
OCH: What was your focus as a grad student?

LaRue: My focus throughout graduate school was in non-
profit business administration.

OCH: You had actually looked at a career in this seg-
ment, essentially?

LaRue: At that time I was very interested in the arts move-
ment that was occurring in Philadelphia. When offered the 
position with Drexel, I knew it would be a valuable position 
to gain experience within the realm of non-profits, and later 
found that business services within higher education was my 
true calling — my personal artistic canvas.  

OCH: How has your role changed since that initial job?

LaRue: In the beginning, I was the director of Administra-
tive Services, handling all finances and budgeting for the divi-
sion. We were a smaller university then, so all team members 
wore a variety of hats. Thus, I was involved in contract nego-
tiations with the unions under facilities management, as well 
as the bookstore and food service. In previous years, auxiliary, 
or Business Services as Drexel calls it, was under the Dean 
of Students, so I found myself working very closely with the 
dean, lending my expertise with contracts to her efforts.

Over the years I took on a broader operational role for the 
division until 2007 when the senior vice president retired and 
a new senior vice president came on board. By this time, the 
university had grown tremendously and displayed significant 
revitalization. It was evident that Business Services was be-
coming a stronger component in attracting and maintaining 
enrollment and engagement, and I enthusiastically took on the 
leadership of Drexel Business Services. 

OCH: Did you have a mentor in your career?

LaRue: In general, I am a learner, so I read a lot, I observe 
a lot and I know that there is something to be learned from 

On-Campus Hospitality has again partnered with NACAS to present 
the third annual College Foodservice Excellence Award. The award 
recognizes a higher education foodservice professional who has 

gone above and beyond to make the dining experience of his or her custom-
ers — students, faculty, staff and guests — the best it can be, and has greatly 
improved food service on the campus or in the industry in general.

This year’s recipient of the award, presented on Oct. 27 at the Hyatt Ana-
heim Marriott in California, is Rita LaRue, Senior Associate Vice President 
for Drexel Business Services at Drexel University in Philadelphia, Pa. In her 
five years in the position, sales per year have risen from $11.8 million to $27 
million per year.

On-Campus Hospitality spoke with LaRue to discuss her career, her cur-
rent operations and the future for them.

Rita LaRue
NACAS On-Campus Hospitality College 
Foodservice Excellence Award Recipient

On-Campus Hospitality: How did you first become in-
volved in the foodservice industry and Drexel?

Rita LaRue: My initial introduction to the foodservice in-
dustry came about during my first year as a graduate student at 
Drexel University. I quickly became aware of the limited food 
options and variety available to the university community. I 
can recall late-night karate practice and having to go to the 
single off-campus pizzeria to grab a bite to eat. During this 
time, 1994, Drexel was in a very different position than where 
it is today — a much smaller school. By the end of my first 
year, Drexel lost its foodservice provider, which influenced 
me to become involved in student government and eventually 
president of the graduate students. That summer, Drexel nego-
tiated with the University of Pennsylvania, whose campus is 
right next door, to have students dine on its campus.

OCH: How long did that last?

LaRue: Just for the summer term. Drexel is a quarter 
school, highly focused on our co-op program. By the time fall 
arrived, the administration had contracted with Sodexo and 
began a partnership that has continued to the present day.

OCH: How did your career go from being a grad student in 
student government to having a role in the administration?

LaRue: During my second year as a graduate student, the 
university appointed a new president, Dr. Constantine Papa-
dakis, who was quite the entrepreneur, and was willing to take 
the risk on leading Drexel out of its perilous situation. Presi-
dent Papadakis and I came to know one another through my 
role in student government. When I graduated, I was asked 
to join his team to work for the senior vice president for Stu-
dent Life and Administrative Services. I became the director 
of Administrative Services for the division and was involved 
in a variety of experiences and departments, and one was the 
management of the foodservices contract. 
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a Chick-fil-A, Currito Burrito, Tsunami 
Sushi, Subway and a new market — all 
selected based on feedback from students 
and data compiled from market research. 
The Dining Terrace was an immediate suc-
cess, outperforming expectations by gross-
ing $2.5 million in its first six months and 
increasing overall customer dining satisfac-
tion by five percent.

OCH: What else does the 5-Year Campus 
Dining Master Plan have in it? 

