
broilers, stoves, 
combis.  We can 
change the menu every 
single day.”

Chef Monica Luna is in charge of the station. “We keep 
her guided, but we also let her get creative,” he said. “She is 
not too much older than the demographic she is feeding. We 
did that on purpose to help us as we age and move away from 
that 18-23 demographic; that is why we put her in that spot.”

The station’s variety includes fresh pastas of the day, a 
wok dish of the day from different Asian regions and local 
favorites. “We will do anything from smoked brisket, and 
macaroni and cheese and jalapeno corn bread to very intricate 
pieced-together plates or high-end salad entrees,” said Dahl. 
“The university allows us a lot of creativity at Magnolias.”

Another venue, The Press, a Starbucks We Proudly Brew 
location, features campus-made pastries, among other items. 
“It is also a c/store, but not one you might think of — no 
toothpaste and Saran Wrap and that type of thing,” he said. “It 
is our grab ’n go section for sandwiches and salads and sushi. 
We have our own sushi company on campus that makes sushi 
for our retail units. The big draw for this as far as food is the 
Panini. We have two Panini grills. We have smoked salmon 
with pickled red onions, Black Forest Ham and other Panini.”

The dining team spent a good amount of time preparing 
the selection of Panini. “We started from scratch, and we 
asked our retail chef to write 20-25 Panini,” said Dahl. “We 
whittled it down to what fits the unit and what makes sense 
and what has the highest acceptability.” 

The next venue, O’Brien’s, is named after Davey O’Brien, 
the only TCU student to win the Heisman Trophy, and features 

TCU
Students at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth have 

a new student center on campus that was designed to be 
one that they could truly call their own. 

“I refer to it as a student center,” said Craig Allen, director 
of Housing and Residence Life, of the as-yet-unnamed facility, 
otherwise known only as the multipurpose building. “Whereas 
on our campus we have the Brown Lupton University Union, 
our union, much like other universities’ unions, is for the entire 
university community. The union has outside conference groups, 
faculty symposiums, public speakers, dining and administrative 
offices. It is all things to all people.”

He continued, “This building that we just built is truly a 
student center. There is one small suite of offices for Sorority 
and Fraternity Life, but otherwise, there is no office space in the 
building. It has student lounges, student dining, and we intend 
to keep it that way. It will not be available for outside groups 
to book space. It will simply be for students to lounge and 
study and meet as student groups and have student functions.” 

The university and its dining partner, Sodexo, had a num-
ber of expectations with the planning of the all-retail dining 
facility. “When Dining Services met with the university early 
on in the project, the goal was fresh food,” said Michael Dahl, 
director of operations with Sodexo. “The expectations were: 
prepared to order; made in front of the students; everything 
to be fresh; and have that local restaurant feel.”

That local restaurant feel was very important. “Fort Worth 
has a lot of funky little places to dine that the students are 
very familiar with,” said Dahl. “We wanted to try to position 
ourselves in both marketing the food offerings and in design 
and décor, to not compete, but match the expectation of our 
student population. Really close to campus are a lot of places 
that house these small, independently owned, new, fun, funky 
places to eat. We are not just competing with a McDonalds 
and a Subway. They dine well in Fort Worth, so we wanted 
to make sure when we designed the menus and the venues 
for this new building, that we represented the community 
and where they eat.”

Magnolias, one of the facility’s four venues, is a chef ’s 
bistro that takes its cue from the local restaurant scene. “The 
significance of the name is Magnolia Street, which is an area 
on the south side of Forth Worth that in the past three to five 
years has had this tremendous revitalization,” said Allen. “It 
is now the hot hang out. It’s got everything from an old diner, 
which is supposedly where all the city decisions get made, 
to coffee shops to upscale martini bars to taquerias to Ital-
ian to Thai, you name it — on this one street in Fort Worth. 
It has become very popular with students, who go down to 
Magnolia for something to eat. Our Magnolias is our bistro, 
our own kind of homage to a variety of food options that you 
find on Magnolia.” 

The venue has a cooking suite that allows the culinary staff 
to provide that variety. “We got to work with the university 
early on and design this cooking suite,” said Dahl. “We have a 
large-volume smoker, a pasta machine, woks, flat grills, char-
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just by walking 15 feet in one direction.”
At the end of the spring semester, the facility was averag-

ing about 1,200 transactions a day, which they expect to rise 
in the Fall. “We opened it in January, which in the world of 
university students is not the ideal time to open a new venue,” 
said Allen. “They already have established their habits and 
traffic patterns. We saw a big influx of students early in the 
semester just checking it out. Then, as they went back to their 
routines, if their routine didn’t carry them to this location, 
they did not come back. The volume was not as heavy. It will 
grow to be a much more utilized facility.”

