
RESTAURANT STAFF TRAINING GUIDE
A quick primer on the cheese course for waiters, 

greeters, maitre d’s and restaurant owners
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When To Serve Cheese –

Cheese is an excellent appetizer. If you haven’t served or been served a cheese plate as an appetizer before, 

then a few nibbles of our cheese with a good cracker or some crusty bread will convince you that it is a 

great idea. Testing the tastes, textures, and aromas of the different cheeses is a most enjoyable way to 

spend the 15 or 20 minutes before the main course arrives.

Some things that may help you explain to a customer why they should order the appetizer cheese board:

It is a favorite among regular patrons

It is excellent for whetting the appetite and preparing the palette for the meal to come

The cheeses offered are award-winning selections from around the world, cheeses 

they are not likely to find in the local grocery store, and this is indeed a rare 

opportunity for them

Appetizer

Two out of three fine restaurants offer some type of cheese course on the menu, according to a survey by 

the California Milk Advisory Board. Five years ago, it was less than 10%. As fine restaurants bring trends 

to American diners-out, they tend to catch on so that people eating at restaurants become accustomed 

to them. Even expect them! The Cheese Course is an old European tradition, and it has now caught on here 

in the states. But just what is this Cheese Course?

Entrée – The Cheese Course

...is an entrée served after the main course but before dessert. It consists of a cheese, with garnishments 

also, but the main purpose of the cheese course is to taste and enjoy the cheese! One should take 

time to roll the cheese across one’s tongue, to feel the cheese melt in the mouth. Inhale and experience

The Single Cheese Course...
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Cheese is also an excellent dessert. In fact, the French are so entrenched in their habits that nearly 70% of 

them, on any given night, will be eating cheese and fruit for dessert. When you ask for dessert in France, 

you’re asking for cheese! We in the states are new to this concept, but it has been catching on like wildfire, 

and the cheese-as-dessert trend is here to stay. Try the sweet, creamy dessert cheeses on a slice of pear 

or with some dates and, again, the reason for it’s popularity will become apparent to you.

Dessert

Some things that may help you explain to a customer why they should order the cheese board for dessert:

It’s a very popular dessert in your restaurant

It’s relatively healthy, compared to most rich desserts on a menu

The cheeses offered are rarely found in grocery stores or local delis, so this will be a rare 

opportunity for them to experience this European delicacy

...is a cheese course with a set number of cheese selections allowed. The guest chooses which ones 

they would like to try from the cart. This is an excellent way for experienced cheese lovers or adventurous 

souls to define their own cheese experience. Servers should be on hand to guide the patron in choosing 

complementary cheeses.

The Cheese Course Cart...

You may have picked up on the fact that a cheese course is different things to different people. The most 

important thing is to have one! Your customers will be delighted by the sophistication of your offerings, and 

you will see bottom-line results.

...is a selection of 3 or 4 cheeses served with bread or nuts (not crackers for the Cheese Course). The 

cheeses are selected by the Chef especially for the way in which they compliment each other, or to 

represent the cheeses of a particular region or genre. Each cheese must be enjoyed and savored in it’s 

own right. The cheeses also complement one another– it is enoyable to compare them. A wine should 

also be recommended for each Cheese Course Board, to further expand the experience.

The Cheese Course Board...

the bouquet of the cheese. A sip of wine, to add a new dimension. The single cheese course is an 

adventure as you give yourself over to the total experience of just the cheese.
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People are more likely or order what you recommend, and what other people like. So use words like 

“popular”, “favorite”, and “famous” when suggesting that they order a cheese plate. “The Manchego is 

my favorite!” and “The cheese sampler dessert is very popular right now.”

Here is a refresher in selling appetizers and desserts from Waiting 101, but modified specifically to your 

cheese plates.

First and most importantly, never say “May I bring you an appetizer to start out with?”  This opens the door 

for the customer to get away with simply saying, “No thank you.” 

Instead, assume the decision has already been made that they will order an appetizer, and all that remains 

to be determined is which one. And since you want them to order the cheese board as their appetizer, you 

suggest it to them: “Which appetizer can I start you off with? The cheese sampler is excellent. It’s my 

favorite.” Or “Which appetizer would you like with your wine tonight? Our cheese sampler is quite popular.” 