LaRue: In developing the 5-Year Mas-
ter Plan, in addition to rounding out the 
residential campus, we worked more closely 
with our campus partners in order to clearly 
understand the needs of the campus, and in 
return increase retention and generate rev-
enue. I am always very clear with my team, 
revenue is important to what we do, but 

recruitment and retention is equally part of our mission. To 
ensure success, I led the Campus Dining team in extensive 
surveys and focus groups, and cultivated relationships with 
student government to better know the needs and demands 
of our primary clientele. Inspiration also came from my col-
leagues at other campuses as I became more actively involved 
in NACAS (the National Association for College Auxiliary 
Services). Also key was business partner involvement in both 
programming and investment — Sodexo Campus Dining has 
been a great partner on both counts.

To build a stronger sense of community with the people 
and businesses of Philadelphia, we focused on cultivating lo-
cal merchant partnerships with Landmark Americana, which 
is currently in the midst of an 11-year lease in a 6,900-square-
foot venue housed within Drexel’s Recreational Center and 
Daskalakis Athletic Center. Sabrina’s Café, a local favorite 
which originated in Philadelphia’s Italian Market, also has a 
space at Ross Commons, Drexel’s student center situated on 
the north side of campus. 

The Handschumacher Dining Center, known as “the 
Hans,” was revisited and modifications were made, including 
new and enhanced resident dining plans that provided custom-
ers with greater flexibility and value-added convenience. 

As Drexel’s international student population has grown, 
we have introduced more flavor profiles and implemented new 
vegetarian and vegan options.

Finally, Market 16 & Noodle Bar came at the tail end of 
the 5-Year Master Plan. This location has a fantastic street-front 
presence, on the first floor of the parking garage and situated 
on a high traffic corner with the law school and the library just 
east and the residence halls two blocks north, as well as more 
than 800 daily parking customers. We transformed the ground 
floor of this previously utilitarian building into an appealing 
destination for students, residents and professionals from the 
entire University City community. Market 16 & Noodle Bar is 
a 4,000-square-foot venue, constructed in three months offering 
both domestic and global items as well as fresh fruits and vege-
tables, rice and noodle bowls, sushi, gluten-free and kosher fare.

In the end, the 5-Year Dining Master Plan increased gross 
sales from $11.8 million to $27 million per year!

everyone I meet. I have also been fortunate to have supervi-
sors who have genuinely cared about supporting the growth, 
development and refinement of my assets, talents and skills 
professionally. My former senior vice president, Mr. Tony Ca-
neris, who is now retired, exposed me to a wide breadth of 
experiences and pushed me along in many different ways. Mr. 
Jim Tucker, my current senior vice president, has been key to 
focusing my talents on auxiliary services and supporting my 
endeavors.  

OCH: How do the foodservice operations at Drexel differ 
now from when you first arrived on campus?

LaRue: When I first arrived on campus in 1994, there was 
a dining center and a coffee shop, and that was it. I had culture 
shock in general when I came to University City in Philadel-
phia. Being from San Francisco, I found there was very little 
here, considering there are three major universities — the only 
place to get coffee was the 7-Eleven or the Wawa! By 2007, 
when I took over Business Services, the campus had five 
food locations to serve 20,100 undergraduate and graduate 
students, as well as faculty and staff, and it was evident that 
modifications and additions were in dire need and operations 
needed to be adapted to suit the growing, diverse student body 
and the eclectic Millennial generation. 

As Drexel moved from a commuter campus to a residential 
campus, I developed the 5-Year Campus Dining Master Plan. 
The plan’s mission was to enhance the quality and variety of 
food services at Drexel, and to redefine campus dining with 
emphasis on contemporary dining options, new and renovated 
dining locations, sustainability initiatives, organizational sta-
bility and financial success.

One of our biggest challenges was that our residence halls 
are on the north side of campus and our major dining center, 
which seats about 550 students, was on the opposite end of 
campus, so we needed to focus on convenient delivery of ser-
vice to the residents. I took a small convenience store and grill 
attached to one of the residence halls and, taking advantage 
of an already existing infrastructure and therefore decreas-
ing building costs, developed the Northside Dining Terrace, 
a 5,000-square-foot location with seating for 140, featuring 
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OCH: How do you work with the off-campus community?

LaRue: Working with the off-campus community is part 
of Drexel’s Strategic Plan. President John Fry, who has been 
here since 2010, is heavily invested in growing the economy 
of the local area. We are moving in the direction of being very 
global and very local simultaneously, and at an incredible 
rate. There are always town-gown relations that you have to 
be aware of when you are dealing with a major university in a 
major city, and Drexel isn’t immune to that. To be successful, 
you must look for ways to make it a win-win situation. 

