
with them are the gluten-free bagels from Udi’s that we sell. 
Typically, they will consume them during catering or a differ-
ent functions that we do. They have their own separate toaster 
that has never seen another piece of bread. That is dear to them 
because they know it is safe and a reliable source for them.” 

Zehr sees breakfast as a great opportunity for the foodser-
vice business, as is offering items to suit everyone. “Breakfast 
for a long time has been bacon, eggs, sausage, hearty biscuits, 
gravy, different things like that. Now I think as distributors 
of those products, we’re finding that we’ve got to step up and 

create these different items for our own 
benefit to keep our students in-house 

so to speak. Grand Rapids is such 
a mecca for cuisine, there are so 
many different options, espe-
cially within walking distance 
for students.”

Letting those with special 
dietary needs know that the 
campus can serve them is im-

portant. “The biggest benefit to 
us, and the greatest provider of 
good feedback, has been our 
availability and communication 
to staff and students that we 
can do this for them,” he said. 
“With new ADA [Americans 
with Disabilities Act] regula-
tions and laws, we have to be 
able to provide, within reason-
able accommodations, food for 
students and staff, and even the 
public, who may be suffering 
from those. Breakfast is a great 
revenue stream if you can capi-

talize on it. A lot of our accounts are pushing for better break-
fast menus, and with that, creating menus that are applicable 
to those with the allergies.” 

Larry Posen, central region executive chef with Chartwells 
Dining Service Higher Education, works with the schools he 
oversees to find ways to feed students with food allergies and 
intolerances. 

“We have had a steady increase of special dietary needs 
over the last five years,” he said. “We have developed quite 
a few programs to address the general dietary needs, but we 
still meet one on one with each individual student to make 
sure that we work with them so they understand what we have 
available. And if we don’t have what we need exactly, that we 
can outsource that for them.” 

Working with students on an individual basis is as impor-
tant for them as it is for the students. “It is really important 
for us to understand what their intolerances or allergies might 
be,” he said. “There are a lot of people who just want to man-

B reakfast is considered the most important meal of the 
day, and fulfilling the morning requirements of those 
with special dietary needs is important for college and 

university foodservice operations across the country. 
Dan Zehr, director of Campus Dining for Grand Rapids 

Community College (GRCC) in Michigan and assistant corpo-
rate purchasing manager for Creative Dining Services, said that 
across the company’s accounts, approximately 10-15 percent 
of customers have some type of 
food allergy or intolerance. 

At GRCC, which is a strictly 
commuter campus with approx-
imately 30,000 students, Dining 
Services recently designated 
a portion of its kitchen as an 
allergen-free cooking area pri-
marily for gluten-free cooking. 
“That is the biggest need here 
on campus,” he said. “We added 
a 6-foot stainless steel table area 
with all of its own equipment, 
from panini presses, toaster, 
knives, spoons, cutting boards, 
you name it.”

The new kitchen area, which 
was created to help minimize 
any possible cross-contami-
nation, will be used to prepare 
grab ’n go items for the differ-
ent venues on campus. But the 
main purpose of the station is 
for students and staff who are 
asking for gluten-free items. 

Zehr said that he is always 
challenging his chefs to come 
up with new gluten-free recipes. They were challenged to do 
so at a recent Culinary Boot camp. “We are currently working 
on a gluten-free menu that will be available to students every 
day of the week we are open. One of the big ways we are able 
to do that is with General Mills products. We have worked 
with their corporate chefs at our culinary boot camp that we 
put on every two years. He went through a myriad of breakfast 
items that could be made gluten free if needed.” 

A very popular item, both for those with dairy issues and 
mainstream students, is soy milk from Silk, as well as almond 
milk. “Ten years ago, you would have had very little usage 
of it, but now, there has been much more development, much 
more research done on flavor profiles and different things, so 
it is enjoyable to drink,” he said. “We use Silk in a lot of our 
vegan dishes. We use it a lot with eggs, in frittata and omelets.” 

Gluten-free breads, wraps and cereals are also available to 
students. “We’ve had two staff members who have celiac dis-
ease on campus,” said Zehr. “One of the most popular items 
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for our guests.” 
Bethany Landon, Sea-

sons Marketplace manager at 
Iowa State University (ISU) 
in Ames, certainly knows 
about special dietary needs. 
She has several allergies and 
intolerances herself. 

Although there is a spe-
cific area for students with 

special dietary needs in another dining hall on campus, she 
and her staff make sure that there are options for them in Sea-
sons. “We always try to make sure that our students don’t feel 
different. It is so difficult on a college campus to say, ‘I’m 
sorry, you must fit the mold.’ Everyone eats differently.” 

They have made many recent changes to allow any student 
to eat there, especially at breakfast. “At one of our breakfast 
areas, we did made-to-order omelets in the morning,” said 
Landon. “We are changing that to made-to-order fried eggs, 
because some of the liquid eggs that come in have a milk addi-
tive to them. Part of the reason we switched to a scrambled egg 
bar in the morning and made-to-order fried eggs is because 
we can control what the patron is getting, and we know what’s 
the concern.” 

