
first opened five years ago. 
“RPI took over an old ho-
tel in Downtown Troy, and 
they wanted us to give the 
students a unique experi-
ence,” said Mueller. “Food 
on Demand is a concept that 
Sodexo came up with to give 
students a restaurant experi-
ence at some of our cam-
puses. It is a really unique 
concept. We have about 8 
campuses around the coun-
try doing something similar 
to this.”

Russell Sage Dining Hall, located in the center of campus, 
serves about 550 breakfasts a day. “We had to add a little more 
variety to that location, and we wanted to also keep things 
quick so that students could have a quick meal on their way to 
their first classes,” he said. “We do an omelet-to-order station 
there, and what we found is that we had a traditional set of 
ingredients with the same 12-14 ingredients every day, but we 
wanted to spice it up. So now we run a weekly limited-time 
offer (LTO), and we will do a menued omelet like a Denver 
or Mexican omelet. We will run that for the week and still 
offer the ability to customize their own omelets.” 

The dining hall has a unique feature that may not appear on 
any other campus across the country — students can prepare 
their own eggs. “We have a mini 2-foot by 2-foot flattop grill 
that is set up for the students to make their own eggs, so if 
they want to come in and fry their own egg with the cage-
free eggs, they can,” said Mueller. “There are a number of 
toppings next to that little grill as well.”

He admits having trepidation when he arrived on campus 
and saw that students are able to prepare their own eggs. “My 
biggest worry when I first saw that was that I was going to have 
20 students a semester come to me saying they had burned 
their hands on the grill — and we haven’t had one — which 
has been great. The students absolutely love it because it is 
convenient, it’s quick and they can make the egg exactly the 
way they want it.” 

Students were the ones who originally requested the ability 
to prepare eggs on their own. “We can do it all day because 
we don’t need to have a cook on the line running it all day,” 
said Mueller. “At lunch and dinner, it lets our grill person 
concentrate on the burgers and the quesadillas and the typical 
grill items, instead of having to stop and cook an order of 
eggs. It lets the students do that for themselves.”

A make-your-own breakfast burrito bar is located near 
that grill. “We have put out tortillas and all of the fixings for 
a burrito, and they can take the scrambled eggs on the line 
or the egg they have made to order and they can make their 
own breakfast burrito in the morning,” he said. 

They do breakfast differently at Rensselaer Polytechnic In-
stitute in Troy, N.Y.
“Breakfast is extremely important,” said Matt Mueller, 

general manager of Hospitality Services at Rensselaer, oper-
ated by Sodexo. “Being a technical school where there is a 
huge emphasis on academics, it has been extremely important 
that students eat correctly on their way to class every day, 
but we do it in a way that also fits into a very, very busy time 
schedule. Breakfast to us is really the most important start to 
their day, but it also has to have this great convenience factor 
for them as well.” 

Between the four residential dining halls on campus, ap-
proximately 1,200 breakfasts a day are served. “We have four 
dining halls, and each one is distinct,” he said. “Each one has 
its own features and quirks. We have added a little bit of a 
different breakfast component for each of the dining halls.”

Blitman Dining Hall, which serves 100-150 breakfasts 
a day, offers an ordering system called Food on Demand. 
Students go up to a kiosk terminal and order a la carte from a 
menu, and their items are prepared to order for them. “Instead 
of the traditional serving line, they will get a plated entrée 
and pick up from the window,” said Mueller. “The student 
swipes with a cashier, so they get greeted at the front door by 
our receptionist. They go to this terminal, and they bring up 
this breakfast menu, and it will show the 15 items that will 

be available for breakfast that day; and they will punch in 
their order. Then they put in a pager number and their order 
is complete.”

While the order is being prepared, the student can go and 
grab some other items like yogurt or fresh fruit at a break-
fast bar. “Their pager goes off and they pick up their eggs or 
pancakes that came fresh off the grill,” he said. “It is a unique 
concept. It is like a restaurant experience, but that concept is 
unique because every item is made to order for the students, 
which is really neat.” 

