
In an effort to reduce the amount of food waste and en-
courage responsible eating among its students, Dining 
Services at Mary Baldwin College in Staunton, Va., 

launched a Sustainable Meal Plan. 
The meal plan started as Sustainable Meal Week in April 

2011. For five consecutive days over lunch and dinner in Hunt 
Dining Hall, the students, faculty and staff voluntarily suspend-
ed the traditional all-you-can-eat college meal format in favor 
of sustainable consumption and minimized waste by adopting 
a “one entrée and two sides” service reduction from the service 
stations in the main servery. 

“It was derived as a way 
for us to reduce waste, reduce 
overconsumption and poten-
tially have a positive financial 
impact on the operation,” said 
Tracy Hiner, director of Dining 
Services with Chartwells, the 
campus foodservice provider

“We were working with stu-
dent groups on campus as we 
do across all higher education 
when it comes to hunger aware-
ness,” said Mary VanNortwick, 
wellness dietitian. “Many times 
the focus on hunger awareness 
goes abroad — people in other 
lands are without. Tracy and I wanted to make it relevant to 
our students here and now — before they could understand it 
abroad, that they understand it within their own community.”

The week was tied to Earth Day. “It was two sides of the 
same coin,” said VanNortwick. “It was a campaign that made 
sense — everybody’s doing Recyclemania and whatnot — to 
bring it into the dining hall also. We designed it as an experi-
ment with the hope, and the strategic plan, to make it a meal 
plan going forward. But we had to see how it would run lo-
gistically and how students would receive it. Did it measure 
up to our expectations and those sorts of things? It was a trial 
period with the real thought in mind that it would become a 
meal plan.” 

Essentially, participants get one entrée and two sides. “We 
still allow them self-selection where they have beverages or 

cereal or the salad bar outside 
of the main servery,” she said. 
“We have two stations set up 
outside of there that are the 
healthier, better-for-you foods 
as well, so if people are still 
hungry, rather than getting a 
second cheeseburger and an-
other order of fries, they can 
choose things like a soup or 

salad, which is vegetarian or local — things of that nature. 
While we say that it is one entrée and two sides, there are still 
things that are self-selection.” 

To ensure that participants are not taking more than the 
allotted entrée and two sides in the servery, they are given 
tickets to turn in. “We give a ticket out at the front register 
and that ticket is dropped at either of the two main stations at 
the central servery,” said VanNortwick. “That exchange is a 
plate with an entrée and two sides. They drop the ticket at that 
time, so their ticket is spent. If they continue to eat, it will be 
external to the main servery, where we are featuring the items 
of the day.”

The initial week went very well. “We didn’t have much 
pushback,” said Hiner. “One thing we had to do was give them 
a perception of a tangible difference in the quality of food that 
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$55,000 a year. “Tracy devised ways to commu-
nicate the waste in dollars, so the students could 
get a real understanding of how much they are 
wasting presently by being mindless and non-
committal when it comes to making their food 
selections — a little of this, a little of that, be-
cause it is all you can eat and nobody’s caring,” 
she said. 

Hiner added, “We have measured waste 
many times in years prior to this. Through do-
ing so, we realized that it just became natural, 
because by measuring the waste — what was 
thrown away or what was overproduced — just 
by virtue of the plan itself, would reduce that 
number.”

The reduction of waste amounted to 6 per-
cent to 8 percent cost savings per year. “A per-
centage of the savings we incorporated back into 
the program to help support the more expensive 
ingredients, and then a percentage to also add to 
the bottom line on behalf of the client,” he said. 

Those increased funds went to purchasing 
more local items. “As part of our Chartwells initiative, Pur-
chase Local, we’ve been able to procure whole beef from a 
local farmer where we actually purchase the whole product,” 
said Hiner. “There is no waste for the farmer. We are able to 
utilize everything. It is something that we would have never 
been able to do before this.” 

Dining Services has made sure that students didn’t per-
ceive that they were being shorted in terms of choice. “We 
wanted to make sure that whatever concept we offered, we had 
all of the condiments, bells and whistles, so they wouldn’t feel 
cheated in any way by only having one choice within the cen-
ter servery,” he said. “We’ve actually added a good bit.” 

A main aspect of the plan — and one that VanNortwick is 
very passionate about — is the health benefit. “Many students, 
like the general population, have a limited understanding of 
proper portion sizes, satisfaction and fullness signals, choices 
that constitute a balanced, wholesome meal, what it costs to 
produce it, and how to recreate one for themselves after they 

we would offer. It was always high quality, but it would be en-
hanced to a degree. We had to help them see a value in the fact 
that, instead of spreading our dollars throughout, we could fo-
cus it on the center of the plate, if you will.”

With the success of the Sustainability Meal Week, Dining 
Services felt confident in launching the Sustainable Meal Plan 
in the Fall of 2011. 

Communicating the benefits of the plan to the community 
was key to its being successful. “When it came to the Sustain-
able Meal Plan, we did a lot of work in terms of doing com-
munication with the students in a variety of ways, and to build 
that support and understanding,” said VanNortwick. “Initially, 
they were kind of wondering what this was about, and we re-
ally tried to make this about them. Campuswide reduction of 
waste was important. Wanting to make the students as the fo-
cus was important, and I think we accomplished that.” 