Students can see that the eggs are being cracked in front 
of them. “We are doing regular farm-fresh eggs,” she said. 
“We have a four-top burner that has a cooler unit right on the 
back of it, so this way, the eggs are coming right out from the 
refrigerated unit, cracked right in front of them, so they know 
that there isn’t butter, or if they didn’t change their gloves.” 

A special pan is always available for those with special 
diets. “It is in the little sealed special container, washed after 
every single use and put back in the specialty container, so if 
someone comes up and they have a special dietary need, we 
resort to that pan.” 

ISU Dining also changed the smoothie concept in Seasons, 
which originally just had two smoothies of the day. This didn’t 
allow for students to choose the ingredients that went in them, 
including dairy and soy milk. “This year, we went with the 
concept that they can make their own,” she said. “They can 
choose what fruits they want, they can choose if they want to 
add peanut butter or whey or soy protein to make the smoothie 
their kind of smoothie. They feel like they are getting more.” 

To prevent possible cross-contamination, they have extra 
jars for the blenders, so there is adequate time to wash them 
thoroughly between uses. “One of the jars will just be able to 
have peanut butter in it and the others will not,” said Landon. 

Students can also choose from a number of gluten-free 
bulk cereals, including a variety of Chex cereals from General 
Mills. Soy milk from Silk is available for them. 

Another option for students with gluten intolerances is a 
breakfast pizza made with a gluten-free crust. “We have our 
Wood Stone oven, so if someone wanted gluten-free breakfast 
pizza, we would be happy to make it for them,” she said. “It 
can be cheese-free, or with egg whites.”

Serving these items is not always the easiest or fastest way 
of doing things, but it is extremely important to Landon. “It 
takes a little bit more time on our part, but it is so worth it that 
this person isn’t going to get sick and leave. They either don’t 
come back, drop their meal plan or worse, leave the university. 
We definitely don’t want that to happen.”

—OCH

age it themselves and they 
know what they can or can-
not have. It is important for 
us to know so that we can 
either add more items to our 
menus if we have an influx 
of people. It is also impor-
tant that we educate them 
as to what we currently do 
use and if it will meet their 
needs. Otherwise, we can source other items that we can have 
available for them when they come into the dining area.” 

To help students with dairy issues, Posen points to a soy 
milk program with Silk from WhiteWave. “For a number of 
years, it was a very slow trending request. I think as the prod-
uct became a better tasting and more widely accepted, it has 
become a little more mainstream for people to like the soy 
milk. For many years we were using individual cartons, and 
we partnered with WhiteWave, and they brought us the bulk 
soy milk program. We have about two dozen machines in my 
area in the Midwest. There is not one machine that we have 
put in that we haven’t seen excellent usage and acceptability 
of the product.” 

Interestingly, it isn’t just those with dairy intolerances who 
use the soy milk. “The people with the dairy intolerance drive 
to the machine immediately,” he said. “We have had a number 
of campus locations where students in general are practicing 
better health and really do enjoy the product. We also find a lot 
of the athletes really enjoy it.” 

For those with gluten intolerances, Chartwells has a num-
ber of programs. One is Made Without Gluten, which is part 
of the Chartwells Health and Wellness Initiative. “In our reci-
pe database, we have a full collection of menu cycles and reci-
pes for all day parts that are focused on made-without-gluten 
products,” said Posen. “The nice thing about that is quite often 
it covers a gamut of dietary needs — vegans, vegetarians and 
so on.” 

The company also has an exclusive program with Bready, 
a gluten-free baker. “In the morning, we have sweet breads and 
muffins. During other day parts, we also have regular breads,” 
he said. “They can have French toast or breakfast sandwiches, 
as well. They can use it for toast. For lunches and dinners, for 
example, we can use some of the savory dough for making hot 
dog or hamburger buns, etc.” 

Chartwells also partnered with the Celiac Sprue Associa-
tion to develop a training program. “The program is built com-
pletely with its own set of smaller equipment so there is no 
opportunity for cross-contamination,” said Posen. “We have 
specific labeling and packaging materials put together to keep 
those products isolated as well.” 

Gluten-free cereals are also part of the breakfast program. 
“We have a number of gluten-free cereals available, and quite 
often, we’ll use those cereals to make dessert bars,” he said. 

Posen said that making sure students with special dietary 
needs don’t feel different is important. “It is nice because it 
makes it feel very mainstream for our students, so everyone 
who has allergies or intolerances just wants to feel like a part 
of the crowd,” he said. “We try to go out of our way to make 
things as comfortable for them so they can live their lives well, 
and at the same time not feel like they have to go through spe-
cial requests and be a special citizen on campus to get those 
needs taken care of. We try to keep that as neutral as possible 

With the adjusted smoothie program at iowa State University, 
students can customize their own drinks with different additives.
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