The Food on Demand program was added when Blitman 
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more personal-
ized set of service,” he 
said. “The employees know just about all of 
the students by name when they come into that dining hall 
for breakfast or for brunch on the weekends. Because it is a 
smaller dining hall, they really live for these brunch weekends.”

The weekend brunch offers a full breakfast, as well as 
a dinner-style entrée. “They could be carving some ham or 
a turkey breast,” said Mueller. “They could be doing a nice 
barbecue. They take that brunch piece into account and do 
a breakfast and lunch. The lunch part isn’t an afterthought, 
it is a full complementary meal to go along with the typical 
breakfast item. It is the regular meal swipe. It normally does 
100-150 breakfasts during the week; they will do 400-450 
for brunch on the weekends.” 

While every dining hall has its own unique features, each 
has standards like cold breakfast cereals and granola that is 
produced on campus in the bake shop. Liquid eggs and egg 
whites are used for scrambled eggs, and all shell eggs are 
cage-free. 

Hospitality Services is running at a 28 percent food cost for 
breakfast, compared to 36.5 percent for overall food service. 

The most important thing for Mueller is to offer variety 
for the students. “The unique thing about our campus having 
four distinct dining halls is that students can go from din-
ing hall to dining hall to get a little bit different experience 
than the other dining halls. Breakfast is a good part of that, 
where each location does breakfast a little differently, so if 
they happen to be on a different part of campus they can see 
those same breakfast foods that they love, but they can see 
something unique in each dining hall as well.”   —OCH

Also 
at Sage is a 
popular smoothie 
bar. “We’ll do a particular 
flavor, so it could be pineapple-
spinach and orange juice, or it 
could be strawberry-banana and 
yogurt,” said Mueller. “We do a 
smoothie of the day for breakfast. 

We will do those in bulk and put them out in cups, and a student 
will come by and pick it up on the way to the dining room. 
That smoothie piece has been well received. We probably do 
about 200 smoothie cups a day. We have been using Chobani 
Greek yogurt as one of the ingredients. We will do fresh or 
frozen on the fruits depending on what’s in season. We have a 
dietitian on campus who has helped us develop those recipes 
and tweak them so that we can be a little healthier.” 

The Commons Dining Hall, which serves approximately 
400 breakfasts a day, has a similar set-up to Sage, including 
student-made eggs. The unique feature there is a waffle bar, 
using batter from Heartland. “They can make their own Bel-
gian waffle every day,” he said. “They get the pre-measured 
cup of waffle batter and make their waffle. There is a series of 
toppings. including strawberries, whipped cream, chocolate 
sauce, chocolate chips, cherries and sprinkles. They can be 
as healthy or not on their waffles every morning. The waffles 
stay out all day, so if they want a waffle for lunch or dinner, 
they can do that as well — or dessert. It is right next to the 
soft serve and ice cream station.” 

The Commons also features a MyZone area for students 
with special dietary needs. “There are always gluten-free, 
dairy-free and nut-free breakfast breads, waffles and pan-
cakes,” said Mueller.

BARH Dining Hall serves a traditional breakfast during 
the week, but it is known on the weekends for its brunch. “It 
is a smaller dining hall, so the students feel like they have a 
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Like it is at many campuses and dining 
halls, breakfast is an important meal 

at Pollock Dining Commons at Penn State 
University in University Park. Students 
have a lot of choices, and Housing and 
Food Services balances a number of fac-
tors when deciding which products to 
bring on campus. 

“Breakfast is a pretty important meal 
for us,” said Amber Sharkawy, assistant 
manager for Pollock Dining Commons. 
“Specifically at Pollock, we have groups 
come in from all over campus to eat here. 
We have the women’s basketball team eat 
with us, a lot of sports teams mostly, so 
it is an important meal for us.”

The dining commons serves up to 
500 breakfasts a day with items ranging 
from French toast and breakfast pastries 
to cereals and egg dishes. 

