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Welcome back! This is the last lesson in our module all about salad composition. So far we’ve 

explored the top and bottom layers of a salad, the base and dressing. Now we're going to take a 

look at the middle two sections, variety and toppings.  

In this lesson we'll take a look at what the variety and topping layers are, how they influence the 

composition of a salad, and then we'll learn the 4 step system to turn any ingredient into a 

scrumptious salad. Yes, you heard that right, we're finally learning the 4 step system! Everything 

up until now has been laying the ground work so that this system makes sense and you can use it 

in real life! Are you ready?! Let's get started! 

What's the difference between variety ingredients and toppings? Variety ingredients have mass 

and substance. They are the part that actually satisfies your hunger. Whereas toppings are 

included specifically to add a burst of flavor and texture, even to enhance presentation, but they 

aren't filling on their own.  

For example, if we want to add sweet flavors into a salad, the variety ingredients could be beets, 

butternut squash, or carrots. All ingredients with a good amount of mass. Whereas sweet 

flavored topping ingredients could be shredded coconut, hazelnuts, or raisins. So now that we 

know what the variety and topping layers look like, lets talk about how they influence the 

composition of a salad.  

Think of these two layers in terms of need and want. The variety ingredients need to be there. 

They provide the sustenance that keeps you alive. And while I always say that you deserve to get 

more than calories out of your food, we all still do need those calories. One of the biggest salad 

mistakes I see people make is not adding enough variety ingredients so they're still hungry after 

they eat. Add the stuff. Cooked veggies, raw veggies, meats, fruit, add it all and see what you 

like.  If you're hesitant to add non-traditional salad ingredients into your salad, a fun game to 

play is to take your favorite recipe and convert it into a salad. Love lasagna? What would a 

lasagna salad look like? It would have beef of course, lots of mozzarella, maybe fresh tomatoes 

instead of tomato sauce, run with it! Variety ingredients are called variety for a reason, there is 

so much that you can add into a salad that is delicious, nutritious, and filling!  

Now topping ingredients are added in for a burst of flavor and texture. They're in the want 

category. You will be perfectly filled and nourished without this layer, but it's this layer that 

takes your salad away from utility and into the realm of delight.  

This is the perfect place to add in flavors and textures that are underrepresented or missing from 

your base and variety ingredients. Many of the toppings are small and intensely flavorful. Things 

like olives, capers, toasted breadcrumbs, feta cheese.  

Topping ingredients are also fabulous for presentation. A quick glance through pinterest and 

you'll notice that most of the salads have some kind of topping from nuts to crumbly cheese, 

even a sprinkling of sesame seeds, or a dash of paprika. Toppings ingredients are one of the last 
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ingredients you'll add to your salad. Be sure to really consider the flavor, texture, and even color 

of the ingredients and make sure your toppings are serving a purpose. And yes, "it's pretty" 

absolutely counts as a legitimate purpose!  

Now that we've discovered more about the variety and topping layers, we have learned about all 

four layers of a salad, the base, variety, toppings, and the dressing. But before we move on to the 

4 step system, lets chat about how these layers actually look on the plate.  

In my early salad days, I assembled my salads literally with these 4 steps. The base went first on 

the plate, then variety ingredients, then toppings, then the dressing on top. But once I got the 

hang of analyzing flavors and textures to create salads, I also wanted them to be beautiful. And 

so, in order to create a nicer presentation, I've changed the way I place these layers on the plate. 

Now, there are still plenty of nights when I do not care what my food looks like but only how 

fast I can get it into my face! But sometimes, it feels really nice to serve yourself a beautiful 

meal. First, the dressing gets mixed into the base. Most of the base goes down on the plate, then 

most of the variety ingredients, then you tuck the remaining base and variety ingredients here 

and there throughout the salad. Then last up, the toppings. Now, if you’re sprinkling something 

small like sunflower seeds, sprinkling them from a height will get a better distribution down 

below, so that you don’t end up with small piles when you intended an even layer. Then one 

more drizzle of dressing and you’re done! 

What this does, is create height and dimension. It's not flat layers as much as three dimensional.  

Once you have experience analyzing flavors and textures, using that information to help you 

decide which ingredients to use, salads will become one of the quickest ways to get a hearty 

satisfying dinner on the table.  

