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These days, supermarkets offer an entire universe of grains—and with the right method they’re as easy to cook, and as versatile, as rice. Here are 

six of our favorites. 

Our Six Favorites 

 

BARLEY 

Best known in this country as a staple 

used in soups, this high-fiber grain’s 

nutty, subtly sweet flavor makes it an 

ideal accompaniment to meat, chicken, 

and fish. Both hulled and pearl barley 

(the most widely available varieties) are 

stripped of their tough outer covering, 

but we prefer quicker-cooking pearl 

barley, which has been polished to 

remove the bran layer as well. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: The grains 

will be softened and plump but still 

somewhat firm in the center. 

TIP: For a hearty alternative to risotto, 

substitute pearl barley for the Arborio 

rice typically used. Like rice, the barley 

will release starches when stirred, 

creating a creamy consistency. Be sure to 

add extra liquid since barley takes a bit 

longer to cook. 

TRY IT IN: Barley Risotto with Roasted 

Butternut Squash 

 

MILLET 

The mellow corn flavor and fine texture 

of these tiny seeds make them extremely 

versatile in both savory and sweet 

applications, including flatbreads, 

polenta-like puddings, and pan-fried 

cakes. We particularly like them in pilafs 

or even just mixed with a pat of butter. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: All of the 

cooking liquid will be absorbed and the 

grains will be fully tender. 

TIP: Slightly overcooking millet causes 

the seeds to burst and release starch, 

creating a creamy consistency that makes 

this grain ideal for breakfast porridge. 

TRY IT IN: Millet Porridge with Maple 

Syrup 

 

 

BULGUR 

Bulgur is made from wheat berries that 

have been steamed or boiled and ground 

into fine, medium, coarse, or very coarse 

grain. Don’t confuse it with cracked 

wheat, which is not parcooked. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: The grains 

will be somewhat tender but still firm. 

TIP: Instead of simmering it in water, we 

often reconstitute fine- or medium-grain 

bulgur by soaking it in water flavored 

with lemon, lime, or tomato juice (use 

2/3 cup of liquid for 1 cup of bulgur and 

soak for 60 to 90 minutes). 

TRY IT IN: Bulgur with Red Grapes and 

Feta 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 

QUINOA 

Though actually a seed, quinoa is often 

referred to as a “supergrain” because it’s 

a nutritionally complete protein. We love 

the pinhead-size seeds (which can be 

white, red, black, or purple) for their 

faint crunch and mineral taste. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: The grains 

will unfurl and expand to about three 

times their size. 

TIP: Toast quinoa in a dry (no oil or 

butter) pot before adding water; we’ve 

found that toasting it in fat gives the 

grain a slightly bitter flavor. 

TRY IT IN: Quinoa Salad with Red Bell 

Pepper and Cilantro 

 

FARRO 

A favorite ingredient in Tuscan cuisine, 

these hulled whole-wheat kernels boast a 

sweet, nutty flavor and a chewy bite. In 

Italy, the grain is available in three 

sizes—farro piccolo, farro medio, and 

farro grande—but the midsize type is 

most common in the United States. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: The grains 

will be tender but have a slight chew, 

similar to al dente pasta. 

TIP: Although we usually turn to the 

absorption method for quicker-cooking 

grains, farro takes better to the pasta 

method because the abundance of water 

cooks the grains more evenly. 

TRY IT IN: Farro with Mushrooms and 

Thyme 

 

WHEAT BERRIES 

These are not berries at all but whole, 

husked wheat kernels with a rich, earthy 

flavor and firm chew. Because they’re 

unprocessed, they remain firm, smooth, 

and distinct when cooked, which makes 

them great for salads. 

KNOWING WHEN IT'S DONE: The grains 

will be softened but still quite chewy, 

smooth, and separate. 

TIP: Though not typically done when 

boiling grains, we toast wheat berries in 

oil before adding them to the water, 

which brings out their nutty flavor. 

TRY IT IN: Wheat Berry Salad with 

Orange and Scallions

 

Great Grains, Guaranteed 
Properly storing grains to retain freshness and choosing the right pot are the first steps toward ensuring top-notch results. 

MIND THE STORE(AGE): To prevent open boxes and bags of grains from spoiling in the pantry, store them in airtight containers and, if you 

have space, in the freezer. This is especially important for whole grains like wheat berries that turn rancid with oxidation. 

 

The Right Pot: A sturdy, heavy-bottomed 

saucepan with a tight-fitting lid is a must 

for cooking any grain via the absorption 

or pilaf method. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



Times, Methods, and Measurements  

1 cup raw BARLEY BULGUR FARRO MILLET QUINOA WHEAT BERRIES 

Method(s)    Pasta Absorption Pasta Absorption/Pilaf     Absorption/Pilaf     Pasta 

Water 4 quarts 1 cup 4 quarts 2 1/4 cups 1 cup 4 quarts 

Time 20-25 min 13-18 min 15-20 min     25-30 min 16-18 min 1 hour 

Yield 3 1/2-4 cups    2 1/4 cups     3 cups 2 1/4 cups 2 3/4 cups 3 cups 

 
Three Cooking Methods 
Most grains not only follow the same familiar cooking methods as rice but are actually more forgiving because they don’t break down and turn 

mushy as easily. 