One of the key components presented to students was 
reduction in food waste, which before the plan amounted to 
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Students trade a ticket in at 
the main servery to receive an 

entree and two sides.

Students have been cleaning 
their plates since the launch 

of the plan, reducing waste.

For their ticket, students re-
ceive an entree and two sides.



over very quickly to this,” she 
said. “It is one of those evolution-
ary things that the campus really 
has to begin to embrace. For so 
long, campuses have relied upon 
food service, and rightfully so, 
as a selling point for students, 
and making sure that they have a 
phenomenal plan is part of that. 
So to change that entire dynamic 
within a few short months is not 
quite feasible. There is a lot that 
has to go into it.”

Proper implementation is im-
portant. “I think what was critical 

and helped this work at Mary Baldwin was all of the ground-
work that Mary and her staff did talking and explaining it to 
students,” she said. “Given what students are learning and 
understanding and asking from us in terms of sustainability 
initiatives, and when I say us I mean foodservice providers in 
general, I think it resonates with students. I think that they get 
it. I think that they appreciate it.”

The explanation of the waste factor can help convince stu-
dents why this is a good choice. “One of the key factors that 
always comes up in this discussion is that students begin to 
realize that whatever they are paying for a meal plan automati-
cally factors in the waste,” said Lapp. “If we can reduce that, 
then we can turn around and make sure that we are keeping 
the dollars more locally, that we are enhancing the quality of 
the center of the plate for every student. Everyone feels a ben-
efit from that because someone who does typically eat less, 
doesn’t feel as if they are paying for the food that someone 
else is throwing away because they decided to try a little bit 
of everything.”

Lapp agrees with VanNortwick that it is important to teach 
students to make sensible food choices. “It is the only way that 
we are going to realistically teach students, take foodservice 
education a step further and really show them how to be re-
sponsible. We can put as many healthy choices as we want out 
there and yet, if students are not practicing portion control and 
managing their daily choices on a personal level, in an all-you-
can-eat environment, it is very difficult for them to stay on a 
track, even if they want to.”

She continued, “What Mary has been able to do is es-
sentially give the students free reign to choose whatever they 
would like, but we are helping them with that portion control, 
so that then they can go back and refill their plates with health-
ier items. I think that sends a much more realistic message 
about how they need to learn to manage themselves as young 
adults. I think this is a nice way to lead them to adulthood and 
show them they have the choices while helping them make 
more responsible decisions, not only for their own personal 
health, but for the environment as well.” —OCH

move off campus or graduate,” 
she said. “College students reflect 
the national trends for overweight 
and obesity, subsequent diseases, 
food insecurity issues, and fur-
therance of this ignorance when 
setting up households and raising 
families.” 

She views the all-you-can-eat 
meal plan as flawed when it comes 
to teaching proper nutrition. 
“Students come to us from high 
schools that limited their choices,” 
said VanNortwick. “We unwisely 
and irresponsibly put them into a 
service system that by its very design communicates ‘take as 
much as you want, eat as much as you want and throw away as 
much as you want.’”

The all-you-can-eat model contradicts what dining op-
erations are trying to teach them. “At the same time, we try 
to influence their decisions and practices by communicating 
what we did to procure a wholesome food supply and pub-
licly displaying how much they tossed,” she said. “They pass 
through our dining halls with dietitians, chefs, managers 
and associates, all working on their behalf — but too many 
leave the institution little the wiser about how to make good 
choices, or how food affects health, how to buy, prepare and 
enjoy foods that support health, because they didn’t read our 
banner, brochure, poster or table tent. They simply went to 
the service counter, pre-occupied with updating Facebook via 
their smartphones, ate without much human interaction and 
left in a hurry to make it to their next class on time. Our goal 
is for students to become educated and actively shape their 
food choices.” 

VanNortwick said the students have taken to the switch to 
the new service model. “They experienced satisfaction with 
lower levels of consumption, much to their surprise. Just hav-
ing one plate or making a value judgment about that plate 
and seeing that it wasn’t about us trying to be cheap about 
the plate, but it was really about the quality, as we have done 
nothing but drive quality to the plate. This was just another ex-
pression of the same. They were open to seeing it on a health 
basis. I don’t think that we would have had the same reaction if 
we hadn’t first taken care of the other business, which is what 
the customer is all about.”

Can it Work on Campuses?
Laura Lapp, director of Nutrition for all of Chartwells 

Higher Education, thinks the sustainable meal plan can work 
on other campuses, and not just an all-female campus like 
Mary Baldwin — with time and proper implementation. 

“It is not the type of program where they can go from a 
traditional all-you-can-eat dining environment and switch 

“StudentS come to uS from high SchoolS 
that limited their choiceS. We unWiSely 

and irreSponSibly put them into a 
Service SyStem that by itS very deSign 
communicateS ‘take aS much aS you 
Want, eat aS much aS you Want and 
throW aWay aS much aS you Want.’”

— Mary VanNortwick, Wellness Dietitian
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