Waiters who want a very good tip will say something like, “I have spoken with the Chef and he assures me 

he will be glad to prepare for you a special cheese board just to your liking. Which cheeses shall I tell him 

you have chosen?”

When dessert comes around, again, assume that they want dessert, and you just have to find out which 

dessert they want. And since you want them to order the Dessert Cheese Board, you again suggest it:

Assume The Cheese

Play It Up
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Sell the cheese with the drinks. As you are no doubt well aware, cheese lovers spend copious time trying 

different cheeses with different wines and beers, testing how they taste, how the drink brings out the flavor 

in the cheese, how the different aspects of the cheese complement the drink, and searching for The Perfect 

Pairing. So naturally, play the cheese off the drinks. Or if they’ve chosen the cheese, suggest a drink that 

would go well with that cheese.

Use The Drinks

Ways to Sell Cheese –
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“What can I bring you for dessert? How about our famous Dessert Cheese Board?” or “What can I bring 

you for dessert? Our Dessert Cheese Board is quite popular.”

Again, a waiter who is looking for a good tip will say something to the effect of, “I have spoken with the 

chef, and she has agreed to prepare the most delightful Dessert Cheese Board for you, with fresh dates, 

slices of ripe Anjou pears, and the most heavenly rich, creamy sweet cheeses. She is in a very good mood 

tonight. How many shall I tell her to prepare?”

You probably already know that suggesting and selling appetizers will double your tips every work shift. 

Selling the Cheese Boards is a great way to do this, make your guests happy, and add to the bottom line 

of your restaurant.

Refining Your Approach –

Compiled from the conventional wisdom of effective waiting techniques, here are some additional 

suggestions for ways in which you can sell the Cheese Board.

Greeters are salespeople too! They should recommend at least two appetizers, by name, to every guest 

they seat. For instance: "We've got a great selection of appetizers here. The Cheese Board is particularly 

good and the (other appetizer) is always popular!" Practice the dialog every day with your greeters.

Combine the appetizer or dessert cheese board with glasses of wine, aperitifs, or specialty beers at 

a lower price than if you sold each item separately. Highlight these values to the guests. "We also have 

a great combination special - a tall frosted glass of your choice of one of our fine micro-brews paired with 

the 4–Cheese Cheese Board for only $11.00. You'll save $2.00!”

Recommend your favorites: “My favorite appetizers are the cheese board and the cheese board!”

Suggest the cheese immediately: "I'll get your beverages right away. You might like to take a look at our 

appetizer menu. The Cheese Board is served with our famous house bread!”

Bartenders should consistently suggest Cheese to every bar guest, especially the cheese!: "I'll get your 

beers right away. You might like to look over our cheese menu while I'm gone. The Appenzeller is my favorite 

with that beer!"
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By and large the most common questions you can expect to be asked, and the most difficult and 

subjective to answer, are “What kind of cheese is it?” and “What does it taste like?”

We in the cheese world describe a cheese by some major components. These are: Flavor, Texture, 

Color, Rind and Milk. We also like to add a couple more pieces of information when they can be 

appreciated. These are, Country of Origin, and Aging.

Each of these descriptors will be listed on the information sheet included in your Starter Kit. But to 

give you a taste for the common terms used in answering “What kind of cheese is it?”, we have 

compiled the following list for you.

Flavor –

It is a creamy cheese, a tangy cheese, a sharp cheese, a sweet cheese, a mild cheese, a strong cheese, 

a robust cheese. It is a mild creamy and tangy cheese, a strong sweet and sharp cheese, a creamy and 

sweet cheese, etc.

Texture –

It is a very soft cheese (runny), a soft cheese, a semi soft cheese, a firm cheese, a hard cheese, a 

crumbly cheese.

Color –

It is a yellow cheese, a mottled brown cheese, a pale yellow cheese, a straw colored cheese, a bone 

colored cheese, a dark yellow cheese, a blue cheese. Oftentimes, an orange cheese will be described 

as “dark yellow”. Interesting fact about color: Cheddar Cheese as we have it in the United States is 

orange (yellow) but naturally, Cheddar from Cheddar is not this color. Our producers add a dye to it. 

