
Guidelines in Creating Your Table Setting 

The following guide is a basic set of rules for setting the table. It can be used for setting a formal 
as well as an informal one. 

 

An attractive table adds to the enjoyment of a meal. To set the table, you need a “place setting” for 
each person. A place setting is all the items each person needs for eating. This includes the 
following appointments (any item used to set a table): 

• dinnerware (plates, cups, saucers, and bowls); 

• glassware (glasses of all shapes and sizes); 

• flatware (forks, spoons, and knives); 

• napkins; 

• centerpiece; and 

• placemats or tablecloths, optional. 

How a table should be set is determined in a large part by the serving style. Every family has its 
own eating style. There is really no right and wrong way to serve a meal, but there are three 
traditional serving styles: family, formal and buffet.  For the 4-H Food Project—the family style 
table setting is most appropriate. 

Centerpieces 

The centerpiece should be coordinated with the 
table appointment and be appropriate for the oc-
casion. Even though a single place setting is set, 
the centerpiece should be visible to all as if the 
entire table was set and should not obstruct any-
one’s view of each other. Centerpiece candles are 
not to be lit.   
 
For 4-H Project Judging—centerpieces are optional.  
Please do not go out and spend a fortune on fresh 
flowers or an arrangement for a centerpiece.  There 
are so many other more interesting items which could 
be used.  Your imagination should really go to work.   
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Table Setting/Menu Planning 

 

1. The flatware, plate, and napkin should be one inch from the edge of the table. 

2. The plate is always in the center of the place setting. 

3. The dinner fork is placed at the left of the plate. 

4. If a salad fork is used, it is placed to the left of 
the dinner fork. 

5. The napkin is placed to the left of the fork, with 
the fold on the left. It can also go under a fork, 
or on top of the plate. 

6. The knife is placed to the right of the plate with 
the sharp blade facing in towards the plate. 

7. The teaspoon is placed to the right of the knife. 

8. If a soup spoon is needed, it is placed to the 
right of the teaspoon. 

9. The soup bowl may be placed on the dinner 
plate. 

10. The drinking glass is placed at the tip of the knife. 

11. If a salad plate is used, place it just above the tip of the fork. 

12. The cup or mug is placed to the top right of the spoons. 

Note:  Only the utensils needed are placed on the table. 

4. Use appointments that match the meal or 
food to be served. That means, a snack can 
be served on a paper plate with paper 
napkins while a home-cooked dinner 
should be served on attractive dishes to 
show off the meal. On the other hand, 
party food may use the family’s best 
dinnerware and cloth napkins. 

5. Only the utensils necessary for the meal 
need to be placed on the table. 

6. Avoid clutter in your place setting…. 
Every item should have a use. 

 

1. The table should be clean; it can be left bare 
or a table covering can be used as the 
background for the food and appointments 
placed on it. A table covering helps protect 
the table and muffles the noise of clanking 
glassware and dishes. 

2. Placemats or tablecloths can be used for 
special occasions. 

3. Choose dinnerware and flatware appropriate 
for the occasion and that compliment the 
other table appointments. Match or blend 
colors and textures in the dishes or contrast 
with something different. 

Table Setting Rules 

Tips for Setting the Table 
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Table Setting/Menu Planning 

The menu should be displayed on a 4x6 or larger on your choice of medium (index card, ceramic tile, 
chalkboard, etc.) printed or typed by the participant. You may decorate and/or prop up the menu. 
 
1. List the foods in the order in which they are served. (Every menu will not include all the foods 

listed.) 
 

Appetizer 
Main Dish 

Starchy Vegetable 
Other Vegetables 

Salad 
Bread 

Dessert 
Beverage  

 
2. Group foods served in one course. Use single line spacing between food items and a double line 

spacing between courses. 
 
3. Use CAPITALS at the beginning of all words except articles, conjunctions, and prepositions. 

Correct spelling is important. 
 
4. When an item on the menu has an accompaniment: place the main item to the left and the 

accompaniment to the right,  
 

Braised Pork Chops   Applesauce  
 

        or you may center the main item and write the accompanying item underneath, 
 

Braised Pork Chops 
Applesauce  

 
  if more than one accompaniment appears, place one at each side on the same line, 
 

Sesame Seed Wafers  Tomato Bouillon   Saltines  
 

  or place both on the same line below. 
 

Tomato Bouillon 
Sesame Seed Wafers  Saltines 

 
5. When a food is commonly prepared in more than one way, avoid confusion by describing the 

method of cooking, such as: Roast Turkey or French Fried Potatoes. 
 
6. List each food with the exception of butter, cream, sugar, or salad dressing, unless it is something 

special, such as Honey Butter or Poppyseed Dressing. 
 
7. List beverages last. 
 
8. Plan the spacing and arrangement of the items on the menu so that the written menu is symmetrical. 
 
9.  Consider creativeness when choosing names of menu items (except for formal menus). Formal 

menus must use original names of items. Ex. using Patriotic Punch for a 4th of July theme and 
Cherry Punch for a formal theme.  
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Menu Planning 



Broiled Ham 

Grilled Pineapple Slices 

Cole Slaw 

Hot Gingerbread with Applesauce 

Coffee     Milk 

Common Errors in Planning Meals 

TEMPERATURE 

• Too many foods of the same 
temperature 

• Not enough time allotted for 
preparation 

• Need to keep hot foods hot 
and cold foods cold 

• Food not stored at safe 
temperature (special 
consideration needed for 
picnics) 

 

FLAVOR 

• All bland flavor  

• Too many strong flavors  

• Repetition of food or flavor 

• No tart or acid-flavor 

• Too many sweet or too 
many sour foods 

 

 

PREPARATION AND TYPE 
OF FOOD 

• no main dish 

• More than one main dish• 

• Too many foods prepared in 
the same way, such as fried 
foods, creamed food, or 
foods with sauces 

• Too many starchy foods 

• Same fruit or vegetable 
more than once 

• Too many high protein 
foods 

 

NUTRITION 

• Too many foods from one 
food group 

• Missing food groups 

• Contain a variety of foods 
not meeting the nutritional 
needs of those for whom it 
is planned 

COLOR  

• Too many foods of same color 

• No contrast or variation 

• Clashing or unpleasant color 
scheme 

 

TEXTURE 

• Too many soft foods 

• Too many chewy foods 

• Too many crispy or crunchy 
foods 

• Lack of variety in texture 

 

SIZE 

• Too many mixtures 

• Too many small pieces of the 
same size and shape 

• Too many similar shapes• 
Lack of variety in shape 

Cream of Broccoli Soup 
Curried Toast Fingers 

 
Fresh Fruit Salad Plate 

with Lime Sherbet 
Crescent Rolls 

 
Glazed Chocolate Roll 

Coffee      Milk 
 

Sample Menus 

Source:  Purdue University Extension, University of Nebraska, Lincoln Extension 