Something that President Fry has really homed right in 
on, and that I completely agree with, is to look for ways we 
can make the people of the communities surrounding Drexel 
as strong as the institution is. We want people who live in the 
neighborhood to get good jobs, have good public schools and 
robust retail options, and we want our faculty and staff to live 
here, as well as our students. In order to do that, we have to 
provide services and amenities so that the community can have 
these opportunities. That is what the upcoming 10-Year Retail 
Master Plan is all about. 

OCH: What programs and additions are you most proud 
of? 

LaRue: I was really proud when Starbucks came to cam-
pus. Starbucks was our first national brand and generated a 
lot of excitement within the Drexel community. There was a 
Starbucks just a few blocks off campus, but it was a symbol 
that Drexel had come into its own — Starbucks wants to be 
here! I am also extremely proud of the Northside Dining Ter-
race and how it revitalized our residential campus and serves 
our students. At present, I am really excited about Vegetate, 
our newest location which opened in October.

OCH: Tell us about Vegetate.

LaRue: Vegetate is geared toward vegetarians and vegans, 
but we have developed a program that is designed to appeal 
to devoted meat-eaters. I am not a vegetarian, but the food is 
tremendous. The menu has wonderful different flavor profiles 
and meets all day parts in creative ways — the team has done 
an incredible job. 

Vegetate is an independent brand we developed with So-
dexo, and is a part of our Chestnut Square retail development. 
We partnered with American Campus Communities [a univer-
sity housing development company], and now have a new resi-
dence hall with 869 beds and eight new retail boxes. We don’t 
own and operate most of those boxes, but we do own Vegetate, 
which is right on the square. I said to Sodexo, “I don’t want 
to see a Sodexo nametag or a Sodexo T-shirt on the staff. The 
feeling should be very local, that opening this restaurant was 
someone’s lifelong dream.” Sodexo was a great partner in this 
and embraced the vision, and the T-shirts developed for the em-
ployees are so popular we are selling them to customers.

I think for the Millennials, and certainly for the Drexel 
students, knowing that all campus dining is run by one pro-
vider is not a positive selling point. They like to feel that each 
location is special, unique and just for them. I am very de-
liberate in that none of my dining locations feature blue and 
gold and dragons (Drexel’s colors and mascot). I want to give 
the student a very unique experience at every location. Drexel 

students themselves are very unique — they go out on co-
op when they are 19 years old. We send them out into, quite 
literally, the real world, to professional offices and corpora-
tions. The message is, “go be adults and conduct yourselves 
professionally.” So, when they come back to campus, we can’t 
deliver a standard program. We have to be aware that they have 
changed and matured and, as such, we must be able to cater to 
and support their growth and development.

OCH: How do you work with your dining partner Sodexo? 

LaRue: All of my business partnerships are very close and 
highly communicative. My philosophy is, “You know food 
service (or whatever the expertise), but I know Drexel, so we 
need each other here.”

I consider the general management, currently Brian Mc-
Cabe and Ray Encarnacion of Sodexo Campus Dining, as 
part of my senior leadership team. I also communicate very 
closely with the regional managers for Sodexo, the senior vice 
president, and I see Tom Post (president, Sodexo Education-
Campus) a few times a year, and he is always very responsive.

OCH: How have you worked with vendor partners to im-
prove operations? 

LaRue: The national brands on campus are licensed 
through Sodexo, so my communication is limited with distrib-
utors. But I do work closely with local independent merchants 
and vendors and potential partners. One example is Saxby’s 
Coffee, which is a regional brand based in the Philadelphia 
area. The CEO, Nick Bayer, was connected to me through 
one of my board members, and we are talking about a Saxby’s 
within a close vicinity to campus. We want to develop a part-
nership between my operation, academics, our co-op team and 
Saxby’s. This partnership will provide students with the learn-
ing and living environment of putting together a business plan 
to open this coffee shop, to run it and to make it successful. 

OCH: What sustainable efforts have you launched? 

LaRue: Sustainability is hugely important to us. I was a 
founding member of Drexel Green, which started in 2008, and 
remain very involved with the program. 

Currently, we are in our fifth year of the Drexel Farmer’s 
Market on campus from April to November, which is sourced 
from Lancaster County, Pa. Recently, we developed a partner-
ship with the Delaware Valley Farm Share and the Food Hub, 
which is a distributor of healthier food options and serves the 
socio-economic community that otherwise would have chal-
lenges sourcing fresh produce. 

Of course, Sodexo has a variety of practices for food waste 
prevention, how they manage the food, food bank donations, 
wet recycling as well as the popular trayless dining. (We en-
courage it, but we have not taken away the trays!)

OCH: Any particular reason why you have not made the 
final step to take away the trays?