RINSE AND DRY BEFORE COOKING: Most grains should be rinsed before cooking to remove excess starch, detritus, or bitter coatings. (Some 

quinoa comes conveniently “prewashed,” but if you’re unsure, rinses it to remove its saponin coating, which is mildly toxic.) 

1. Rinse grains in fine-mesh strainer until water runs clear. Drain briefly. 

2. Spread grains on rimmed baking sheet lined with clean dish towel. Let dry for 15 minutes. 

3. To remove grains from towel, pick up towel by corners and gently shake grains into bowl. 

 

Absorption: The grains are simmered 

slowly in a measured quantity of liquid 

until tender. 

Best for: Tender grains like bulgur, 

millet, and quinoa 

1. Combine 1 cup grains, water, and ½ 

teaspoon salt in saucepan. 

2. Bring mixture to simmer, then reduce 

heat to low, cover, and simmer until 

grains are tender and liquid is absorbed. 

Off heat, let sit, covered, for 10 minutes. 

Fluff with fork and serve. 

TIP: A clean dish towel, placed between 

the pot and the lid before the cooked 

grains rest off heat, will absorb excess 

moisture and prevent the grains from 

turning gummy. 

 

Pilaf: In this variation on the absorption 

method, the grains are toasted to impart 

a nutty flavor before the liquid is added. 

Best for: Tender grains like millet and 

quinoa 

1. Heat 1 tablespoon butter or oil in 

saucepan over medium-high heat until 

shimmering. Add 1 cup grains and toast 

until lightly golden and fragrant, about 3 

minutes. Add 1/2 teaspoon salt and 

water. 

2. Bring mixture to simmer, then reduce 

heat to low, cover, and simmer until 

grains are tender and liquid is absorbed. 

Off heat, let sit, covered, for 10 minutes. 

Fluff with fork and serve. 

TIP: For a more complex-tasting pilaf, 

sauté spices and aromatics like onions 

and garlic before adding the grains, swap 

in chicken broth for the water, and stir in 

fresh chopped herbs before serving. 

 

Pasta: The grains are cooked like pasta in 

an abundant quantity of boiling water. 

Best for: Firm grains like barley, farro, 

and wheat berries 

1. Bring 4 quarts water to boil in Dutch 

oven. Stir in 1 cup grains and 1 

tablespoon salt. Return to boil, reduce 

heat, and simmer until grains are tender. 

2. Drain in strainer set in sink. Let sit in 

strainer for 5 minutes before using (or 

pat dry with a paper towel) to remove 

any excess moisture. 

TIP: To quickly cool down boiled grains 

for a cold salad, rinse them with cold 

water while they are in the strainer. 

 
 



Speeding up the Process 
The earthy flavor and chew of firm grains like wheat berries (and others like rye berries, spelt, and kamut) make them ideal for side dishes, but 

their cooking time (at least 1 hour) is an obstacle. Soaking overnight or adding baking soda to the cooking water will cut down the cooking time. 

(We don’t recommend soaking or adding baking soda to grains cooked according to the absorption or the pilaf method; these shortcuts will 

throw off the amount of measured water the grains absorb.) 

 

SOAK 

OVERNIGHT: Covering the 

grains with water for 8 

hours (for safety, store them 

in the refrigerator) will 

shave 10 to 20 minutes off 

their cooking times—and 

ensure that they cook more 

evenly. Drain the grains  

before adding the cooking 

water. 

 

 

 

ADD BAKING SODA: Adding 

½ teaspoon of baking soda 

to 4 quarts of water will 

speed the grains’ cooking 

time by 5 to 10 minutes. 

 

 

 

 

MAKE AHEAD AND 

FREEZE: All types of cooked 

grains freeze well for at least 

three months, so making a 

large batch to freeze in 

smaller portions is a 

timesaver. To reheat the 

grains, thawing isn’t 

necessary. 

1. Place 2 cups cooled grains 

in zipper-lock bag. Lay bag 

flat and press out air. (To 

save space, freeze bags flat 

and stack once frozen.) 

 

2. To warm, transfer grains 

to bowl and microwave until 

grains are hot, 2 to 3 

minutes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoiding Stuck-On Grains 
 

 

BEFORE COOKING: To prevent grains from sticking to the pot, coat 

the bottom and sides of the vessel with vegetable oil spray before -

adding the grains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFTER COOKING: If cooking still leaves behind a stubborn residue 

on the pan, try this trick: Fill the pan 2 inches high with water. Add 

1/4 cup of baking soda and 1/4 cup of distillied white vinegar (the 

mixture will foam vigorously). Bring to a boil and cook for 15 

minutes. Turn off the heat and let sit until cooled. Drain the water 

and clean the pot as usual. If any sticky patches remain, repeat. 

 
America’s Test Kitchen is a 2,500-square-foot kitchen located just outside of Boston. It is the home of Cook’s Country and Cook’s Illustrated magazines and is the workday 

destination for more than three dozen test cooks, editors, and cookware specialists. Our mission is to test recipes until we understand how and why they work and arrive at the 

best version. We also test kitchen equipment and supermarket ingredients in search of brands that offer the best value and performance. You can watch us work by tuning in to 

America’s Test Kitchen (www.americastestkitchen.com) on public television. 

 

http://www.americastestkitchentv.com/

