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Lack of Gluten-Free Options in Dining Halls Put Students at Risk 

Shoving through the heavily trafficked doors of Rebecca's Café, Ellie Giovanetti scans the room 

for an edible lunch. She is first greeted by the long entrée line, followed by prepared sandwiches and then 

the towering shelves of UTZ potato chips. Those are all risky choices. Besides the bland prepared salads, 

none of these options are gluten-free. She gets into the sandwich line, which is a tightly curved loop 

bordered by vinyl queue tape.  

Giovanetti continuously checks the time on her iPhone. She should be able to get her sandwich 

and get to class, but Rebecca's Café is always unpredictable. The stocked prepared sandwiches in the 

refrigerated case behind her are all on whole grain, focaccia, wraps and pitas. Her order needs to be made 

with clean gloves, gluten-free bread and on a sterile surface. 

"Whenever you walk into a bakery or cafe type of place, you just assume, 'oh, it's a salad for me'," 

she says of her necessary gluten-free diet. "There are options, but they don't offer pre-made, so you 

actually have to wait in that ten-hundred-year line. It's still an inconvenience." 

Finally, she orders her usual, a turkey sandwich with olive oil, tomato and mozzarella. She warily 

watches the deli worker change his gloves and safely wrap her sandwich, making sure that everything is 

done correctly so that she will not get sick from cross contamination. She says, "gluten-free bread," twice, 

just to be safe.  

Giovanetti is a fifth year nursing student with a gluten sensitivity. She is one of thousands of  

students to stress about their meals provided by college dining services. According to Beyond Celiac, 

formally The National Foundation for Celiac Awareness, an estimated 1 percent of Americans have celiac 

disease, the formal title of a hereditary gluten allergy. Another 6 percent of Americans are estimated to 



have a gluten sensitivity. Nearly half of those with a sensitivity or allergy are diagnosed while in college. 

However, Kent State University, in Kent, Ohio, offers the only gluten-free dining hall in the United 

States. According to the university, the dining hall earned certification from the Gluten-Free Food 

Services Certification Program, which is offered through the Gluten Intolerance Group.  

Students who do not have access to the country's only on-campus gluten-free dining hall find 

themselves unsatisfied and unable to rely on college facilities to nourish themselves. Living in a residence 

hall with a kitchen is not guaranteed and off-campus housing is not always affordable. Many do not use 

all of the weekly allotted meals they are required to pay for per semester and purchase food from off-

campus resources. In a study conducted by the U.S. National Library of Medicine in 2008, gluten-free 

products were 242 percent more expensive than regular products. Lack of gluten-free resources on 

campus is both a health risk and a financial burden.  

"This is a very serious disease," says Tricia Thompson, a gluten-free dietitian and the founder of 

Gluten Free Watchdog, a company that tests products for gluten contamination. "Before gluten was 

identified as the culprit in this disease, people died from it." 

Northeastern University, similarly to thousands of colleges and universities, does not guarantee 

that any of the campus's dining facilities are gluten-free. Students may only "avoid gluten" by choosing 

foods that are not prepared with the allergen. If cross-contamination occurs, the ingestion of gluten will 

cause damage to the small intestine and symptoms such as abdominal pain, chronic diarrhea and vomiting 

will occur, according to the Celiac Disease Foundation.  

Many gluten-intolerant students are required to pay colleges and universities for dining services 

that do not appropriately accommodate their necessary diet. According to public court records, the United 

States Department of Justice received complaints that Lesley University, in Cambridge, failed to, "make 

necessary reasonable modifications in policies, practices, and procedures to permit students with celiac 

disease and/or food allergies ... to fully and equally enjoy the [meal plan system]." When the case was 



settled in 2012, Lesley was required to not only fix the meal plan, but also pay $50,000 in compensation 

to previously identified students with allergies who were affected, according to an announcement released 

by the Department of Justice in December 2012.  

"Once foodservice professionals understand the severity of celiac disease and the health 

consequences of eating even minuscule amounts of gluten, they begin to understand the responsibility of 

safe gluten-free foodservice," says Rachel Begun, a culinary nutritionist and special diets expert located 

in Los Angeles. Begun has celiac disease herself.  

"It's a learning process," says Begun of gluten-free dining facilities. "[We] still have much work 

to do" 

Unfortunately, the current efforts are not to the highest quality. To eat lunch, Giovanetti risks 

being late to class or cross-contamination of her food that would leave her sick for a day. She politely 

reminds workers of her allergy, but her safest option is to cook at home, which is not achievable during 

her busy day between classes. When she does enter one of Northeastern's dining halls, her options are 

minimal. She often takes a few muffins provided by a local gluten-free bakery from the fridge in the 

"avoiding gluten" section. Not the most nutritious choice, but the safest.  

"There is only one really true hot plate," she says. "You either like it or you don't. That's your 

option." 

