
When The New School in New York City was planning to 
open its first University Center, the school, and its din-
ing partner Chartwells, had a number of goals in place 

for the facility. 
“University Center — that really is quite literal,” said Edward 

Verdi, senior director of Business Operations at The New School. 
“It really has become the center of the university. Being an urban 
campus, we wanted especially to build a gathering place. The 
evolution of the facility was the university attempting to bring 
together programs of various natures, in design, social research 
and creative and performing arts. We really wanted to design a 
space that would lead to collaborations between all of those vari-
ous scholars and students, and give them opportunities to create 
interdisciplinary programs and projects and so on. The building is 
actually a culmination of efforts that were academically initiated, 
and a space to foster those kinds of collaborations.”

Like any space on a college campus that is intended to be a 
gathering place, food service is a key aspect in its design. “Prior 
to this, the food service was located in small locations in academic 
buildings — a relatively minor presence, tending to be trafficked 
by the occupants of that particular building,” he said. “This is the 
first time the food service has become a destination. One of the 
great successes of the building is that it lent to that sense of com-
munity and gathering, and we are seeing more than ever before 
that the foodservice space is really becoming a social space, not 
only for students, but for faculty and staff and so on. It is one of 
the great achievements of the operation.” 

The largest foodservice aspect of the new facility is the Bernard 
and Irene Schwartz Dining Commons on the second floor. “It is a 
full-service cafeteria,” said Verdi. “In our first semester, we served 
approximately 3,000 guests a day. It has multiple stations within 
the servery space, and a beautiful open dining room.”

The most popular venue in the dining commons is the Grass 
Roots station, which features daily varieties of tapas and antipasto, 
and according to Verdi, is very seasonally oriented, because of its 
close proximity to the Union Square Green Market. “We tried to 
offer something that would appeal to a wide variety of tastes,” he 
said. “Specifically at that station, we do have a large population 
that identifies as vegetarian or vegan, so it has healthful options, 
proteins and an interesting variety of really flavorful food for 
people who prefer to eat in a vegetarian manner.”

Grass Roots also offers a wide variety of international flavors. 
“We have a very diverse student population,” said Verdi. “In fact, 
the most diverse in the nation: 29 percent of our students are from 
abroad, so it is really important that we are able to offer a wide 
range of fares and do them authentically. That is one of the most 
popular stations.”

For the pizza in the venue, the school chose to prepare it in 
a Wood Stone oven. “We thought we would get a much more 
authentic flavor profile,” he said. “Again, you come to New York, 
you really expect great pizza. It is a whole level of experience to 
the typical slice you get in most institutions. All of our pizza is 
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Students aren’t just getting food to eat, but a culinary 
experience. “That degree of detail and thought as we were 
executing that, and as we continue operationally, is associated 
a little more with fine dining than it is in traditional campus 
dining,” said Verdi. “We really pay a great deal of attention 
and have unbelievable efforts and discussions about a sourc-
ing plan of all the items as we develop menus. Even to the 
extent of working with our purveyor partners, Chartwells, to 
engage local farms to dedicate production for us as we design 
menus seasonally. We go through every menu item and tweak 
the presentation, right down to the garnish on every plate to 
make sure it is really the whole experience. There has been a 
great response to it. Students have been really receptive, and 
it is highly successful.” 

The students aren’t just pleased with the taste of the food. 
“It is a pleasure to bring this to the students, and they really 
do appreciate it,” he said. “Beyond saying how great the food 
is, they are also very proud of it — that their institution goes 
to this effort to bring them great food, and then that there is 
such a compelling story with it. We tell them what farms it 
comes from and how it’s sourced. It really has been an over-
whelmingly positive response.” 

Beyond the socially responsible sourcing of the food, the 
school has taken every step to be sustainable. The venues are 
Green Restaurant-certified and the building has achieved a 
LEED Gold status. “We have some really innovative features 
in it,” said Verdi. “The heating and cooling operate off-grid 
during peak hours. We use gray and black water treatment 
to conserve water. We have a lighting system with special 
windows to make the most of natural light. We have sweep-
ing staircases throughout to promote walking versus elevator 
usage. It is a very, very innovative structure.”
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made from 100 percent organic flour, plain or 
whole wheat, artisanal, locally made cheeses, 
seasonal produce toppings and all of our 
proteins are locally raised. Even something 
as seemingly common as a pizza is really a 
whole experience.” 

He continued, “That’s something that we 
have tried to impart at every level, whether 
it is just a sandwich, a salad or the plated 
entrée. It is great that the entrée is Hudson 
Valley Steak au Poivre, or the sesame-crusted 
wild salmon or a wild mushroom strudel, but 
what is really important is that it is sustainably 
caught and locally grown and ethically raised. 
That really is what reflects The New School’s values. 
It really is a reflection of the institution as a whole. It is 
a very holistic view of society, not just creating beauty and 
success, but doing it in a way that speaks to our position in 
the city and responsibility to the world.”

That social responsibility runs through all of the offerings, 
be they hand-rolled sushi or sandwiches and salads. “Chartwells 
employs sustainability professionals who advise and help us 
develop the sourcing paths, and actually go and visit upstate 
New York farms, for example, and see what can be sourced 
for them,” said Verdi. “It is really a great tie-in to New School 
ideals, and the byproduct of that is that we are supporting the 
local community and getting access to a market that some of 
these small boutique purveyors may not have previously had 
access to. Chartwells can aggregate our demand with other 
clients’, or at least make the introduction. We are using some 
distribution channels in a very non-traditional way to be able 
to get very wholesome, local boutique purveyor products. It 
has been a really interesting process and evolution.”

Another important aspect to the food options served was 
the diversity of the student body, as well as the fact that the 
school is located in the heart of one of the most culinarily 
diverse cities in the world. “Because we have such a diversity 
of cultures, it is important that what we did reflects that, and 
would appeal to that diverse of a student body, both in courses 
of study and preferences, and origins,” he said. “I think also 
because of our Greenwich Village location, there is a level 
of expectation and sophistication, and it is a very aesthetic 
crowd as well. They really expect the best, and the context of 
our environment really has to inform what we offer. You can 
walk a minute in any direction and find dozens of wonderful 
places to eat, done authentically and well priced and sustain-
able, whatever your preference is. We really want to be able 
to give our students that great culinary diversity of New York 
right on campus.” 
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