
In many cases, students with special dietary needs can feel 
self-conscious about their condition. They do not like to 
draw attention to it, as they want to seem “just like every-

one else.”
University Dining at North Carolina State University (NC 

State) in Raleigh has come up with a way for students to check 
for allergens in a discreet way. “At every dining hall, we have an 
iPad that sorts for allergens and intolerances,” said Lisa Eber-
hart, registered dietitian. “It has today’s menu, and if you want 
to be dairy free, for example, it will sort everything that is dairy 
free, which is really cool and students really like it.”

The idea for the iPads for allergens, which were pro-
grammed by campus developers, came from a similar set-up 
in the Athletic Dining Hall. “It sorted all sorts of menu items, 
like if they wanted to gain weight, lose weight, if they 
had an iron deficiency or other issues for our Training 
Table,” she said. “I did it on an iPad, and I thought, 
‘You could really do this easily with allergens.’ They 
just changed it to allergens for me. It has been really 
nice because students are really comfortable with an 
iPad. It also gives them calories, protein, carbohy-
drates and fats if they want to know that.” 

Eberhart said this a great way for students to ac-
cess information without it seeming like a big deal. 
“I am not a person who likes to have all that informa-
tion right in your face. I think people who are inter-
ested will look it up, and people who don’t need to 
be obsessing on it don’t need it right in their face. I want it to 
be easier and less obtrusive. I want it to be that they can walk 
in and glance at the standard menu items, maybe only the first 
time they come to the dining hall. If a new item comes up that 
they haven’t looked up, they can scan it. It makes it easier.”

While the iPads are mainly for items that are daily specials, 

a more low-tech op-
tion is available for 
everyday items. “We 
have a poster of our stan-
dard menu items, things that are served every day,” she said. 
“They are things like burgers, the salad bar, condiments and 
deli meats. I mark the allergens on there. It is just a static 
poster that is up behind some glass in every dining hall when 
they first walk in the door.” 

Students can also access the allergen and intolerance in-
formation on University Dining’s website and a mobile web-
site. “They can check it before they arrive in the dining hall, 
or on their phones while in the dining hall,” said Eberhart.

They can also use their phones to scan QR codes at the 

point of sale. “We use a QR code on every menu identifier in 
the dining hall, so that students can scan it with their smart-
phones and find out the allergens,” she said. “It has been nice 
in a not-very-intrusive way for people with allergies to go 
through and just scan it, if they hadn’t looked it up on the 
website before they got there.”

Eberhart said that while these tools help students find the 
allergens in foods, her goal has always been to have a menu 
that is allergy friendly. “We are really striving to use the clean-
est ingredients we can to minimize allergens, so that we don’t 

have to have a bunch of gluten-free options, and soy-free 
options, dairy-free options. We want to do more build-to-

order-type items, so that people know ahead of time.”
While a completely allergen-free menu is impos-

sible, she hopes that these tools are helping those 
students who need them. “I want them to go to 
the dining hall and not have to struggle their way 
through,” she said. “I want them to feel like we are 
listening to them. I know when people have aller-
gies or intolerances, they feel like no one really 
gets it. I hope they realize we are listening to them 
and we really are trying.” —OCH
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