
food, how we labeled food, how we notified the guests about 
the food, there was not a lot of change.” 

Some areas did change. One is communicating differently 
with the students from the university side. Bon Appétit also 
makes sure that all students who report to them with special 
dietary needs are “looped into the Office of Disability Services, 
so that if they need further accommodations, they are in a sys-
tem and we can make individual accommodations,” she said.

The Office of Disability Services will ask for medical 
documentation from students asking for an accommodation. 
However, there are many students who choose this diet for 

On Dec. 20, 2012, the U.S. De-
partment of Justice (DOJ) 

announced an agreement with Lesley 
University in Cambridge, Mass., to en-
sure that students with celiac disease 
and other food allergies can fully and 
equally enjoy the university’s meal plan 
and food services in compliance with the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). 

The university and the DOJ reached 
the agreement following an investiga-
tion by the department stemming from 
a student’s complaint in 2009 that the 
university had failed to make neces-
sary reasonable modifications in its 
policies, practices and procedures to 
allow students who had celiac disease 
and other food allergies to “fully and 
equally enjoy” the university’s dining 
services. The agreement was entered 
into voluntarily between the parties and 
without any admission of wrongdoing 
on behalf of the university. 

On-Campus Hospitality spoke with 
Terri Brownlee, MPH, RD, LDN, na-
tional nutrition manager with Bon Ap-
pétit Management Company, the campus 
foodservice provider at Lesley, about 
how they are meeting students’ special 
dietary needs at the school and on a na-
tional level, and how the agreement may 
have changed that. 

Bon Appétit was not named in the 
DOJ’s initial investigatory letter, or in 
the agreement, but as a partner with 
the university, it naturally evaluated 
its operations in relation to special di-
etary needs. “We didn’t change a whole 
lot,” she said. “I know that sounds odd, 
but we first started dealing with celiac 
disease many years ago. I first learned 
about it in school 20 years ago, but I was told I would probably 
never see it. My first really serious case of this came with a 
student on one of our campuses, probably in 2003 or 2004. 
We watched it and the company developed a ‘made without 
gluten’ protocol in 2009. It was pretty thorough. We shored it 
up in 2010 with some additional resources.” 

Brownlee continued, “When we had the situation at Lesley, 
a lot of what we were doing today was already in place. We 
had to shore up some training, which was the big piece. We 
had to document when training was done and add a few more 
levels of training in our kitchens. As far as how we managed 
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other reasons. “If a student comes to us and says, ‘I want to 
eat a gluten-free diet,’ we are not going to say, ‘no you can’t 
do that, unless you have a diagnosis,’” said Brownlee. “But, 
with the Department of Justice intervention, in order to receive 
their accommodations laid out, they would need to medically 
document their disorder. But if they just want to come into our 
café and choose the things that are denoted as without gluten, 
we are not going to withhold those items from those who wish 
to choose them.” 

For students who have gone through the process and have 
an accommodation plan, there are further steps beyond just 
choosing something off the line that is denoted as made without 
gluten. “There are situations where we might pull foods prior 
to service, or we hold them in a separate container,” she said. 
“All of these foods are prepared in separate areas in the kitchen, 
but we might prepare a special portion just for that student. 
There are extra precautions we might take for a student who 
has gone through the process of receiving an accommodation.” 

The way Bon Appétit handles food did not change tre-
mendously, according to Brownlee. “It has been an evolving 
process — not everything in 2009 was in place as it is today, 
but from the day the Department of Justice came in and looked 
at what we were doing, they basically took a lot of what we 
were doing and put it into writing and said this is a model for 
how it should be done.” 

Bon Appétit also worked with its parent company, Compass 
Group, to implement an online training program that became 
mandatory for all of its managers and chefs. “That went live 
about six months ago,” she said. “What that did was make 
sure that we document that everyone completes his or her 
training on an annual basis and that everyone is getting the 
same information.” 

Brownlee said that a review of how the hourly staff was 
educated about special dietary needs took place. “Instead of 

training taking place before school opens in August, we started 
using mini-break times to shore up training and do remind-
ers,” she said. “Now the team is getting some training before 
school opens. They are getting training at break times. They 
are also getting reminders throughout the semester. We have 
things geared now called 10@10s, so that on a weekly basis, 
they are getting little reminders that this is the way we handle 
this food in the kitchen, or this is how to answer a question on 
the service line.”

The front-line employees were also instructed to defer ques-
tions about ingredients in a dish to a manager or chef, known 
as designated food-allergy experts. “We always empowered all 
of our employees to be very knowledgeable about our food, but 
one of the things we found is that the front-line servers are not 
always the best persons to answer ingredient questions,” said 
Brownlee. “We have really made sure that they understand that 
it is okay to say to a student, ‘Let me get a manager to answer 
that ingredient question for you.’ Before, they felt on the spot 
that they shouldn’t need to get anyone, that they should be able 
to know it. We don’t feel comfortable that they have all of the 
information — an ingredient might have changed, a product 
formulation might have changed. They might answer it with 
the knowledge they think is correct, and might be giving the 
wrong answer. That was a shift for us.” 

The changes were implemented across all Bon Appétit 
schools. “We try to keep ongoing training so that they under-
stand the ever-changing issues with food allergies,” she said.

Brownlee said that the issue and the response to it are con-
tinually evolving. “We have been working on, not only food 
allergies as a whole, but celiac disease, pretty diligently for the 
past few years. We will continue to work on it. We want our 
students to not only be safe, but also pretty happy with their 
meal plans. This is not the final solution where we stand today, 
either.” —OCH
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