To help increase the number of students served, the uni-
versity is instituting some changes to its meal plans to allow 
students more flexibility. “Next year, we will be adding an 
equivalency,” he said. “One of the things that Sodexo has 
done really well for us, we routinely evaluate how things are 
going. The equivalency will come in; that will help drive up 
usage next year. The fact that this will be there at the very 
beginning of the year as students go about establishing their 
routine, we anticipate volume will increase.”

The volume will also increase as the population that lives 
in that area over the next few years grows. 

The facility also has a full-size kitchen 
to support fraternity and sorority meals. 
“Right now, their chapter houses may not 
be able to support the entire group,” said 
Dahl. “The university wanted to give the 
fraternities and sororities a place to eat 
together, because right now they are strug-
gling to get them in their houses as they 
grow. This coming semester, we are going 
to start serving these sororities and frater-

nities upstairs in the larger dining areas. We 
look forward to that, too.” 
Allen is very pleased with the look of the entire 

facility, which was designed by KSQ Architects in 
Tulsa, Okla. “It has big, high open ceilings that go to the 

above portion of dining,” he said. “There is some unique 
and fun architecture and interior design. There is some re-
ally comfortable seating. So even when students are sitting 
at a table, what we typically see, especially during finals, is 
a good glimpse of what it will look like regularly: groups of 
students that clearly ate together and then they just pushed 
it aside and now they are hunkering down and doing some 
studying. That is what our campus really needed — a place 
for students to do that. Now, as it gets busier, we are going to 
need the students to get up and move so others can eat. But 
for now, we designed it with seating for more than 600 people 
when you add the upstairs and the downstairs.”

The building also features outdoor seating. “The exterior 
seating is really cool,” said Allen. “These large umbrellas 
remind you of walking Magnolia Street, or what you might 
see in a New York café. It is a great look for us, and students 
love it. It is something the students told us they wanted.” 

If students don’t want to get their food from one of the 
inside venues, the building features a port for the Big Purple 
Truck, a 32-foot food truck. “We got on board the food truck 
thing years ago when it was catching on,” he said. “Its a purple 
truck with an ever-changing cool menu. In addition to those 
inside venues, students can sit outside and go right up to the 
food truck and pick up a snack late at night or evening and 
enjoy the outdoor ambiance.” —OCH

grilled items. “Part of our naming of these facilities — we 
wanted it to have a different look and a name that would ring 
true to TCU students,” said Allen. “I think some of them 
maybe haven’t drawn the connection, but even the menu has 
the All-Star burger. Everything about this venue is about that 
all-American grill feel.” 

Fresh burgers made by a local company are served. “We 
don’t want to bring in a frozen patty,” said Dahl. “We have 
a special grind made just for us here at TCU. We work with 
the meat company to make sure we can serve the best burger 
we can serve.” 

Caliente Mexican Fresh, a Tex-Mex venue, features tacos, 
burritos and other favorites. “Being in Texas, that was some-
thing that we had to do some research on,” he said. “Market 
research in the food industry is always a lot of fun. We get 
to go out and eat all of the tacos we can and figure out what 
these students are seeing. We have our own tortilla grill. It 
is an automated process. You just load the tortilla balls and 
they are flattened and grilled right away. So if you order a 
taco, we put your tortilla dough in the machine right away.” 

The station also features a very non-Tex-Mex item, gyros. 

“The station has a vertical braiser,” he said. “When we took 
ownership of the building from the contractors, the piece of 
equipment was there. What it will allow us to do is what we 
call Pastor, like tacos pastor, which is usually carved off of 
a vertical braiser, the same as you would a gyro. So what we 
thought was, if we try to cross-utilize this piece of equipment, 
we would get more utilization out of the machine to serve 
both. We can do either a gyro of the day or tacos pastor. They 
can watch us shave it down. It worked out well. Everybody 
loves them.” 

A plancha, or flat-top grill, is also part of the station. “It 
was very important to us with trying to get the correct flavor 
on proteins,” said Dahl. “The university agreed with us, so 
we have our own plancha grill at that station as well, so we 
will grill that food right in front of the students.” 

It was very important that each venue have its own distinct 
menu and look. “It was important to the university, not just 
in terms of the food menu, but aesthetically that when you 
walked up, it felt like you were walking to a different loca-
tion, even though it is just around the corner from the other 
location,” said Allen. “That contributes to the flair of it all.” 

Dahl added, “What is unique about these venues is that 
they are right next to each other, but there is just enough of 
a divide that you can feel like you are in a different location 
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