How to Calibrate a Thermometer
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Over time the temperature hot and cold holding equipment says it’s at becomes less and less accurate, potentially allowing food to slip into the danger zone between 41 and 140 degrees Fahrenheit. (DOEA Program and services manual July 2010 ch 4-139).

The Thermometer must calibrate this equipment at least weekly, to ensure accuracy.   (DOEA Program and Services manual July 2010 ch 4-139
 Nothing is as important to your food safety program as a properly calibrated thermometer.  Think of a good thermometer as the crescent wrench of your food safety program.  Without it, you have no idea what the temperature of your food products are, either when you cook them or when you store them. 

The problem with thermometers is they lose their bearings over time and use.  If you’re using that thermometer to make sure food is staying out of the danger zone, and your thermometer is more than a couple degrees Fahrenheit off, you’re taking a risk you can’t afford.  Calibrating a thermometer is easy.
You should re-calibrate your thermometer if:

· You dropped it (especially if it’s a dial thermometer) 

· Before you use it for the first time 

· If you use the same thermometer to measure very cold and very hot temperatures 

· Must be calibrated at least weekly, to ensure accuracy.   (DOEA Program and services manual July 2010 ch 4-139
Ice point.  Fill an insulated glass with crushed ice and then add a little water.  Let it sit for at least five minutes and then insert the sensing part of the thermometer into the cup.  Make sure the sensor is in the middle of the glass and at least an inch from the sides, bottom, and top of the glass.  Hold it there for 30 seconds or until the dial stops moving or the digital thermometer beeps.  Your thermometer should be reading 32 degrees Fahrenheit after 30 seconds.  If it’s not, it needs to be recalibrated.  The ice point method is the most accurate way to calibrate a thermometer.
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Boiling point.  Boil at least six inches of water.  Once the water has reached a rolling boil, stick the sensor part of the thermometer into the middle of the water, taking care to keep it at least two inches from the sides, top, and bottom.  After 30 seconds, the thermometer should read 212 degrees Fahrenheit if you’re at 1,000 feet or less of elevation.  See below if you are at a higher altitude.  If it doesn’t read 212, your thermometer needs to be recalibrated.

Changes in boiling point temperature by elevation:

Sea Level: 212 degrees Fahrenheit
1,000 feet: 210 degrees Fahrenheit
2,000 feet: 208 degrees Fahrenheit
3,000 feet: 206.4 degrees Fahrenheit
4,000 feet: 204.5 degrees Fahrenheit
5,000 feet: 202.75 degrees Fahrenheit
8,000 feet: 197.5 degrees Fahrenheit 

Dial thermometers have a little screw or nut that adjusts the dial to the correct temperature.  Simply turn the adjuster until the dial reads the correct temperature according to the method you’re using to calibrate.

Digital thermometers have a reset button.  Simply push that button when you’re at the temperature point you want and your thermometer is ready to go.

If you have employees who regularly take temperature readings, train them how to calibrate thermometers correctly.  Of course, simply showing an employee how to calibrate a thermometer isn’t enough to ensure calibration is happening on a regular schedule and to the correct specifications.  Setting a regular scheduled time to calibrate their thermometer(s) is the best way to ensure that calibration is done regularly and accurately.

Food safety is a constant work-in-progress.  Training staff and volunteers to ensure you are serving the best quality food to your client’s day in and day.  .

