
She also stressed the importance of immediate action if 
someone goes into anaphylactic shock. “Someone experienc-
ing an anaphylactic emergency needs an immediate shot of 
epinephrine. If something were to happen, that is how you 
save someone’s life.”

One thing schools can do is have epinephrine on hand in 
case a student goes into anaphylactic shock. “Young adults are 
a segment of the population who isn’t as good about always 
being careful about having their auto-injector on hand,” she 
said. “Unfortunately, teens and young adults may not have it 
when they need it.” 

Acebal speaks from experience when it comes to allergies 
— her 10-year-old daughter has a peanut allergy. “For us food 
allergy parents, there are two big milestones in our child’s food 

allergy management life,” she said. “One is when they 
start kindergarten — that is a huge one. The next 

one, believe it or not, is when they go off to 
college. It is already on a lot of our minds.”

For those with food allergies decid-
ing on what school to attend or who are 
already on campus, the organization op-
erates the FAAN College Network at 
www.faancollegenetwork.org. The site 
features listings of college representa-
tives and student ambassadors at schools, 
as well as advice on how students can 

introduce themselves to dining services 
when they arrive on campus. 

Schools that want to be listed can visit the 
website and fill out an 
application with con-
tact information and 
a description of their 
approach to managing 
food allergies.

FAAN also works 
with schools directly. 
“We will go out and 

educate the foodservice staff in colleges,” said Acebal. “We 
will work with administrators to help them understand what 
type of accommodations a food-allergic student might need.” 

She does not have an answer to what she calls the “Million 
Dollar Question” — why there is an increase in those report-
ing food allergies. “I have to go back to our advisory board 
because we’ve got some of the world’s most renowned experts 
on food allergies, and the best I can do is give what they give 
as an answer. They do not know. Believe it or not, the medical 
experts don’t know why we are seeing this exponential increase 
in our prevalence rates.” —OCH

W ith the number of 
people in the United 
States reporting a 

food allergy rising — a recent 
survey found that one in 13 chil-
dren have at least one — college 
and university campuses are see-
ing, and serving, more students 
with special dietary requirements. 

On-Campus Hospitality
spoke with Maria Acebal, chief 
executive officer of the Food Al-
lergy & Anaphylaxis Network 

(FAAN), which is celebrating its 20th anniversary as a source 
of information for those affected by food allergies. 

We asked her what points she most wanted to 
get across to college and university foodser-
vice professionals serving those with food 
allergies. “The first thing I would say is that 
food allergies can kill,” she said. “That is 
such an important point because the words 
themselves, ‘food allergies,’ work against 
us because most people associate food 
allergies with itchy eyes, runny nose — 
something that is bothersome, but not life 
threatening. When someone tells you or 
starts to talk to you and they have a food 
allergy, pay close attention because it could be 
a life and death conversation for them. Those of 
us who don’t live with 
it can’t imagine that one 
mistaken bite can risk 
your life.”

Cross contact, or 
cross contamination, 
is also a major issue. 
“Even a trace amount 
of the food that they 
are allergic to can cause a reaction,” said Acebal. “You can’t 
necessarily look at a food to tell if it is safe. There are issues 
of cross contact. If you use a knife to spread peanut butter and 
you use that same knife to cut a piece of bread for that person 
who is allergic to peanuts, they could have a reaction. Reading 
labels is so important, but also, the prep techniques used in the 
kitchen can introduce cross contact. We are moving away from 
using the term ‘cross contamination;’ we now try to use ‘cross 
contact.’ The reason is that contamination seems to imply some 
kind of spoiling with the food, so it is cross contact — when an 
unintended ingredient gets into your food.”

“Those of us who don’T live wiTh iT can’T imagine 
ThaT one misTaken biTe can risk your life.” 

- Maria Acebal, chief executive officer of the 
Food Allergy & Anaphylaxis Network (FAAN)
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for the gluten-free pan,” Johnson explained. 
“The chef will acknowledge it, take gloves 
off, wash hands, put on new gloves and use 
the gluten-free pan. Now they can dine in the 
dining hall just as any other student.”

Preventing cross contact is very important 
to making sure the students’ food is safe. “It 
is a top priority to prevent that cross-contact,” 

said Johnson. “It falls right in there with HAACP 
(hazard analysis and critical control points). It is 
very important in any food operation to prevent 
cross-contamination, but when you start getting 
into allergies, you are really at another level with it.”

He continued, “We do have a designated spot in 
the kitchen, and designated silverware, plates and 
any type of service utensils that the staff is going 
to need to prepare the food completely to prevent 
cross-contamination.”

Another way they help avoid cross contact is by 
using specially colored cooking utensils from San 
Jamar. “It has really given us the tools to help us 
do that,” said Johnson. “We are fortunate to have an 

area that we can designate out of a busy kitchen, specifi cally 
for that purpose. You can’t do much in the kitchen if you don’t 
have the right equipment. We are able to equip ourselves with 
all of the colored knives, colored cutting boards and other tools. 

Dining Services has trained the staff to be vigilant against 
any chance of cross contact. “We have really worked with our 
staff by educating them on what’s in the food, a little history 
of the food so that if a student comes up and has a question 
about something, they are better able to give better guest ser-
vice through the knowledge of the food,” he said. “What it 
really comes down to is training with the staff and just the 
knowledge — making sure that they are 
equipped with what the importance 
behind gluten-free is. Once we get 
the employee buy-in, it makes 
the transition a lot smoother.”

—OCH

a t Tulane University in 
New Orleans, La., stu-
dents with special dietary 

needs have a wide variety of 
allergen-safe foods from which 
to choose. 

“We’ve got about 40 stu-
dents,” said Travis Johnson, 
executive chef with Sodexo, the 
campus foodservice provider. 
“They range anywhere from 
Celiacs (a gluten allergy) to 
starch. I have a lot of different 
combinations. There are about 
seven or eight students who have 
a combination.” 

When students with special 
dietary needs arrive on campus, 
they contact Dining Auxiliaries, 
who puts them in touch with Din-
ing Services. “Once we have an 
initial conversation, we start do-
ing tours through our dining hall,” he said. “We will tour the 
dining hall and talk through the options we have.”

After the tour of the dining hall, students meet with Tremeda 
Stevenson, who is responsible for the allergy-free area of the 
kitchen and communication with the students. “Miss Tremeda 
and the student will exchange phone numbers,” said Johnson. 
“They will begin talking about menus. The students and Miss 
Tremeda communicate on a daily basis. They might text mes-
sage her saying they loved today’s gluten-free muffi ns or that 
they want to see a little more seafood.” 

Students who have special dietary needs have many ways to 
safely dine on campus. “We have the Absolute Safe Zone,” he 
said. “We have a complete designated gluten-free cooler. It is 
clearly labeled gluten free. Anything in the gluten-free cooler 
ranges from seafood to pork to vegetarian options to cupcakes 
to cookies. You basically are going to have an entire menu 
within that gluten-free cooler. There are full plates, and then 
there are components to plates. There might be vegetables in a 
container. There might be pasta. There might be pizza dough.”

He continued, “The students have options of getting a com-
plete meal out of the cooler and re-heating. Or they have the 
option of grabbing components and having them heated at 
different stations.” 

Each of the action stations have a gluten-free, vegan and 
vegetarian designated pan. “If you are gluten free, you can 
take the pasta to a pasta line and get all of your vegetables just 
as any other student would and ask the server behind the line 
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responsible for the allergy-

free area of the kitchen 
and communication with 
the students with special 

dietary needs. 
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