
The new South Village Crossing at the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte was built with flexibility in mind. 
The building is in the midst of the South Village resi-

dence area of campus, which is growing. “We did a sector 
plan for that entire area, which included this facility, three 
additional residence halls, a complete re-work of the roads 
and infrastructure and also a large parking deck with more 
than 1,000 spaces,” said Keith Wassum, director of Business 
Services with the university. “It was a larger project, which 
was significant because it allowed us to determine where 
it should be best located and how it might be connected to 
these residence areas.” 

The new dining hall replaces what was affectionately 
known as the RDH (Residence Dining Hall), which was built 
in 1971, and would not be able to handle the expanding area 
of campus. “It needed to be replaced,” he said. “It served its 
purpose probably 10 years earlier.” 

The $35-million, 56,000-square-foot South Village Cross-
ing was built to meet the growing needs. “We identified that 
growth was coming, and we planned for continuous growth; 
we thought that we needed to plan for the future,” said Ana 
Alvarez, director of Auxiliary Services. “Therefore, South 
Village Crossing is a lot more than just dining. It is much 
more than a residential dining hall.” 

To design the facility, the school worked with dining partner 
Chartwells, Ricca Design Studios and Envision Strategies. 
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The second floor also features the SoVi Market and Bakery. 
“We needed to expand our campus bakery,” said Wassum. 
“We decided to locate it in this facility. We wanted to make 
it more visible to students. We have a finish bakery that is a 
concept in itself that is actually in the dining hall. They use 
that to finish stuff, and we also have cases there with all of 
this fresh stuff. The main bakery production area we con-
nected to the market.”

Also on the second floor is The Den by Denny’s, which is 
the late-night concept. “It is open 
from the afternoon until 1 a.m.,” 
said Alvarez. “We wanted to have 
something available on that side of 
campus to be that late-night option.”

With the idea that the South Vil-
lage Crossing would be more than 
just a dining facility, the second floor 
features lounge space with fireplaces 
and a multi-purpose room. “It is a 
gathering space. More students live 
on that side of the campus, and they 
are building more residence halls; so 
the idea was that they would use that 
as an extension of their dorm spaces,” 
said Wassum. “It does form sort of a 
hub for that residence community. It 
has lounges that look really nice, a 
multi-purpose room and some really 
nice places for students to gather.” 

Also part of the facility is a seat-
ing space that opens up to a lake 
and a natural setting. “We wanted to 
have a flexible space,” said Alvarez. 

“Under inclement weather we could close it off, but you still 
felt like you were seated outside.”

On the first floor of the facility is the all-you-care-to-eat 
dining area, which has a number of flexible elements. 

The first station features a salad bar and yogurt parfait sta-
tion. “There is an Evo grill in the center of that salad bar where 
they can make fresh proteins for the salads: grilled chicken or 
whatever they are featuring that day,” said Jody Thompson, 
the foodservice program manager with the university. “Off to 
the left, they have a create-your-own deli bar, along with the 
toppings and different spreads and breads to create your deli 
sandwich. Behind the line, there is a hearth oven where they 
can have toasted sandwiches if they choose to do that. It is a 
manned bar. But it is also an open bar where they can create 
their own sandwich and put whatever on it they would like.”

Since the opening of the facility in January 2015, some 
modifications have been made to the way the students are 
served at the station. “What we found is that we wanted to do 
the small plates, and we wanted to have that interaction and 
that toasting of the sandwich, but what we heard in the first 
semester is that the students still want to have the ability to pick 
up a simple ham and cheese on their own and not necessarily 
have it toasted and not necessarily ask for it to be handed to 
them,” said Alvarez. “So we’ve made some modifications so 
that the program is not your traditional resident dining program 
where there is this deli bar and they can just pick up whatever 
they want and they are on their own. They can have a choice. 
This is what we have heard, ‘I still want to be able to get my 

“As part of that process, we had student focus groups,” said 
Wassum. “We talked with them about what they wanted, not 
only about the member dining, but we also asked them if we 
were going to have some late night, what would that look like? 
We also visited some facilities with our partners at Ricca. We 
looked at James Madison, Virginia Commonwealth and the 
University of Virginia.” 

