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The Science Behind Cheese 
 

What do you get from combining milk and lemon juice? You 
guessed it, cheese! From a food science perspective, combining 
these two ingredients is an easy way for you to make a soft 
cheese at home. People have been making many varieties of 
cheese for thousands of years. Cheese offers health benefits, such 
as vitamin A that supports eye health, protein for building muscles 
and wound healing, phosphorus to help calcium during bone 
development, and calcium to keep bones strong and healthy. 
 

To make soft cheese at home you will need:  
• 1 gallon of milk (makes about one pound of cheese) 
• Juice of one lemon or 1/3 cup lemon juice 
• Cheesecloth 
• Strainer 
• Bowl to be placed under the strainer 
• Something heavy (food cans on a plate works great)  

 

How to make the cheese: 
1. Wash your hands with soap and water.  
2. Make sure everything is clean and sanitized to be as free 

as possible from harmful bacteria. 
3. Unfold the cheesecloth and place it in the strainer. 

Place the strainer in a bowl. 
4. Pour the milk into a large saucepan. Bring the milk to a 

boil, stirring constantly to prevent scorching.  
5. Turn the heat down to low and continue to stir gently 

while adding the lemon juice. The milk will start to get 
chunky. This is called curdling. Stop stirring.  

6. Allow the milk to cool. Once the milk has cooled, pour 
the curds and whey into the cheesecloth-lined strainer. 

7. Gently pull the cheesecloth edges up to form a ball of 
curds. Secure the cheesecloth edges. Place a small plate 
on top of the cheesecloth-covered curds, then place 
clean food cans on top of the plate. Let the cans press 
on the cheese for a couple of hours.  

8. Add salt to taste and enjoy eating your cheese! 
9. Cover and refrigerate leftovers. Eat within 3 days. 

Explaining the Science: 
Lemon juice is an acid food and 
when added to milk it causes milk 
proteins to coagulate. This can be 
observed by the clumping of the 
milk. The result is a separation of 
these proteins in the form of 
curds from the whey. 
 

Sources: 
1. Dairy Nourishes – Cheese: 

International Dairy Foods 
Association: 
https://www.idfa.org/dairyno
urishes/cheese  

2. Make Your Own Cheese, 4-H 
Youth Development: 
https://4-
h.org/clover/activities/make-
your-own-cheese/   

Pat Jones originally wrote this 
newsletter. It was peer 

reviewed and updated in 2025. 

For more information check 
out the Food Fun for Young 

Children Newsletter at: 
https://go.unl.edu/food-fun 
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