
When the newly renovated 
University Towers Kitchen 
at San Diego State Univer-

sity (SDSU) in California opens this 
month, it will not only feature aesthetic 
improvements, it will also launch a new 
healthy eating program. 

“It is a brand new renovation, all the 
way down to the steel beams, including 
all new floors, plumbing and design,” 
said Paul Melchior, director of SDSU 
Dining. “It is basically a brand-new 
place. The only thing we saved were 
the steel beams.”

The original 8,000-square-foot 
building was 50 years old and de-
signed for the service popular at the 
time. “Before the renovation, it was 
designed with just one serving line,” 
he said. “Five years before we closed it down, we 
tried to transform as much as we could to make as 
much to order as possible. There was a big solid 
wall and there was that stereotypical two-by-two 
foot window that the hand would reach the food 
through. All you would see is the hand.” 

When the facility became unusable in the last 
two years because the plumbing disintegrated, the 
school hired third-party vendors to offer students 
food while the dining hall was renovated. “We 
operated as a street scene with third-party vendors, 
who would come in one night a week,” said Mel-
chior. “It was a different vendor each night. They 
had Farmer’s Market kind of tents. The students 
really liked it. They would pay for their meals from their meal 
plans in our convenience store. They could buy anything they 
wanted in the convenience store, and then give their receipt to 
the street vendor.”

While the students liked the temporary set-up, students 
should love the new University Towers Kitchen. “This facility is 

going to be amazing,” he said. “It is a very sustain-
ably designed building, as well as very functional. 
It is sustainable food-wise as well.” 

The main focus of the a la carte facility is that 
all of the food is made from scratch. “We are not 
buying any processed food in there,” said Melchoir. 
“If we serve chicken tenders, we are buying chick-
en, panko bread crumbs, eggs and flour, and we 
are making them. Our garden burgers are going to 
be made with chickpeas as a base, and we have a 
great recipe for that.” 

Another major aspect is transparency. “There 
are no walls in the kitchen, so the customer sees 
from the exhibition station right in front of them 

all the way to the back of the kitchen,” he said. 
Students will be able to see their food made right in front of 

them at a made-to-order station, one of four. “It has five open 
burners,” said Melchior. “It going to be a pasta bar, fried rice 
bar — it can be turned into a sushi station, whatever. It is like 
fire and ice.” 

Other stations include a comfort food 
station where the menu stays the same 
all the time, a pizza and grilled flatbread 
station and one that is entrée- and side-
oriented. “They can choose which entrée 
they want, and that changes every day,” 
he said. “There is also an assortment of 
sides. They can build their plate based 
on their choices.” 

Along with the new facility, a new 
healthy dining program, “Eat Well. 
Live Well,” is being launched. A sub-
tle approach was chosen to present it 
to students — but not too subtle as to 
prevent students from knowing it was  
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An extensive amount of re-
search went into building the 
program. “We got the idea from 
Stanford’s Performance Dining,” 
he said. “Theirs is very corporate 
looking. Alex met with a lot of 
students and our nutritional intern 
students are helping us with this 
and our dietitian. They wanted to 
make it look like something that 
a student can connect with more 
than a corporate look.”

The team focused on a program 
that would try to satisfy as many 
students as possible. “They are 
college kids, and we have done a 
lot of focus groups, and we’ll get 
three or four out of 12 that really, 
really care about it, and the rest 
are like, ‘Whatever, just give me 
cheap food and don’t shove it down 
my throat,’” said Diaz. “We have 
to satisfy everyone, and we didn’t 
want to turn off people who are 
not looking to be healthy. There 
is a small group that is very into 
it. We are hoping they will get into 
this, and help educate everyone 
else along with us.” 

It was very important to Mel-
chior that students know about the 
healthy options on campus. “What 

is really driving it for me is that we have participated in the 
NACUFS [National Association of College and University Food 
Services] Customer Satisfaction Survey for the last seven years, 
and we are trending up every year in our customer satisfaction. 
One of the barriers that we have is that the category “variety 
of nutritional offerings,” is one of our lower scores. We offer 
a lot, but they just don’t know about it. I am hoping to be able 
to take that score and raise it. We are already at a 4.37 overall 
satisfied on a scale of 1 – 5.”

—OCH

there. “We always had healthier 
items, but the customers didn’t 
know it,” said Melchior. “This is a 
marketing effort to market the fact 
that there are an incredible number 
of healthy choices that they may or 
may not know about. But we don’t 
want to shove it down their throats, 
and say, ‘You have to learn about 
nutrition.’ That is why we made it 
really fun, and we thought the 13 
icons would work.” 

The icons all call out positive 
aspects of the foods that are la-
beled. (See sidebar for the icons.) 
“We are only focusing on the posi-
tive aspects of the foods,” he said. 
“They can make their choice. We 
are still going to offer French fries. 
They are going to be fresh cut that 
day, and we are still going to offer 
fresh fried potato chips on site, as 
well as burgers and everything, but 
they can make the choices. It is all 
about balance.” 

“We will have these icons ev-
erywhere, plus we’ll have descrip-
tors of each icon,” said Alexandria 
Diaz, marketing manager. “If they 
want to learn about it, they can; if 
they don’t they don’t have to. They 
are all color-coordinated, so they 
can easily look at it to see that it is gluten-free or energizing 
— whatever they are looking for.”

The icons will be placed on brochures, table tents, the dining 
website and new digital menu boards. “It is the first facility on 
campus that is going to use digital menu boards,” said Melchior. 
“There will be a picture of the item, let’s say it is a Gourmet 
Caesar salad. It is going to have a blow-up picture of that, and 
it will have the three main icons on it. We are going to stick to 
three of these icons — the most beneficial of the three. We will 
place those at the bottom of the picture.” 

“We alWays had healthier items, but the customers didn’t knoW it. this 

is a marketing effort to market the fact that there are an incredible 

number of healthy choices that they may or may not knoW about.”

— Paul Melchior, director of SDSU Dining.
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