A lot of research went into deciding 
the type of eggs to serve on campus. “We 
do fresh eggs in some applications where 
we do a medium, loose egg,” said John 
Mondock, director of purchasing for Penn 
State Housing and Food Services. “The 
majority of our eggs that we are doing 
for scrambled eggs are a whole liquid egg with citric acid as a stabilizer. Our eggs 
are either UEP (United Egg Producers) or American Humane certified, as well.”

The school looked into adding eggs from cage-free hens about five years ago, 
when there was a call for it on campus. “Penn State is a big agricultural school, so 
we enlisted a consultation from our Ag department,” he said. “One of my purchas-

ing agents, the director for residential dining, our corporate 
executive chef and I actually went and toured 

both cage-free and caged egg facilities 
to look at things like food 

safety, hen welfare 
and so forth.”

Breakfast Choices at
Penn State
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and local vendors, and ask them 
to submit samples that meet a 
general specification. We then 
test those products using a blind 
sampling process to determine 
which of those are acceptable.”

After the blind sampling, 
the school develops a list of ac-
ceptable specifications. “Then 
we competitively bid those items 
between those various suppliers,” 
he said. “That could be local or 
national suppliers. It really comes 
out to be a mix. It is a number 
of metrics when we look at a 
product. Certainly we are looking 

at flavor profile, quality of product and at the performance 
of that product in our operation. Does it prepare the way we 
want it to be prepared? Does it hold the way we need it to 
hold based on the application?”

Mondock continued, “We look at all of those factors before 
we ever look at price. We are making sure the product meets 
our standards and specifications before we look at the price of 
the product. Once we develop that list of acceptable products, 
then we are going out and finding the best pricing of those 
particular products that meet our standards.” 

One area where they can completely trust the product 
quality is yogurt from the Penn State Creamery yogurt. “We 
at Pollock usually order plain, strawberry and raspberry,” said 
Sharkawy. “They are all great products. The students seem to 
love those. On Saturday and Sunday brunches, we offer a full 
parfait bar with all three Creamery yogurts, three Chobani 
yogurts, applesauce and a pudding, fruit and granola from 
the Penn State Bakery.”     —OCH

Mondock contin-
ued, “In consultation 
with our Ag depart-
ment, we came to a 
final decision that we 
would not move to 
cage-free, just based 
on a number of fac-
tors. We had that dis-
cussion with our egg 
science folks, and we 
felt that that was our 
best course that would 
maintain good safety 
practices and good hen 
welfare. The welfare 
of the hen was why 
we were requiring 
American Humane 
or UEP certification. 
They have set stan-
dards on cage sizing, 
hen treatment and so 
forth. We still allow 
caged eggs, but we 
do require those cer-
tif ications to assure 
adequate spacing and 
humane treatment for 
the hens.”

There is a cost difference with using certified eggs 
compared to traditionally raised. “That is a cost that 
just out of being good stewards of our student money 
and based on student demand, we made that decision 
to absorb that cost into our operations,” he said. “Cage-
free is significantly higher than that, but in consultation 
with our Ag Science folks, with our tours, with the 
industry standards we can get with UEP and American 
Humane certified, we didn’t feel that was a next step 
that was necessary.” 

When choosing which 10 cereals should fill the 
bulk dispensers from Rosseto at the cereal bar, the 
school surveys students. “We have the same cereals 
every day,” said Sharkawy. “Periodically, we do try to 
look at consumption and see what the students are looking 
for. We also have a general foodservice survey that we let out 
once a year where the students can go through the survey, and 
if they mention specific cereals, we always try to keep an eye 
out for things like that. We try to look at our inventory to see 
if it is actually working. We don’t normally switch them out.” 

In Pollock, students can mix and match their cereals from 
the dispensers, and have four different milks from which to 
choose. “They can use bowls, but some students like to put 
their cereal in goblets, which we have out there,” she said. 
“We have fruit and other things they can add, but they are in 
a completely different area.” 

Choosing other products is also a process that involves a 
number of factors. “How we determine products is that our 
corporate executive chef ’s office will do a blind sampling 
process on products to be selected,” said Mondock. “If we are 
looking for a 2-ounce sausage patty, if you will, we’ll put out 
requests to all of our potential suppliers, major manufacturers 
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