it’s quite easy for me to set up a few 
prep stations but if you don’t, see if you can borrow knives from those who will be traveling out 
of town for the holiday. To create extra prep stations, pick up a pack of these plastic cutting 
boards. Fold a kitchen towel in half and place the plastic cutting board on top - this makes a 
great substitute for a sturdier cutting board and will get the job done. 
 
So whether you are prepping and cooking alone or with others, make a timeline for everyone. In 
my spreadsheet planner, there is also a tab for assigning prep tasks by kitchen helper if you 
have sous chefs and would prefer to do it that way. So if everyone follows the prep tasks and 
day of cooking timeline you laid out, it will all go really smoothly. 
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I mentioned this before, but I have a column in my planner for you to write in the serving dishes 
you plan to use, and I highly recommend you use it. If you don’t do a lot of entertaining, it’ll help 
you spot anything you don’t have, so that you can borrow from someone. And then the day of 
the meal, I like to take out all the serving dishes and write out on post-its what will go into them. 
I then go ahead and get the table all set and decorated, so all of that is just out of the way. It 
means one less thing to think about when you’re getting to serving time, and if anyone is helping 
you, they can help you plate up and put the serving dish exactly where you wanted it without 
you needing to direct because you’ve already set everything up. 
 
Other things to help you get ready for hosting a big holiday feast is to clean out your fridge 
before your first big grocery shopping trip. You’re gonna need a lot of space, and this is a great 
time to discover and toss out those take-out containers that have been lurking in the dark 
corners of your fridge. For Thanksgiving, I like to grocery shop the Saturday or Sunday before. If 
you’re doing a frozen turkey, you’ll need those extra days any way for the bird to fully thaw. 
Getting your grocery shopping out of the way means you have those extra days to prep and just 
not deal with the crowds on say Wednesday. I have done Thanksgiving shopping the day 
before, and it is not exactly the most relaxing way to spend the holiday in my opinion. 
 
And clearly, you still need to eat the days leading up to Thanksgiving. This is where having a 
planning ahead mindset really pays off. If you are someone that stocks your freezer with freezer 
meals, homemade or not, this is the time that they come in really handy. Instead of having to 
cook Monday through Wednesday before the big holiday, I prefer to use up my freezer meals or 
do more assembly or low-prep meals and save my prepping efforts that week for the holiday 
meal. For those wondering what an assembly meal is, it’s like store bought ravioli with store 
bought pesto with a simple homemade salad on the side. These shortcuts balance out the extra 
cooking you might be doing for the holiday meal and beyond. 
 
And speaking of beyond, you will be happy if you also planned for beyond the holiday meal. 
When we host Thanksgiving or the winter holidays, it means that we have family in from out of 
town, which means it’s not just the special holiday meal that needs planning but the breakfasts, 
lunches, and dinners that follow. Now clearly if you are a Cook Smarts member, this is easy 
stuff as you’re just taking the menus we already give you and scaling up. You can also go into 
the All Meals Archives and filter by the Feeds a Crowd tag and that will turn up lots of recipes 
that can easily scale for larger groups. And we also have plenty of breakfast dinner dishes also 
known as brinner that can feed your house guests. 
 
Because I’m all about getting more out of leftovers, I always make sure to have some meals 
planned around all that leftover turkey. Last year, my leftover turkey became a pot pie, a turkey 
noodle soup, turkey fried rice, and of course lots of turkey sandwiches. We also put the stuffing 
into our waffle iron for crispy stuffing waffles. Served them with some fried eggs and it was the 
perfect next day breakfast. So in your planning, think about how you can repurpose your 
leftovers too and include those items in your grocery list so there’s 1 less step to getting those 
meals made after the holiday. Cook Smarts also has 2 things that might be helpful to you when 
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you’re thinking about what to do with leftovers, and I’ll put those links in the show notes. One is 
a short blog post that has 5 creative ways to repurpose your turkey leftovers and then we also 
have an infographic guide to repurposing leftovers that can be used for any holiday or during 
any week.  
 
And one very last tip. Make sure to schedule some time for you to get host or hostess ready in 
the timeline. Even if it’s just 15 minutes to comb your hair, freshen up your makeup, and just 
take a breath of gratitude (or relief). Then give yourself a huge round of applause not just for 
taking on the task of preparing a special occasion meal but for bringing people together around 
the dinner table. Hopefully someone else will be doing the dishes! 
 
So, what do you think? Are you ready to plan a holiday meal? It can feel like a lot of things to 
juggle but I promise you my spreadsheet planner will be so helpful. When I was catering, I used 
it for every event because there are so many things to remember, and the best way is to plan 
ahead, write it down, and timeline it out. The planning effort you put in beforehand will make a 
huge difference day of. If you use my spreadsheet planner or any of the tips I share today, 
please do let me know. I would be so happy to create a few more spreadsheet nerds out there! 
 
And that is a wrap for season 2. I have loved putting these last 10 episodes together, and if I 
didn’t already have a full time job, I would love to just be a podcast host. I didn’t realize what a 
fun medium audio would be to share my ideas and life with you all. I hope that you’ve taken the 
tips we’ve shared this season to help your kiddo become a more adventurous eater or you feel 
more confident seasoning your cooking. Clearly, there’s so much more to share from my kitchen 
to yours, and I’ve got lots of guests lined up for season 3 already, but if you have an idea or a 
question you’d like us to answer on a future episode, please do reach out to me on Instagram 
@cooksmarts or @jessdangcs or shoot me a text or leave a voice message at 650-386-0290. 
I’m really happy that I was able to get this podcast launched this year and want to give a shout 
out to my editor Natalie Pyles for making me sound way less sleep deprived than I am. Between 
US and Canada, we now have 62 ratings on Apple Podcast, so please do leave us a review 
there because it’ll help more people find us when we come back for season 3.  
 
Speaking of reviews, I wanted to share 5280love’s review: “This is what every home cook needs 
in their life. Jess has done it again! I’m picky about podcasts, but these are digestible and 
informative. Great podcast voice, Jess 👩🏻 🍳 Thanks for turning me from a recipe follower to 
a chef.” Thank you 5280love, you are the winner of a Cook Smarts tote bag -- just reach out to 
us at hello@cooksmarts.com. If we read your review in a future episode, you’ve got a colorful 
and functional Cook Smarts bag waiting for you. These bags also make great gifts so put them 
on your holiday gift list.  
 
So it’ll be a little bit before you hear from me again but if you’re subscribed you’ll know when a 
new episode is ready. We’re still putting our schedule together for 2020, which I can just feel is 
going to be a big year for Cook Smarts. This year was fantastic but also pretty discombobulating 
for me. I had another baby while already having 2 kids under the age of 4. Life is messy and 
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with 3 kids, I had my fair share of messy moments, which is why I try to organize life where I can 
and try my best to let go of the parts that I can’t. But we’re nearing the end of 2019, and I am 
officially done having babies. Like I said on Instagram, my heart is full and my uterus is fully 
retired, and I am clearing more headspace to grow Cook Smarts. And if you want to help us 
grow, tell a friend to go to cooksmarts.com for their free meal plan trial. 
 
With that, have a great holiday season -- cook up some fantastic feasts, enjoy the time with 
family and friends. I am so grateful for your support, and thank you for letting us join you in your 
kitchen or wherever you’re listening to this podcast, and until next time, happy cooking from 
your kitchen cheerleader! 
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