Remember, there are no rules to creating salads. There are hundreds of thousands of possible 

ingredient combinations, all of which create delicious salads. The trick is knowing which 

ingredients, of all the possibilities, to add into your salad at this particular moment.  

This is where the 4 step system comes into place.  
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We've learned a lot of the past 11 days about ingredients and how they interact in a dish. But 

here's the thing, we do not have time to be standing in our kitchens with a notepad writing down 

the most dominant flavors and textures of all the ingredients in our kitchen in order to make a 

quick dinner. We need a system to make this quick and efficient.  

When I first started learning all of this, I didn't have a system in place, I was winging it and 

hoping everything worked out. And sometimes it did, sometimes it didn't. But once I started 

following a method, my meals became much tastier more often, and I felt the confidence to try 

new things and take risks. Once the method was in place even the times that my combinations 

didn't work out was a chance to learn about my own preferences or get solid feedback on an idea.  

If you're new to cooking in general, it will take a little time for these ideas to become second 

nature. In your course workbook you'll find a cheat sheet with the 4 step system, that you can 

post on your refrigerator to support you along the way. This cheat sheet, really all of the cheat 

sheets in this course are lifesavers when it's late, your creativity is zapped from a long day, 

you've got random ingredients in the fridge, and you just need some food! In those moments, 

having this information, and having something to reference for quick ideas, is often the 

difference between getting that 20 minute homecooked meal on the table, or feeling too 

overwhelmed and ordering pizza. So print these out. Hang them on your fridge or inside your 

pantry.  

        The 4 step system to turn any ingredient into a scrumptious salad is 

        1. Choose starting ingredient. 

        2. Evaluate Flavor. 

        3. Evaluate Texture. 

        4. Choose complimentary ingredients 

Simple enough right?! Now that we have an overview of the 4 step system, let's take a closer 

look at each of these steps.  

First, you choose your starting ingredient(s). 

We have to start somewhere! And most often, an idea will spark from an ingredient. Maybe it's 

something you brought home from the farmers market that is looking so fresh and tasty. Maybe 

it's something that's been in your fridge for a few too many days and really needs to be used up. 

Or maybe it's   something totally random. You get an inkling that maybe nutritional yeast sounds 

good (which, if you haven't tried nutritional yeast yet, get on it. It is salty and yummy and 

amazing) But in any case, you need a starting point.  
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Second Evaluate Flavor. 

In this step, you identify the key flavors of the ingredient you have on hand. Now in our 

examples, we've been working with an ingredient's most dominant flavor, but here, go ahead and 

take into account any secondary flavors you feel are important. Once you know what you're 

working with, decide what direction you want to go in with your other ingredients.  

To recap all of our flavors,  

Sweet & Umami are dominant ingredients. They provide a foundation for other ingredients to 

shine and they create balance when used together.  

Salty & sour are enhancing ingredients. Salt intensifies the flavor of other ingredients and sour 

brightens and energizes other ingredients. 

Bitter & Pungent are intriguing ingredients. They add depth and character to a dish. And 

pungency has two subcategories, warm and cozy, or cool and energizing. 

The third step is to Evaluate Texture. 

You'll want to evaluate the texture of your starting ingredient and then consider everything you 

know about how textures reflect and influence your mood.  

You may be drawn to crunchy food when you're feeling energetic, but you can also add a bit of 

crunch to your salad when you're feeling low energy and you want a pick-me-up.  

You may be drawn to chewy ingredients when you're feeling really hungry or when you're 

looking for a deep sense of satisfaction from your meal.  

You may be drawn to Creamy ingredients when you're looking for comfort or decadence.  

Step Four is Choose complimentary ingredients 

Steps 1-3 gave you a good idea of what you're working with and what direction you want to go 

in. Step 4 is putting it all together into a salad.  

The base provides a foundation and a sense of continuity throughout a salad. 

The dressing is a backdrop that mirrors already present flavors or uses contrasting flavors to 

create balance. 

Variety ingredients are necessary. They have mass and substance and will keep you full 

throughout the day. 

Toppings aren't filling on their own, but they add a burst of flavor and texture that is truly 

delightful.  
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Now that we know the 4 step system to turn any ingredient into a scrumptious salad, let's talk 

about your final salad activity.   


