
Dining and Catering has seen a growth in the number of 
students reporting allergies or sensitivities. “It has doubled 
every year for the last four years,” said Anderson. “But it is 
a small amount. There are about 77 students who identified 
themselves as having intolerances or allergies. There were 
around 40 or so last year.”

Those are only the students who report to Dining and 
Catering. “A lot of times, we don’t know that there are special 
dietary needs, so we try to make sure that we are identifying 
that we can meet those needs by some of the things we do on 
campus, but sometimes students don’t self-identify unless 
there is a problem,” said Greg Minner, director of Dining 
Services. “I think there is a growing population of students 
who want and need special diets, and it is continuing to grow.” 

Students are first asked about their special dietary needs 
when they receive their room-and-board contracts online. “We 
ask them if they would identify if they have special dietary 
needs,” said Minner. “As soon as they do that, they are given 
the ‘Allergic Boiler’ email. If they want assistance or need 
assistance, they are immediately able to get that as part of the 
contract. They can click on that and they will get a response 
back from Carrie or someone working with the dining courts, 

When it comes to providing for students with special 
dietary needs, Purdue University Dining and Catering 
in West Lafayette, Ind., takes its job very seriously. 

Carrie Anderson, B.S. Nutritionist/Allergy Specialist, dining 
court supervisor, is the person responsible for students with 
special dietary needs. She also knows firsthand the serious-
ness of providing for these students, as well as dealing with 
concerns of their parents. “My son has a peanut and a dairy 
allergy,” she said. “The peanut allergy is life threatening, so 
I do disclose that early in the conversation because it helps 
them to understand that I know where they are coming from. 
I have given them a huge amount of credibility. I say that each 
time, and it helps to calm the parents down. I did learn early 
on not to deal with the parents; I try to deal directly with the 
students, because what the parent thinks the child wants isn’t 
necessarily what the child wants.”

Having a one-on-one relationship is important for these 
students. “These kids are stressed when they are eating in the 
dining courts,” said Anderson. “I don’t think people understand 
how hard it is for these kids to come here and eat in our dining 
courts. That is why meeting with them and getting to know 
them makes them feel safe.” 

Special Dietary Needs

NOVEMBER 2015 ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY

Meeting Special
Dietary Needs                 at Purdue Pomegranate ChickenTuscan Roasted Cauliflower



an ANSI-accredited training course. “We provide training to 
all of our staff,” said Glebe. “It is a 3-hour training good for 
three years. We are providing training on a regular basis for our 
staff. In addition to that, we have monthly fliers that are just 
little mini-trainings that we send out to our staff so they are 
going through it in their weekly meetings, just to touch base 
and make sure that everybody is focusing on the importance of 
watching what they are doing for these students in particular.” 

The school is also now hiring culinary staff with special 
dietary needs in mind. “We are asking them right up front 
when they do a market basket presentation for us, ‘Prepare 
us a gluten-free meal as one of the entrees,’” said Minner. 
“We are pushing our staff and really getting them to identify 
with what it is to be able to provide, not only gluten-free, but 
allergen-free items. You never know when you are going to have 
a student who has self-identified come up and be looking for 
something, and they don’t know who to ask or to check with.”

He continued, “It is so important for us to make sure we 
are checking the product that we have and that our chefs are 
able to identify with that. There used to be days when I think 
the chef would think, ‘I don’t want to mess with this person 
because they have an allergen.’ That is so far beyond now. We 
have to meet those needs. Even though we are doing mass 
amounts of food, and we are preparing thousands of entrees, we 
have to identify what is in it. Sometimes it is really daunting 
to know what the recipes are, but it is so important that we 
have a staff that understands how to read the recipes, how to 
read the product on the packaging and have that information 
available to them.” 

The school also worked with the Hubert Company to come 
up with a customized allergen kit. “We were thinking how we 
could use a different color to indicate utensils or products to 
use for students with food allergies,” said Anderson. “You have 
to be able to customize it, because one kit is not going to fit 
everybody. One kit that has just a knife, a cutting board and 
a tong, is not going to help me in the pasta station, because I 
don’t need any of those utensils. Hubert helped me develop 
these kits, so we have a box and you can put whatever you 
want in it.”

She continued, “In the pasta station, we have a pan with a 
purple handle. There are 12 burners, and if you have all 12 of 
those going at dinner — which you can — if someone comes 
up and says they need gluten-free pasta, and they have all the 
pans on there, how do you know which one it is if students 
move the pan somehow? You know that pan has a purple 
handle, you know where that pan is on a 12-burner, and it is 
for the student who is gluten-free. We even take it one step 
further, as our normal pasta on that line is penne or rotini. 
Our gluten-free pasta, a brown rice pasta from Tinkyáda, is 
always elbow macaroni. Not only do they have the pan, but 
they have the shape. That helps the students know that they 

who is going to give them information that they might need 
before they even get on campus.” 