Do not be alarmed when Cheddar from England is not orange.

How to answer common questions –
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It's OK to suggest an appetizer after taking the entrée order: "Your entrees will be ready in about 15 

minutes. Would you like some appetizers to get things started? Perhaps our famous Cheese Board?"

Always suggest appetizers to parties of four or more so that they can "graze" before dinner. As before, 

use words like "popular" or "featured" when suggesting appetizers: "To get you started, you may want 

to look over the appetizer list. This evening the French Cheese Board is being featured.”
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Rind –

It has a red wax rind, a black wax rind, a (color) wax rind, a white mold rind, a brown mold rind, it has 

a (color) mold rind, it has no rind.

Milk –

It is a cows milk cheese, a goats milk cheese, a ewe’s milk cheese (that means it is a sheep’s milk 

cheese, but we say ewe’s milk cheese), it is a vegetarian cheese made with vegetable rennet, it is a 

buffalo (pronounced “BOO-fah-lo”, but yes, it’s a buffalo) cheese.

Country –

It is an Italian cheese, a Norwegian cheese, a Greek cheese, etc. It won’t be a European cheese because 

Europe is not a country. If the cheese is made in America, please resist calling it an American Cheese, 

as this brings to mind processed cheese product and Velveeta. Instead, call it a “Domestic” cheese, 

in which case it would be a California Cheese, an Oregon Cheese, a Wisconsin Cheese, etc.

Aging –

It is a young cheese, or a mature or very mature cheese. It might be Cave Aged for between 6 and 9 

months, or aged for a minimum of 4 weeks inside a wrapping of grape leaves, or it is a new cheese 

aged for 2 weeks in a wax rind. 

A Good Cheese Description –

So in describing any one cheese, you might say for example, “It’s a mild, creamy, semi soft ewe’s 

milk cheese from Greece. It’s somewhat straw colored, with a white mold rind. It’s very good. You 

will like it.”

Or, “It’s a strong, crumbly blue cheese from England. Its very good. You will like it.”

Or, “It’s a cave aged cheese from Spain. Firm, a little tangy, sort of sweet, with a chestnut leaf rind. 

It’s very good. You will like it.” 

Another question you will be faced with often is “Am I supposed to eat the rind?”

If the rind is wax, one hopes the guest will have the sense not to eat it, because a wax rind is not edible.

If it is a mold rind, such as the white mold on the outside of a Brie, then most often it is a matter of
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personal preference whether to eat the rind or not. There are some cheese purists who would not 

consider eating the center of the cheese and leaving the rind un-tasted. Others would prefer to leave 

the rind to the cheese purists, and eat only the center. 

The way to answer your guest is, “Some people do. It adds a different flavor.” It is most important 

that, as a server, you leave the rind on the cheese when you serve it.

You might be asked, “Is it Vegetarian?” and the answer depends of course on the cheese. Some 

cheese is made animal rennet (pronounced REN-et).

Rennet is defined as: “A natural enzyme obtained from the stomach of young cows. It is used to curdle 

milk when making cheese. The need to coagulate milk has been well recognized since Roman times, 

and this can be achieved by the selective use of certain plants or by extracting the enzyme rennet 

(chymosin and pepsin) from the fourth stomach of the milk-fed calf.” 

Cheeses made with animal rennet would not be considered vegetarian.

Cheeses made with vegetable rennet, microbial rennet, or no rennet would be vegetarian. Each of 

your cheeses will come with an info sheet specifying the rennet or stating if it is a vegetarian cheese. 

This will help you to answer questions from customers preferring vegetarian menu items. 

“What drink would go good with this cheese?”

 We have done our best to include on the info sheet for each cheese what sort of wine or beer brings 

out the best in each cheese. These are suggestions and by no means the definitive lists of appropriate 

pairings. But if you haven’t a clue what wine to suggest with the Wensleydale, or which beer to 

recommend a guest ordering the Jarlsberg, the info sheet is a good place to look. In general, mild 

cheeses do well with light white wines, sharp cheeses do well with strong wines and beers, sweet 

cheeses do well with fruity wines and light fruity beers, and mature cheeses do well with robust red 

wines and dark beers.

“What is the difference between good mold and bad mold?”

