
these snafus and 
to give the stu-
dents everything 
they need to be 
successful — from 
those well-written 
recipes to training so 
specifi c as to point out 
what part of the green 
onion is composted (no, 
not the white part!). It takes 
almost minute-by-minute moni-
toring of best practices, food quality 
and solving the most creative problems imaginable — it’s 
the only way to insure fi nancial viability in this student-run 
scenario.

But fi nancial solvency is only part of the reward for such 
a hands-on management approach. One of the rewards of 
managing a retail foodservice operation at a large university 
or college is that we can positively affect the eating habits of 
thousands of young men and women every day by what we 
offer them to eat. And if we employ students to create our 
made-from-scratch menu items such as whole grain salads, 
brown rice and white rice, black beans cooked from scratch, 
tofu entrees and salads, tomatillo salsa and oven-baked chicken 
breasts, we are introducing them to a different way of cook-
ing and in turn, after they taste what they create, hopefully 
a different way of eating. From tasting raw tofu or tender 
cooked quinoa to tasting the delicious leaves from a stalk of 
broccoli during training, student employees can expand their 
culinary world and the way they view food by working in a 
college foodservice kitchen that believes that being sustainable 
includes using all edible parts of a vegetable. I will venture to 
guess that well-trained kitchen student employees working in 
a truly sustainable “scratch” kitchen will never again throw 
away or compost healthful broccoli leaves. 

During my 28-year tenure as foodservice director for the 
Associated Students at the University of California, Davis, I 
have come to realize that there must be a certain management 
culture in place that not only enables a largely student-staffed 
food service to succeed, but celebrates its creativity, energy, 
and challenges year after year. And despite the challenges, 
the rewards for those of us who embrace this model go well 
beyond any positive bottom line that is achieved. Although 
it is easy for administrators to overlook the bigger picture of 
what our dining programs add to the campus experience, we 
know our more intrinsic value — we bolster student health 
and happiness through building social skills, a healthier way 
of cooking and eating and viable leadership experience. And 
we are all healthier because of it. —OCH

National Association of College and University Food 
Services (NACUFS) benchmarking results confi rm it 
year after year — it’s very diffi cult to maintain a posi-

tive bottom line in the world of collegiate retail dining. And 
yet most dining directors are under increasing pressure to 
accomplish just that.  

Often retail managers and directors feel their value to cam-
pus administrators rests solely on their ability to be profi t-
able. Sadly, many campuses opt to partner with the fast-food 
industry to meet their retail needs, thereby offering students, 
faculty and staff a known entity with a fi nancial return which 
can often translate into a “safe” and profi table partnership for 
many administrators. A traditional retail model that offers a 
cooked-from-scratch menu is harder to “sell” to administrators 
and can be fi scally challenging for the operator but satisfyingly 
healthier than fast food. 

 Studies show that the low price point plus the triple whammy 
fat-sugar-sodium allure of many fast-food menu items have 
an adverse affect on efforts to stop the escalating rates of 
obesity. So while it might be a “safe” choice, it isn’t a healthy 
choice. Some feel that a made-from-scratch menu is a thing 
of the past, not sustainable … that our current economy and 
student preferences demand fast-food. The world is full of 
ordinary fast-food restaurants — let our college campuses be 
the place students come to experience what lies beyond the 
ordinary. We can enhance students’ educational experience 
by providing extraordinary food options that are delicious 
and healthy and involving student workers by giving them 
valuable culinary experience and management training while 
maintaining a desired budget.

Offering extraordinary food in our retail dining facilities 
and being profi table might seem like an unattainable, even 
oxymoronic goal. But a large student staff can make the dif-
ference between a positive and a negative bottom line for a 
stand-alone retail operation.  At my operation, we have 250 
student employees and fi ve full-time career managers, sales of 
approximately $4 million and realize 6,000 – 7,000 transactions 
per day. The ratio of student employees to career management 
(50:1) is daunting for those who oversee retail operations with 
a very different ratio. We have no national or locally branded 
fast-food concepts; no deep-fat fryer and we do not purchase 
pre-cut produce — we serve delicious food that student workers 
prepare for a menu that eschews ordinary. We do not employ 
a chef; we depend on well-written recipes, good training and 
(take a deep breath) student managers supervising student 
supervisors supervising student employees. 

Is this a perfect solution? We can target perfection as a 
goal but this model requires, among other things, acceptance 
of every snafu that comes along with a staff comprised of 90 
percent part-time students. The career staff’s goal is to mitigate 
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