
CULINARY INTUITION: The San Francisco Cooking School Story 
 
San Francisco Cooking School opened its doors in the fall of 2012 in response to an evolved 
expectation of what culinary education should entail. As a long-time instructor at San 
Francisco’s beloved Tante Marie’s Cooking School, Jodi Liano was receiving a barrage of 
feedback from colleagues and respected industry professionals about the growing need for 
qualified cooks. Traditional culinary schools, even some with lengthy and costly programs, 
were not preparing students with the fundamental skills they needed to be capable cooks 
out of the gate, ready for work in the field. Jodi learned that it was less important to 
restaurant chefs & owners that a cook have a wealth of archaic recipes memorized from 
various textbooks. What was most essential was a fully developed sense of Culinary 
Intuition. Was that cook able to explain why acid is added here, or how oil emulsifies there? 
Could he or she not just follow a recipe, but also fix one when it went wrong? 
 
Jodi sensed an opportunity not only to realize her goal of running a school of her own, but a 
chance to see what would result from a curriculum that concentrated on developing 
Culinary Intuition. To focus solely on arming students with the crucial skills needed to work 
successfully in the industry. She assembled three deans and a board of advisors from the 
best restaurants in the SF Bay Area--most of whom have never been to culinary school. She 
brought on board a long time culinary expert Catherine Pantsios to head the Culinary 
Program and James Beard award-winning pastry chef Nicole Plue to head the Pastry 
Program. Together this team developed a contemporary, innovative curriculum that aims to 
instill students with the inherent knowledge of how and why things happen in the kitchen.  
 
While admissions were underway in 2012 to recruit the inaugural Pro Culinary class to begin 
in January, SFCS officially opened it’s doors in Fall 2012 with a handful of recreational 
classes. Designed to be distinctively hands-on and intimate, these classes are taught by 
experienced SFCS faculty and by some of the best and brightest SF Bay Area culinary 
talent. SFCS now boasts the largest list of class offerings on the West Coast. It’s a level of 
professionalism and access that is rarely experienced in a recreational setting. It 
underscores the philosophy that is at the core of the School’s foundation in the professional 
programs. 
 
The Pro Culinary and Pro Pastry Certificate Programs began in 2013 and are offered in both 
full and part-time sessions year-round. They’re deliberately intimate, hands-on, and fast 
paced, with no more than 14 students per session. Students begin their courses in a state-
of-the-art kitchen designed to feel like it would working in a restaurant. One of their first 
courses is a tactile tasting workshop led by Barb Stuckey (author: Taste What You’re 
Missing) meant to build a foundation for their culinary intuition that they will draw upon 
throughout their coursework and their careers. Students will also have a chance to 
experience San Francisco as an extension of their campus, being immersed in the food 
community with field trips to farms, kitchens, and artisan producers. Their training 
culminates in 240 hours spent working in a commercial kitchen. Placements are secured 
through SFCS’s strong partnerships with the Bay Area’s best restaurants, bakeries and 
eating establishments and their experiences are mentored and monitored to ensure their 
continued success. 
 
As of mid-2015, San Francisco Cooking School has well over 100 graduates from our two 
years of programs. Students have gone on to work in some of the city’s best restaurants, 



such as State Bird Provisions, The Progress, Aziza, Delfina, Absinthe, Locanda, Nopa, 
Boulette’s Larder, and many more. Other graduates have pursued career opportunities 
outside of restaurants as well, such as the test kitchen for Williams Sonoma, cookbook 
recipe development, food PR, cooking instruction and personal cheffing.  
 
5,000 sq. ft .  Educational Culinary Center 
The facility is over 5,000 sq ft and includes two teaching kitchens, event space, and 
administrative areas for students and office. In addition to career training in culinary and 
pastry arts, SFCS offers the largest program of hands-on recreational cooking classes in the 
West Coast.  
 
Kitchens Designed and Optimized for Teaching 
SFCS partnered with Steve Walker Studio (SWS) to build its facility. The role of design in 
the teaching environment is incredibly important. A chef’s kitchen needs to be about the 
immediacy of their tools. The need for the chef’s tools and environment to be an extension 
of themselves is critical to their success. As Walker describes their process: “We seek to 
build tools that remove the barrier between people and the world; what we call 
Architecture. This approach is based on the principle of making incredibly useful and 
engaging spaces–spaces where people learn they are not a circumstance of their world, but 
are in control of it.” 
 
Construction on SFCS was performed by Teutonic Construction, who also constructed 
SOMA restaurant 25 Lusk, which won Best Design by Architectural Digest in April 2012 and 
won the Design of the Year Award by Esquire Magazine. 
 
Professional Teaching Kitchens - Training Restaurant-Ready Cooks 
The SFCS professional kitchens are state-of-the-art teaching kitchens featuring commercial 
equipment set-up as a cook line to simulate the fast-paced real world of restaurants and 
professional food service. 
 
Recreational Teaching Kitchen – Cooking Classes 
The open, loft-like recreational kitchen area is optimized for hands-on cooking classes, as 
well as hosted demonstrations, cooking parties, and other food events.  
 
690 Van Ness: Automotive and Culinary History 
The SFCS building at 690 Van Ness Avenue was erected in 1910 and stands as one of the 
earliest auto showrooms on the historic “auto row” of Van Ness Avenue. The last auto-
related tenant was Speedo Carburetor Shop. The School’s build-out returns the building to 
its historic industrial design, exposing most of the original brick and steel. 
 
In 1988, chef Jeremiah Tower transformed the building into a restaurant and named it 
Speedo 690 in homage to the building’s previous tenant. Until it closed in 1991, Speedo 690 
was adjoined in the neighborhood by Tower's famous Stars restaurant.   
 
Along with Alice Waters and Wolfgang Puck, Jeremiah Tower is widely recognized as a 
founding partner of “California Cuisine”, so the building’s food history makes it a natural 
home the San Francisco Cooking School. 