After the focus groups and campus visits, certain criteria 
became important for the new facility. “We decided early on 
that we wanted to provide variety,” 
he said. “We wanted to provide flex-
ibility in that we didn’t want to have 
to have everything open. We wanted 
to have multiple stations so that we 
could have multiple stations open. 
We were interested in small-batch 
production and made-to-order — to 
be able to make it fresh and smaller. 
We planned to do small plates. We 
wanted to be interactive — everything 
to be out front — all of the cooking 
to be basically done in front of all 
the customers.” 

Sustainability was also an impor-
tant criteria. “We built pulp extractor 
systems,” said Wassum. “We have 
solar hot water built into the build-
ing. We’ve got panels on the roof. We 
wanted to look as much as we could 
at the equipment and design to figure 
out how we could be more sustain-
able. Also, in terms of the equipment 
itself, we wanted to be as efficient as 
we could, so we have things like a grease-extraction system. 
The grease from all of our fryers gets pumped out through 
the building over to a receptor, so we don’t have to cart grease 
through the dining hall.”

The school also worked with Chartwells to add more op-
tions for the increasing number of students with special dietary 
needs. “We wanted it to be flexible enough, and have areas that 
we could work with our foodservice partners to incorporate 
more options for those students, so we wouldn’t have to exempt 
or make an exception to the meal plan, but to be able to serve 
those students within the program’s parameters,” said Alvarez.

South River Crossing features the school’s first takeout 
concept on the second floor of the building. It too has a 
flexible component. “The idea was to create an area that if 
you were on the run, you could do this take-out concept,” 
said Wassum. “But, also, we designed it so it can be used 
for more than take-out. We haven’t done a lot with this yet, 
but it can be used if need be as a venue itself. It can be used 
over certain breaks if we wanted to. It is a smaller area, and 
we could actually serve a fairly sizeable number of students 
out of that without opening up the whole dining facility.”

Offering the to-go option allows the students greater value 
on their meal plans. “Now, when students mention that they 
don’t have time to sit and have a meal and they are losing 
their swipes, we offer them a meal to go, so they can come 
in, swipe for a meal and actually take their container,” said 
Alvarez. “A lot of students want to take their meals back to 
their residence halls.”

Key Players
•	 Brad Crotts, Perkins Eastman, Architect

•	 Lenny Condenzio, Ricca Design Studios, Partner

•	 Tara Schroeder, Ricca Design Studios, Principal

•	 Rob White, President, Envision Strategies 

•	 John Hutchison, Chartwells, Director of 
Resident Dining at SVC 

•	 Terry Nahavandi, Chartwells, Resident District 
Manager

•	 Keith Wassum, UNC Charlotte, Director of 
Business Services

•	 Ana Alvarez, UNC Charlotte, Director of 
Auxiliary Services

•	 Jody Thompson, UNC Charlotte, Food Service 
Program Manager

•		 Drew Averitt, UNC Charlotte, Facility Planner

 NOVEMBER 2015 ON-CAMPUS HOSPITALITY

Design



concepts as time changes.”
All of the stations, including the Asian station and the 

hearth oven, are self-contained. “You have storage and re-
frigeration within each station,” said Alvarez. “You don’t 
have the chefs having to run to the back of the kitchen to 
grab anything. Everything is pretty much in their unit, and 
they can work there and interact with the student without 
breaking that momentum while they are serving. They can 
load everything that morning for the day, and they can work 
through the day without having to go back and prep.”

Digital menu boards have also enhanced the flexibility of 
the facility. “This is not the dining hall of 10 or 15 years ago 
where you walked in and had a sign over different stations 
that said this is the grill or this is the deli,” said Alvarez. “We 
don’t have any such signs. There are digital menu boards that 
tell you what is being served today. There is a lot of flexibility 
to be able to cater it to what we need.”

The stations also feature counters, hardware and food shields 
from BSI. “The designs are very fluid and the colors change 
from one section to the other, so it is not all very cookie cut-
ter,” said Alvarez.  

“There are backlit elements to draw your attention to each 
station,” Wassum added. “Almost every cooking area has a 
presentation area with a food shield, so that from a student’s 
perspective, you have a food shield, you have the range they 
are cooking on and the chef is interacting with them while 
they are preparing the meal.” 