Discovering the Problem  

Celiac disease is a newly discovered condition that was identified in the 20th century, according to 

the Celiac Support Association. According to Beyond Celiac, a diagnosis is determined by a mix of blood 

tests and often a small intestinal biopsy. If a patient's blood test is negative, but they still experience the 

symptoms of celiac disease, this is generally referred to as a "gluten sensitivity" or a "gluten allergy," 

according to the Celiac Disease Foundation. 



The only treatment for these conditions is a strict gluten-free diet. According to the Celiac 

Disease Foundation, failure to a remove gluten from a patient's diet can result in long term health effects 

such as autoimmune disorders, gallbladder malfunction and infertility.  

Although celiac disease and gluten allergies have been known for decades, the familiarity with 

the conditions has been on the rise in recent years. Previously discovered by Beyond Celiac, about 1 in 

133 people in the United States suffer from celiac disease. According to more recent numbers published 

by the Celiac Disease Foundation, about 1 in 100 people in the United States suffer from celiac disease, 

which is an increase of 33 percent.  

 The point in time when colleges and universities began accommodating gluten-free students is 

not documented, but Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibits discrimination to students 

with disabilities. Celiac disease may be registered as a disability, requiring all colleges and universities in 

the United States to accommodate the gluten-free diet in some way.  

Unfortunately, the "some way" accommodations are often limited to gluten free breads, cereals 

and other processed foods. According to Choose My Plate, a program created by the United States 

Department of Agriculture, young men and women require two cups of fruit, two to three cups of 

vegetables and five to six ounces of protein. These daily requirements are frequently not fulfilled for 

gluten-free students that choose to only eat in the safe gluten-free designated areas of dining halls.  

"Students are more into wanting healthy choices, they're more conscious of making sure that their 

food is prepared safely," says Beckee Moreland, the director of GREAT kitchens, a program that trains 

and educates foodservice establishments. "They're more conscious of health than previous generations."	

Like many schools, Northeastern provides more prepackaged and processed gluten-free foods 

than freshly prepared. Zone 7, the university's allergen free dining station, offers one hot meal daily that 

consists of a starch, protein and vegetable. Gluten-free breads, bagels, English muffins, frozen waffles, 

cereal and other packaged goods in the "gluten aware" section outweigh the daily-made hot options. 



"That's one of the issues I always hear," says Moreland about feedback from students. "'I just 

want real food.'" 

Beyond Celiac has social media profiles on Twitter, Instagram and most popularly, Facebook. 

The organization interacts with Facebook followers by asking questions, sharing gluten-free recipes and 

posting information about the latest research, says Claire Baker, the director of communications and new 

media at Beyond Celiac.  

"Because there is no treatment option, we are left to figure it out on our own," says Baker. She 

says that the Beyond Celiac website and social media outlets provide a sense of community for those with 

celiac disease or a gluten allergy.  

The Difference Between a Fad and Vital Diet 

Recently, following a gluten-free diet for non-medical reasons has become popular. Frequently 

posted on social media sites, people of all ages are omitting gluten as a weight loss technique.  

"I think this whole gluten-free fad has impacted how seriously this [celiac disease] is taken," says 

Thompson about gluten-free protocol in dining facilities.  

According to the U.S. National Library for Medicine, no published evidence supports weight-loss 

with a gluten-free diet or, "suggests that the general population would benefit from avoiding gluten." 

Some colleges and universities – such as Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, and 

Providence College in Providence, Rhode Island – require medical documentation from students for 

access to gluten-free foods in the on-campus dining halls. Those students are given access codes to locked 

cases and refrigerators that contain the gluten-free food.  

"It would be better not having such a specific section cut off from everyone else," says Cassidy 

Alvarez, a second year undeclared major at Providence College with celiac disease. "It feels so secluded 



and uncomfortable. I feel like if it was more integrated I wouldn't feel as awkward," she says about going 

to get the gluten-free food that she needs. 

At Northeastern's dining halls, the "avoiding gluten" sections are open to anyone. Students who 

are gluten-free for both medical reasons and as a personal choice have access to the special foods.  

"I would try to take the muffins out of the fridge, but non-gluten free students would always take 

them," says Katharine Thibodeau, a political science major at Northeastern with celiac disease. Giovanetti 

expressed similar frustration with the situation. 

"I did not deal with my first non-gluten eater until about 2002," says Beth Rosenberger, who has 

been the dining services dietitian at Dartmouth College for over 18 years. "That student was the only one 

I worked with a few years. Now I meet with about one student per week."  

Even though some claim to be gluten-free without necessity, it is still important to ensure gluten-

free options for the safety of those who can have a reaction.  

"It can be confusing for foodservice associates when students have varying levels of gluten-free 

needs," says Begun on the topic. "That's why it's all the more important for the foodservice team to speak 

directly with each student to understand and accommodate their unique needs." 