LaRue: It is the same reason we haven’t taken away the 
bottled water (although there are numerous hydration stations 
installed throughout campus), and why we now serve cage-
free eggs: the students. It was important to the students that we 
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namic campus and community destinations through retail, 
transportation and amenities. The first phase was the designa-
tion of five campus corridors to assist guests in identifying 
and locating both on- and off-campus dining: Chestnut Street, 
Lancaster Avenue, 34th Street, JFK and Parkway Corridors, 
which are organized around “Live. Dine. Shop.” 

The Chestnut Street corridor is comprised of Chestnut 
Square, the Handschumacher Dining Center, Vegetate and 
the new residence hall. The Lancaster Avenue corridor will 
be anchored by the upcoming mixed-use complex and its din-
ing center. This will assist in the development of Lancaster 
Avenue into an urban main street. We have observed that this 
is where faculty and staff are purchasing homes, so we’ll de-
velop the retail with that in mind. 

The 34th Street corridor, which connects Chestnut and 
Lancaster, currently includes Market 16, Landmark Ameri-
cana and the Northside Dining Terrace. At the northern tip of 
this corridor is an important crossroads of campus and com-
munity life, and Sabrina’s Café is here, a locally owned and 
very hot brunch spot.  

In addition to Drexel’s University City campus, I also 
oversee retail services at the Center City Philadelphia cam-
pus, which is home to the nursing and medical schools, and 
is on the same corridor, the Parkway, as Drexel University’s 
Academy of Natural Sciences. 

Drexel has incredible plans for an innovation neighbor-
hood, which will connect the campus to 30th Street Station, a 
major East Coast transportation hub. This expansion will pro-
vide opportunities for a new student center, which will have 
dining and retail components, as well as other amenities, such 
as an art gallery and study space. 

An important component of the 10-Year Plan is also access 
and affordability. My team is currently working with our part-
ners to develop a variety of all-inclusive resident dining plans 
that meet the customized needs of today’s student.

Developing and cultivating the dining program at Drexel 
University is my canvas, and it is my mission to provide and 
foster educational and social growth within the Drexel Uni-
versity community and beyond for many years to come.

—OCH

have cage-free eggs. It doesn’t seem as important to them that 
we take away the trays. We encourage and run programs, and 
give out prizes if you don’t use a tray, but so far the students 
have not come to us as a body represented by their government 
and said, “We want them out.”

The situation is a little challenging, to have the upperclass-
men say they are not going to use trays actually affects them 
less, as it is the freshmen on the resident dining plans and us-
ing the dining center daily. However, we do have a new dining 
center coming online in 2015, and there won’t be trays in that 
location. We are simply planning on opening without them. 

OCH: Where is this new dining center going to be?

LaRue: The new mixed-use development will be located 
on the north side of campus. It is part of our second partner-
ship complex with American Campus Communities, and will 
offer 1,300 beds and 11 retail boxes. The dining center will be 
400 seats and marché style, so each station is its own point of 
sale and a different theme. 

This operation is coming to fruition because we need the 
capacity. Currently, we have about 25,000 students with pro-
jections to be over 30,000 by 2020. The Handschumacher 
Dining Center is operating about 30 percent over capacity, and 
is the commissary for four of the retail locations. They have 
done a great job, but we need to alleviate that pressure. 

OCH: In what ways do you work with your employees 
regarding training and job performance?

LaRue: If the team member is one of my direct reports, I 
share my observations and thoughts with them regarding train-
ing and performance during the interview process; otherwise, 
I share with team members as appropriate. I don’t believe in 
trying to figure what someone’s weaknesses are and investing 
resources in improvements that may only get that employee’s 
skill to average. I believe in finding what my team members 
are good at, and giving them the resources and opportunities 
to excel and become great at what they do. 

I have several direct reports in operations as varied as 
housing, dining, retail, parking, bookstores, 
event services, conference services, student 
centers, printing and mailing. I ascertain 
strengths and then my departments help each 
other to succeed. It is not always easy at first, 
because people can be very protective of their 
area, but once they understand their strengths 
are going to be valued, leveraged throughout 
the other operations, and there is reciprocity, 
it works out very well. 

OCH: Tell us about the 10-Year Retail 
Master Plan.

LaRue: In 2012, Drexel introduced an 
extensive University Strategic Plan for ex-
pansion and enhancement. To complement 
the Strategic Plan, I developed a new campus 
dining and business services strategy result-
ing in the development of a 10-Year Retail 
Master Plan, the first of its kind at Drexel. 
This plan lays a framework for creating dy-
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