Without cheese molds, where would we be? Not enjoying fine cheeses, that’s for certain!

Mold and Cheese go together like Stilton and honey, or like Brie and Champagne. They are deliberately 

introduced into the cheese making process intentionally, with foresight and intent to create mold 

ripened cheeses.
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Mold ripened cheeses are those that have special cheese molds added to the milk during cheese 

making to ripen and produce a cheese of a particular flavor. 

Soft Ripened Cheeses –

Camembert and Brie style cheeses are, quite literally, covered in Penicillium Candidum, the snow-

white mold covering the cheeses rind, and the mold which ripens it from the outside in, to produce 

a soft creamy cheese. White mold rinds are totally edible, though whether one chooses to eat them 

is a matter of taste. Often found pleasurable and desirable by cheese aficionados, one of the byproducts 

of Peniacillium Candidum is ammonia, which saturates in the mild rind of a bloomy cheese, and infuses 

it with a whole new palette of flavors from the delicate paste or pate in the center of the cheese. The 

mold is added to these soft-ripened cheeses during the drying process which helps these cheeses 

develop the distinctive, soft, velvety growths on the outside known as bloomy rind. 

Blue Veined Cheeses –

To create the indescribably heavenly blue cheeses, such as Gorgonzola, Roquefort, and Stilton, an 

entirely different mold is used. This is the blue-green mold Penicillum roqueforti, a mold named after 

the birthplace of Roquefort cheese. The blue-green mold is, quite naturally, the reason for the blue-

green colored veins in blue cheeses.

And how did this practice come about? Legend has it that around 1845, a peasant took some mold 

growing on his bread and added it to his cheese, and thus, created Blue cheese.

The Penicillium Roqueforti mold is introduced during the production of the cheese. It is added to the 

milk or curds prior to pressing. Additionally, just to be sure that lots of the blue-green mold gets 

growing in the blue cheeses, while the cheese is aging, it is injected with needles full of penicillium 

roqueforti. The needle holes also allow oxygen to permeate the cheese, further encouraging the 

growth of this delicious mold.

So what is bad mold? –

A mold you did not intend to grow on a particular cheese would technically be “bad”, although it 

wouldn’t be considered at all “dangerous”. This mold could take the form of a bloom of blue mold 

on a block of cheddar. (Don’t let this alarm you; these molds are everywhere, including inside your 

refrigerator, and are perfectly natural.) “Bad” mold can also be inadvertently transferred from a 

wonderful Stilton to a gorgeous Pierre Robert, if you use the same knife to first cut a slice off the blue
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cheese, then use it to cut a slice off the triple crème. 

In the case of fuzzy mold developing on your cheese where you didn’t expect it, just remove the visible 

mold as well as an additional inch of cheese on all sides of the mold to be safe. In the case of a 

Roquefort mold being transferred to a brie… How adventurous are you? You could remove it. But you 

could also let it grow and see what it does to the pate. Maybe you’ll create the next big Blue Brie. 

People with mold allergies –

People with mold allergy often are advised by their doctors to avoid eating mold-ripened cheese and 

restrict themselves to processed cheeses. Is this really necessary?

According to Steve Taylor, Ph.D., co-director of the Food Allergy Research and Resource Program 

(FARRP), no evidence exists that moldy cheeses are potentially harmful to mold-allergic individuals. 

Consumers with mold allergy generally are responding to the inhalation of mold spores. On the other 

hand, ingestion of moldy cheeses generally involves the ingestion of mycelia, not spores. Although 

some spores may indeed be present in the cheese, the digestive process may destroy the allergens.

Some physicians do caution their patients about the ingestion of moldy cheeses but this caution is 

not based on any solid evidence of which Dr. Taylor is aware. He further adds that the main mold 

allergen in the environment is Alternaria and Alternaria would not be a common mold spoilage species 

in cheeses (more likely on spoiled fruit).

At present, the Food Allergy Research and Resource Program is not aware of any published literature 

that refutes this cautionary advice. However, no proof exists supporting that the caution is necessary. 

For information on a specific cheese, please refer to the info sheets included in your Cheese Starter 

Kit or Cheese Refill Kit, or look on our website at. Restaurant staff may ask questions about cheese 

online at questions@cheeselist.com.
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