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There’s a New Burger in Town!
Students are demanding fresh, high quality, fast food.  Johnson & Wales University is responding.  
PROVIDENCE RI - On-campus dining choices are feeling heavy pressure to be more sophisticated and relevant.  Discerning students are demanding fresh, high quality food prepared to order.  

When Johnson & Wales University decided to upgrade several of their downtown Providence campus dining venues, they hired Vision 3 Architects to design the transformations.  According to Michael Downing, Executive Director of Practicum Properties at the Providence Campus, the existing dining options “fed the students.  Period.”  Surrounding restaurants and fast casual dining options were pulling students and faculty away from campus during meal times.  The university wanted to redesign their facilities to become engaging and inviting places that attract and retain students and faculty.  

With these goals in hand, the first transformation involved complete interior demolition and conversion of an existing deli at Johnson Hall.  The renovations split the deli into two new retail venues, a self-branded burger concept, and a Starbucks franchise to be operated by Johnson & Wales.

Vision 3 Architects and the university worked hand-in-hand to design a new, self-branded, “fast casual” concept, “City Burger.”  Downing emphasizes that “all details are important to the ultimate success” of City Burger.  From creating a perfect burger patty size, to incorporating recycled paper products; from designing a casual uniform, to building a fire in the fieldstone fireplace; no feature was considered too small for consideration.  He wanted City Burger to resemble a restaurant that students and faculty “would choose to frequent if they were back at home.”

Completed in January 2008, City Burger is a unique departure from the typical university dining experience.  Designed around the menu, the student-run facility looks and feels like a restaurant.  City Burger features an inviting, “tavern-style” atmosphere with decorative lighting, warm wood tones, flat-panel TVs, and a working, double-sided fieldstone fireplace.  A complete renovation of the kitchen moved it into full view of diners.  Food is now prepared to order as guests watch.

Uniting fresh and high quality with fast, City Burger features hamburgers, fries and shakes made from all natural ingredients that have never been frozen.  The menu includes the university’s signature beef burgers, as well as more adventurous burger options made from chicken, veggies, and shrimp.  All beef used at City Burger is source verified, meaning the meat is traceable to the farm of origin, and even back to the parents of the animal. 

City Burger is open only to students and faculty.  The soft lighting, cozy fireplace, and flat-screen TVs invite students and faculty to gather, take a break from their busy schedules, and enjoy good food in a warm, social setting.  There are wireless connections at City Burger and Starbucks.  At any time of day, one can find groups of students working on their laptops, or hitting the books in a comfortable, casual setting.

The second challenging project Vision 3 and Johnson & Wales faced together was to combine two adjacent dining halls in the basement of the John Hazen White Center into one, unified dining experience.  The resulting 6,000 s.f. “Marketplace” features three distinct dining options.  

While more traditional in design than City Burger, Marketplace also focuses on creating a casual dining experience and gathering space for students and faculty.  A double-height, urban New England streetscape links three distinct dining areas and creates an instant “wow” factor for guests upon arrival.  Warm colors, materials and lighting brighten and visually expand the basement location, transporting guests to a different experience from the rest of the academic building.  

Decorative signs and custom millwork create an inviting, old New England ambiance.  Cafeteria style seating was replaced with casual seating, including a mix of table types and sizes, and seating options.  Wireless service is also available at Marketplace, where food is prepared predominately by student chefs in teaching situations to give them real world experience prior to graduation.  

The focus is to serve high quality food, “closer to its natural state.”  As at City Burger, food sources are traced and an effort is made to purchase local products, wherever possible.  Large batch cooking has been eliminated, all food is now prepared in small batches or is made to order.  The main food station at Marketplace, “Nature’s Bounty,” serves all natural, sustainable or organic foods.  

The renovations of Johnson & Wales University’s dining options have been a complete success.  “I have never had such a positive reaction as I did from day one with City Burger,” says Downing.  Students approach him daily letting him know “this place is great, don’t change a thing.”  Studies show participation in meal plans is expected to grow next year, with commuter meal plans increasing the most. 

Johnson & Wales University’s new dining options create unique teaching opportunities and community meeting places for students, staff, and faculty, while at the same time, responding to the call for more sophisticated and relevant dining experiences in college and university communities.

About Vision 3 Architects:

Vision 3 Architects is a 35-person architectural and interior design firm located in Providence, RI that offers creative design solutions to corporate office, education, and hospitality clients.  For more information about Vision 3 Architects, visit www.vision3architects.com.

About Johnson & Wales University:

Johnson & Wales University, founded in 1914, is a nonprofit, private institution. A recognized leader in career education, we offer accredited degrees in business, hospitality, culinary arts, technology and education. With a diverse student body of more than 16,000 graduate and undergraduate students, representing all 50 states and 89 countries, JWU prepares students for personal and professional success by integrating rigorous academics and professional skills, community leadership opportunities and our unique career education model. The university is committed to urban revitalization and thoughtful historic renovation. Through active civic participation and by offering unique learning opportunities, JWU improves the quality of life in its campus communities in Providence, R.I., North Miami, Fla., Denver, Colo., and Charlotte, N.C. For more information visit www.jwu.edu.
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