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The college search from start to finish is a daunting process. It is best not to address the celiac disease issues until acceptances from colleges arrive in the mailbox. The time to deal with your child’s celiac disease and all that living away from home will entail begins as these acceptances arrive. The dietary needs of the celiac child shouldn’t be the focus in deciding which school to choose, but there are some things to bear in mind when doing the college search.

Parents should keep an eye out for certain things when looking at potential schools on those campus tours. Making notes on each school will help when your child gets their short list made after all their other criteria is in place. Keep in mind the larger the student body, the more dining service options there will be, the greater the chances for variety in dormitory living, health services, etc. The following are a few things to consider when looking at schools.

• Access to a kitchen is very helpful to the college student with celiac disease. Do the dormitories, especially freshman dormitory options, have suites with kitchenettes; or do the regular dormitories have kitchenettes on each floor  perhaps at the end of the hall or near the lounge area?

• Does the campus have little food markets; do these markets have gluten free items?

• Can your child walk to a large grocery store or health food store safely from the campus?

• Do the cafeterias on campus offer a variety of food options?

• What is the quality of the salad bars? There will be those times when your child can only find his/her meal at the salad bar!

• Are microwaves and refrigerators allowed in dorm rooms, this is a must for your celiac child!

• Is apartment living plentiful for upper classmen, is it a popular option, is it on campus, is it safe if you have an off campus apartment and is that common?  

Once your child has decided on their school, and the deposit is in the mail, it is time to do what you do best - call the school and ask to be connected to the head of the dining services department to talk about your child’s dietary restrictions. This is a good place to start to meet your child’s needs for the upcoming fall. Be prepared to explain the disease completely despite the size or type of school your child has chosen to attend. The following are some areas to address when talking to the dining services.

• Ask if there is a registered dietician affiliated with the dining services department or school that might help address your child’s needs.

• Ask if they service (feed) other celiac students. If so, ask how many, and how they meet their needs.

• Do they provide education to their staff about celiac disease, including the servers, so they understand if the student asks for something such as a clean pan for a stir-fried option?

• Will they provide a vendor list of everything the dining service offers in the dining halls? The summer will give you time to research with your child what items are safe to eat. It also allows time to educate the school and show how the current practices limit options for your child. For example, it is difficult for a child on a gluten free diet if all of the chicken offered is coated with a modified food starch that isn’t gluten free or if all the Asian foods are mixed with soy sauce that contains gluten. It is amazing the changes that can result when you show them how little is offered that is gluten free from dining services.

One school in the Midwest offered to buy and deliver weekly to the child Amy’s frozen dinners, gluten free snacks, cereals and other gluten free items and deduct it from the meal plan since menu options were so limited.

• Will they provide each cafeteria’s menus in advance to your child? This enables your child to know where to go on campus for food that is gluten free. Menus are always planned in advance and repeated in cycles, so this shouldn’t be a problem.

• Will they provide storage space for your child’s extra food in a cafeteria freezer and refrigerator close to their dormitory room?

• Ask the head of the food services to set up an appointment with your child and you on the day of your child’s arrival to campus. (Better yet, at an accepted freshman orientation program.) This allows your child to meet the person with whom he/she will be in contact for their dietary needs over the next few years. Once they are on campus, they will have to be their own advocate and learn to work with the system and the system with them.

The next telephone call to make is to the residential offices or housing department. Find out the living options for freshmen at the school. Offer to provide a letter from your child’s physician about your child’s celiac disease and their dietary limitations so that your child can be put in a living situation that provides a kitchen/kitchenette near their dorm room. Your child will then have first preference when the room assignments are made in the early summer. Inquire if George Foremen grills and appliances of that nature that can be used in dorm rooms. Most schools say no, but it is worth a try and maybe getting an exception. A must for a dorm room is a refrigerator and microwave. Find out the allowed voltage and buy them. When the roommate assignments arrive and the call is made to the prospective roommate, maybe they’ll opt to bring the TV and DVD player while your child offers to bring the microwave and refrigerator! 

Research the school’s meal plans. A declining balance option plan (a fixed amount put aside for the meal plan, much like a debit card) is usually the best plan due to the limited gluten free food options provided in the dining services. You can add money to these plans as necessary. Other options usually are ‘use it or lose it’!

Remember all schools have Offices of Disability Services and schools have to meet 504 criteria since this is a medical condition so make this call early, especially if the previous calls have hit roadblocks.

Remember, when shopping for the linens for the dorm room, that our children will need a place to store gluten free food in their rooms, and space is always tight in dorm rooms!! Bed risers, or concrete blocks to lift the bed to provide extra storage under their bed, will help. They will need paper and plastic cups, plates, and utensils since they eat a lot in their room to supplement the dining hall food. (It also helps keep dish washing to a minimum but make sure they are microwavable!) Also a pot, colander and some cooking utensils would be helpful.

Alcohol exposure at college is a given, and most children turn 21 in college. They will need to know which ones are gluten free and which aren’t at a time when you feel it is appropriate to discuss this issue.

Remember, your child will get sick at school. They will have to educate the infirmary/ health center staff about their celiac disease if they get sick enough to need care. New HIPAA laws make it hard for moms and dads to talk to the infirmary staff, it happens only with your child’s permission since they are over 18 years old!! Issues can come up that your child may want to keep private, for example birth control pills, antibiotic treatment for a sexually transmitted diseases, and etc. Our children need to make sure all medicines that they are prescribed or that are purchased over the counter are gluten free. On a lighter note, send your child to college with over the counter, gluten free vitamins and commonly used medications for colds, head aches, fevers, indigestion, etc. It will save a late night call to home asking you what to do and you not being able to help.

In closing, your child will need to advocate their needs to dietary services. Making sure meals are gluten free is their job now. It makes the college adjustment a little more difficult, they have to plan more than their roommate about their meals. Care packages from home and from gluten free vendors are a must! But remember, you’ve taught them well. They will manage. You will probably get a few frustrated telephone calls, but it gets easier and college will be the experience you and your child wanted with a lot of fun thrown in!!!!!   