The school had to also meet rigid food-shield guidelines 
for its county. “We are subject to the county guidelines, which 
sometimes are difficult for foodservice designers,” he said. 
“They are more restrictive than most places. That was a real 
challenge, getting all of that right, but also doing it in a way 
where you don’t really notice it, but you are still looking 
through at people. A lot of it goes away; you aren’t focused 
on the food shields, you are seeing the person behind it.” 

In addition to a learning curve for students, the culinary staff 
had to make some adjustments to their own style of serving 
and interacting with the students. “There is a training curve 
involved because suddenly you have cooks, sous chefs and 
prep people who would typically be behind the scenes,” said 
Alvarez. “It does take a change in culture to educate everyone 
that they are now expected to interact with the students, be 
able to answer questions, be more educated about what they 
are serving and that kind of thing. There is a little bit of a 
learning curve to that changing of the program.” 

She continued, “If you were to ask me last semester, ini-
tially we struggled a little bit with finding the right folks 
to do the different functions that are now required of them, 
because it is very interactive, and you have to get to know the 
students and you have to chat with them. The students want 
that experience. I think now that we have gone through an 
entire semester, they are starting to recognize that it is not 
only good for the students, but it is good for them. They are 
actually able to step out of their comfort zones, and they are 
starting to build relationships with these students that they see 
on a daily basis. It helps our program. It makes our students 
happy, and satisfied that they can talk to people that they see 
every day.” —OCH         

sandwich on my own, but if I want to come the next day and 
have a nice, warm toasted sub, I can request that as well.’”

She continued, “We have had to be flexible enough to 
accommodate those requests. So far, it has worked well. We 
have a little bit of both. People still want their traditional 
hamburger and chicken fingers and things like that, and we 
are also serving paella in the small plates, and black beans.” 

While students have mostly welcomed the new facility and 
the changes in offerings, “We have had students who remi-
nisce about the old dining hall,” said Alvarez. “For example, 
initially, we hadn’t really given thought that we used to do 
Fried Chicken Thursday. One of the things they asked was, 
‘Are we still doing Fried Chicken Thursdays?’ We realized 
you have to find that nice balance where you have that new 
program, with small plates, the culinary delights, but you still 
have to have some of those traditional, make-you-feel-good  
foods. They want to be able to get a hamburger and a hot dog.” 

To keep track of the new things that students like — and 
what they miss — Thompson has a “Food Crew,” a dining 
services advisory board. “They communicate regularly about 
bringing some of that back,” said Alvarez. “We listen and we 
try to roll that back out. It is definitely a win-win for everyone.” 

Another adjustment for the students was the switch to 
small plates. “That was a really big change for them, because 
they truly are small plates,” she said. “The idea was that you 
could have as much as you want, but let’s not be wasteful. We 
wanted to encourage them to try different things.” 

Students do have the ability to customize their offerings 
at the stations. “At the grill station, they are doing grilled 
chicken, burgers, turkey burgers — anything that you would 
like to customize yourself,” said Thompson. “They are able to 
create their own. After they get their protein off of the grill, 
they are able to build it either with hot toppings or there is 
a cold side where they could do lettuce, tomato, onions and 
such. The hot toppings are chili, sautéed mushrooms and other 
items. They can use various cheeses and different rolls. It is 
very customizable.” 

An Agua Fresca station offers flavored waters and custom-
ized juices. “We have a section of soda that is all sugar-free, 
so we isolate it to one side of the dining hall,” said Alvarez. 
“There are non-carbonated, sugar-free and caffeine-free op-
tions.” 

The Euro Station offers a great deal of flexibility. “It was 
designed so basically you could produce pretty much any food 
that you want,” said Wassum. “We haven’t done this yet, but 
it was designed so that if you wanted to bring a restaurant in 
from off campus for a special event, they would have what 
they need.”

“It is what you normally have in the back of the house 
in terms of a kitchen that a dining hall needs,” said Alvarez. 
“However, in this case, it is out front. The chefs are actually 
out front preparing.” 

The equipment for the station is interchangeable. “It is set 
up to have three different pieces of equipment, so if we want 
to, we can go to our equipment garage and put a Teppanyaki 
grill, a carving station and a flat top,” said Wassum. “It gives 
us flexibility on a day-to-day basis, but also as trends change, 
the equipment is such that we could change the whole con-
cept. Some of the concepts can be easily branded to be other 
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