
The University of Chicago (UChicago) in Illinois is meet-
ing the needs of its Muslim students on campus by offer-
ing an array of Halal choices. 

“We have a very active Muslim student association here on 
campus,” said Richard Mason, executive director for UChi-
cago Dining. “They represented to us that there are 400-500 
students who are part of their organization.” 

The school began offering Halal choices four years ago dur-
ing Ramadan, an Islamic holiday during which devotees fast 
during daylight hours for approximately 30 days. “Our initial 
point of entry was in and around Ramadan and the fasting and 
the breaking of the fast and those particular issues,” he said. 
“As we developed a good relationship with that student group, 
we started to broaden our conversations to talk about dining on 
campus overall and what they were missing.” 

Without Halal offerings on campus, students were limited 
in their choices. “We don’t serve dinner on Saturday nights,” 
said Mason. “It has been a tradition on our campus for a long 
time. The students described this experience of going to Devon 

Street, a street on the north side of Chicago with a wide variety 
of ethnic cuisines. They would load up on Halal proteins. What 
they first asked us for was ‘Could you one night a week, say 
midweek, feature some Halal proteins?’”

The school was interested in meeting the students’ needs 
and did some investigating with them and asked them what 
they wanted. “They all looked at each other and said, ‘There is 
this restaurant on Devon St. called Italian Express,’” he said. 
“At Italian Express, they featured Halal food, and one of the 
foods that the students were really enamored with was a Halal 
gyro meat pizza.”

Mike Mesenbrink, resident district manager with Aramark, 
the campus foodservice provider, checked the place out and 
worked with the students to begin offering Halal offerings like 
that. 

“We used that to understand the flavor profile,” said Mason. “It 
was helpful in terms of beginning to figure out how to source Ha-
lal proteins and to get some of the insight from people who have 
been sourcing it. We were able to replicate the product for them.” 

The Muslim Student Association was heavily involved in 
the development of the offerings. “We are lucky on campus 
to have an active student association that has a high interest in 
food,” said Mesenbrink. “They were key in helping us devel-
op the menus. We started with gyro pizzas. At the same time, 
there was a big trend in Indo-Pak cuisine coming through the 
marketplace. We started dishing a lot of Indian foods. After 
about a year of that, they resoundingly told us that it was great 
food and they loved it, but the reality is that they just wanted 

What is halal?

Halal is an Arabic word meaning lawful or permitted. The 
opposite of halal is haram, which means unlawful or pro-

hibited. 
While many things are clearly halal or haram, there are 

some things which are not clear. Further information is need-
ed to categorize them as halal or haram. Such items are often 
referred to as mashbooh, which means doubtful or question-
able.

All foods are considered halal except the following (which 
are haram):
• Swine/Pork and its by-products
• Animals improperly slaughtered or dead before 
slaughtering
• Alcoholic drinks and intoxicants
• Carnivorous animals, birds of prey and certain other 
animals
• Foods contaminated with any of the above products

Foods containing ingredients such as gelatin, enzymes, 
emulsifiers and flavors are questionable (mashbooh), because 
the origin of these ingredients is not known.

Information courtesy of the Islamic Food and Nutrition 
Council of America (IFANCA).
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good, plain American food. We started with things as simple as 
having Halal burgers available. They said, ‘We want chicken 
nuggets and fries.’ Anything that anyone else would eat on a 
college campus, they wanted to be exposed to.” 

Those students who do not follow a Halal diet also enjoy 
the Halal choices. “What is really encouraging is that it is 
viewed by people who don’t keep that particular diet as just 
another option,” said Mason. “It is not restricting the options 
that all students have, it has really just enhanced them. It is the 
taste profile. I have never had a comment about Halal and what 
that means. I think that the student organization itself has done 

a good job of getting information out.” 
This fall, two dedicated Halal stations in the school’s two 

largest dining halls serving Halal for lunch and dinner every 
single day were launched. “They offer, based on our experi-
ence, a really wide range of cuisines, with the core of it being 
that it is Halal,” said Mason.

The students appreciate the work Dining Services has done. 
“I think it is a population that is – within the confines of a col-
lege dining program – fairly easy to serve and create some dish-
es to work with,” he said. “Our students are really appreciative 
of the efforts and respecting their faith and their dietary needs.”

Students at Gettysburg College in Pennsylvania like to kick 
their foods up a notch. So much so that they have added a 
“Wall of Fire” loaded with a variety of hot sauces. 

“Hot sauce has been a hot item for the past several years,” 
said Gary Brautigam, director of Dining Services. “Any of 
the hot sauces that we typically had out, which was typically 
the Tabasco, we were always refilling. We would put them 
out in the dining room for their own use. We realized we 
missed some a lot, but we’d just keep replenishing them.”

The Wall of Fire features a variety of hot sauces. “We 
decided to pick up any sauce that we could bring in that was 
easy to order, as far as any of our purveyors carrying it,” he 
said. “They are on that shelf and you see kids grabbing them 
all the time. It has been very well received.” 

In addition to commercial sauces, a Gettysburg private-
label sauce is very popular. “We decided to do our own pri-
vate label just to be different; to make that just a little more 
special,” Brautigam said. 

The sauce is so popular that they sell it in the bookstore. 
“We have probably sold more than three dozen bottles since 
we started the program this fall,” he said.

Dining Services also added Buffalo wings to its offerings 
this semester. “We have hot wings in our dining room every 

other Friday night,” he said. “We toss them to order. It is the 
first time we are offering hot wings in that format of standing 
over the induction burners and tossing them to order.”  —OCH
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