Providing a nut-free or nut aware facility is becoming more standard in school dining halls, such 

as Northeastern. A common reaction to a peanut allergy is anaphylactic shock. Short-term reactions to 

gluten are not as sudden, but still life threatening, according to the Celiac Disease Foundation. Why are 

dining services not as eager to remove gluten from the menu as drastically as they did peanuts? 

"I suppose it's probably symtomogly," explains Amy Jones, a clinical dietitian in Ohio who also 

runs a local gluten-free support group. "Celiac disease isn't anaphylactic. Unfortunately, this is where the 

fad gets us in trouble. Nobody is doing a nut-free diet for fad." 

Speaking Up 



To guarantee the safety of students, it is important that foodservice teams are properly educated 

on celiac disease, how to avoid cross contamination and what ingredients contain gluten. Students at 

Northeastern argue that their university does not properly meet their dietary restriction by omitting 

information. Dishes outside of the gluten-free designated areas may not contain gluten, but that is not 

clear to students.  

Thibodeau complains that dishes that look gluten free are usually not, due to the seasoning and 

sauces on them. "They don't really label anything and you never know what's safe," she says. "Chicken is 

gluten free, but is that weird sauce on it gluten free?"  

Northeastern's menu is published daily on the university's website in partnership with its 

corporate company, Chartwells, but ingredients and accuracy of the menu is not dining service's strong 

suit. Guaranteeing certainty does not seem to be much of a strong suit for the university's dining services 

at all. 

"Because we [Northeastern dining services] work for Chartwells, our corporate company prefers 

that we call it 'avoiding gluten,' and not 'gluten free,'" says Tom Barton, the executive chef at 

Northeastern. The "avoiding gluten" policy was implemented before he began working at Northeastern 

six years ago. "Similarly, we don't use any nuts in the dining halls. They prefer that we use the term 'nut 

aware'." Peanut butter is the only source of nuts in the university's dining halls.  

Dartmouth also does not guarantee that they are a gluten-free facility, but the gluten-free foods 

are prepared in a designated area, according to Rosenberger.  

"The catering company should be willing and able to be transparent about where they source their 

ingredients, food production practices and explain the layout of the kitchen, including storage facilities," 

says Nancy Falini, a dietitian specialized in gluten-related disorders located in West Chester, 

Pennsylvania. She explains that it is important for students to be able to access this information. "This is 

so that students can be comfortable with their decision to use such dining services." 



Information provided by Barton counters the complaints from students such as Thibodeau.  

"Our menu management program has about 12,000 recipes, so I have the ability to run various 

reports. One of which is allergen report," he says. "We flag allergens from the entire menu and organize it 

into an excel sheet that I can give to the student." These allergen reports are not advertised and students 

would have to specifically ask for the document.  

 "They might not know to ask for it," says Barton.  

Communication and Cooperation 

To sustain a healthy environment for students and a trusting relationship between foodservice 

programs and gluten-free patrons, there is much progress to be made.  

Beyond Celiac offers the GREAT Kitchens and GREAT Schools, Colleges and Camps, which are 

programs directed by Moreland. The programs are on-site or online to train foodservice professionals how 

to provide a safe gluten-free environment, according to Moreland.  

"It's accessible, addresses the needs of students and the needs they're not thinking about," she says 

about the training program. "Psychosocial needs, nutritional needs and that there's deficiencies within the 

gluten free diet itself."  

The programs focuses on the importance of creating safe food stations and more options for 

students on-the-go. 

"Students don't just eat in the dining halls and there needs to be options for them throughout," she 

says.  

Giovanetti has similar thoughts about Northeastern's on-the-go options. Taco Bell is closing its 

on-campus location, leaving room for a potential gluten-free restaurant.  



"I think if they're taking Taco Bell out, they should put in a gluten-free option," Giovanetti says. 

"It's the perfect opportunity."  She also says that even if this did happen, she would still cook at home 

where this is less of a chance of cross-contamination, something she has dealt with before.  

"When you're getting glutened, it's time to stick up for yourself," says Jones about those who 

have gotten sick from ingesting gluten accidentally on campus. "I think it's important to advocate for 

yourself."  

There is much room for progress in the battle for safe on-campus gluten-free environments. The 

GREAT Kitchens program renovated itself in 2014 to address students' struggles in a more efficient way, 

according to Moreland. Students are encouraged to reach out to their on-campus dietitian and disability 

services if they do not believe they are receiving proper accommodation to their allergy.  

"If there is a dietitian on campus, they are the best advocate," says Jones. After multiple attempts, 

Christine Clark, the nutritionist at Northeastern, could not be reached for comment.  

"I think it's a great philosophy to say, 'Hey, anyone can eat this. This is safe for everyone,'" says 

Moreland about inclusive gluten-free food stations provided by properly trained staff.  

It is essential for students and dining facilities to have communication until celiac disease and 

gluten allergies are better understood and prepared for.  

"To honor their bodies, they need to be willing to advocate for themselves," says Falini. "How are 

they going to function well as students if they're not nourished?"  

 

 