When students arrive on campus during the summer to 
register, they can visit a table set up by the Nutrition Project 
team and self-identify. “Carrie is typically there, just talk-
ing about allergies,” said Kari Glebe, director of Residential 
Dining. “If they have questions, they can come up and ask 
those questions, and they can self-identify, which helps us 
build the list, so we know which students are struggling with 
allergies and which are not. In addition to the table during 
registration, during our freshman orientation we have an al-
lergy information session.” 

Anderson works with the students who self-identify on the 
best ways for them to eat on campus. “A lot of times, it comes 
down to making a personal plan with the student, depending 
on what the student wants,” she said. “If they have a peanut 
allergy and they are not comfortable taking food off of the 
line because they are worried about cross-contact from other 
students eating, then they contact the hall that they prefer to 
eat in, and make contact with dining court administrators in 
that hall. I use my cell phone, and I have three or four students 
tell me when they are coming. If I am not there that night, 
I refer them to another dining court supervisor. Honestly, it 
comes down to the personal relationship that you have with 
the student when they have severe food allergies. Sometimes 
they are not that severe and they just need a gluten-free pizza 
crust or a gluten-free bagel, or they have a general question 
about an entrée.” 

An item that is helping students who self-identify, and those 
who don’t, is the availability of nutritional analysis through 
CBORD’s NetNutrition on Dining and Catering’s mobile app. 
“In the last two years, we have a pretty good push from our 
students, who have been a little more vocal about having the 
nutritional analysis, not only at the dining court level, but to 
have it in their hands available to them,” said Minner. “Natu-
rally, the app is the way for them to see that and identify with 
it. They want that opportunity, and they pushed really hard to 
make sure they have that ability to do that.”

Serving students with special dietary needs also requires a 
lot of staff training. “We have identified in each dining court 
a staff member as a contact for all students who come in and 
request to speak to someone about allergies,” said Glebe. 
“That person has spent time with Carrie, and many times 
sits on her project team, so that they are well informed on 
the product and the needs of the students. They meet indi-
vidually with the students. We have a variety of staff who sit 
on that project team, from chefs to supervisors to assistant 
managers. We are trying to make sure that everywhere they 
go, whether it is residential dining, retail or catering, that we 
are addressing those needs.”

Anderson is also a certified master trainer for AllerTrain, 
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Adams, director of Catering & Beverage. 
One product they found at the NRA Show was Homefree 

cookies. “They were one of the first individually packaged, 
allergen-free cookies that started 
coming on the market,” said Ander-
son. “A lot of people have boxes of 
cookies, and in our dining courts, 
we struggle with, if we have a large 
package of items, and we open it, 
how do we keep cross-contact from 
happening? We use the Homefree 
cookies in the on-the-go operations 
just to offer a gluten-free, allergen-
free snack. My son likes them. I have 
always thought that is the hard part. 
It doesn’t matter if I like something 
because I can eat whatever I want. I 
always try to get people who need 
gluten-free to try it and see if they 
like it.” 

Special Dietary Needs are not 
just a concern on the student dining 
side of the school’s food service. 
Catering has seen an increase in 
the number of requests for aller-
gen-free meals. “It is an important 
customer-service aspect that we have 
reached the point that if someone has 
a special dietary need, they are not 
necessarily going to be given a plain 
chicken breast, rice and steamed 
carrots,” said Adams. “We are go-
ing to make every effort to have an 
eating experience that is as close as 
possible to what everyone else in 
the room is having. We want to be 
at the point where we are providing 
those folks with the same culinary 
experience as everyone else.”

—OCH

are getting the right pasta, and it also helps the cook not 
forget which pan it is, and to visually know they are putting 
the right pasta in the pan because of the different shapes.” 

The Dining and Catering staff 
is always on the lookout for prod-
ucts to satisfy students with special 
dietary needs. “We certainly want 
to take the recommendation of our 
customers, because they are the ones 
who are enjoying these products on 
a regular basis, but we spend time at 
trade shows like NRA [National Res-
taurant Association] and NACUFS 
[National Association of College 
and University Food Services] just 
tasting things and looking for things 
that are as close to the products with 
gluten as we can find, or the tasti-
est versions of a gluten-free or an 
allergen-free product,” said Amanda 
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POMEGRANATE CHICKEN 
(Gluten- and Dairy-Free)

Ingredients 
25 8-ounce chicken breasts
5 cups pomegranate juice
1/3 cup vanilla extract
1 cup medium to dry red wine

Preparation: Season chicken with salt and pepper, 
grill to temp. Combine pomegranate juice, vanilla 
extract and red wine in sauce pan, simmer and 
reduce. Add cornstarch slurry to desired thickness. 
Coat chicken with sauce.

Yield: 25 servings


