
Transformation And Tradition
A major overhaul of a 43-year-old dining facility delivers a contemporary servery to today’s students while 

maintaining the architectural integrity of the building on this storied campus.

By Karen M. Alley || Photos by Warren Patterson Photography
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History and tradition play a big 
role in shaping the operations 
at Phillips Exeter Academy, a 

prestigious high school in Exeter, N.H., 
established in 1781. Even when newer 
buildings are added, such as the  
Elm Street Dining Hall designed by 
renowned Architect Louis Kahn in 1972, 
they are expected to blend with the 
campus and maintain the academic feel 
that is part of the school’s identity.

It can be challenging to create a space 
that appeals to teenagers while still hon-
oring past traditions; teens always want 
the newest trends and are up-to-date 
on the latest technologies. However, that 
marriage of tradition and modernity is 
exactly what was requested of the food-
service design consultants at Rockland, 
Mass.-based Colburn & Guyette when 
the academy’s administration decided 
it was time for the dining hall to be 
renovated. The project called for a major 
overhaul of the building; with the design 
plan approved in January 2014, the 
construction portion took three months 
over the summer to complete. 

Updating
The design team, R. Todd Guyette, FCSI, 
Principal, and Peter McGillicuddy, Senior 
Assoc. FCSI, Senior Project Manager, 
took a straight-line cafeteria operation 
that hadn’t been changed much in 43 
years and created an open, multi-station 
servery that introduces display cooking, 
myriad menu choices and a traffic flow 
that reduces lines and wait times.  

 “Over the past 10 years, we have 
done a lot of work for private schools, 
colleges and universities where we’ve 
learned that students are looking for 
healthy, fresh food,” McGillicuddy says. 
“They like things made in front of them, 
even if not necessarily made ‘to order.’”

The Colburn & Guyette design 
team converted the old straight-line 
cafeteria—where everyone waited to 
make a selection—to an airy and open 

2,000-sq.-ft., scatter-style servery that in-
vites students to order where they wish. 
The focal point is the Specials hot-food 
station, a crescent-shaped counter that 
follows the curved, tile-covered facade 
of the large Wood Stone hearth oven. 
Chefs display-cook daily specials on a 
series of CookTek induction cooktops in-
set into the counter in front of the hearth 
oven. The cooktops can be removed 
from the countertop to make space for 
ambient food displays, as well.

Flanking the crescent counter, two self-
serve Specials counters offer an assort-
ment of hot entrées, from pasta and rice 
dishes to roast beef, grilled salmon and 
Monte Cristo sandwiches. Each features  
a Hatco heated shelf and one of the  
Specials counters also includes Randell 
food wells, which can switch from hot  
to cold. 

Specifying equipment that can change 
temperature or be swapped out or 
moved easily was an important design 
factor, not only because the facility needs 
to be able to offer a variety of menu 
items but also because it serves breakfast, 
lunch and dinner to a student body that 
boards at the school. 

Across the servery from Specials 
stations is a self-serve Deli and World’s 
Fare counter. Two island units in the 
open space between Specials and 
the Deli/World’s Fare stations are a 
two-sided salad bar and cereal bar. The 
latter is equipped with cereal and milk 
dispensers; bowls are stored in cabinetry 
custom-built into the counter below.

Additional mini stations located at the 
ends of the Specials and Deli/World’s 
Fare counters include a make-your-own 
waffle station and a toasting station at 
one side and the Sweet Street dessert 
area and a whole-fruit counter on the 
other side. The designers put beverage 
stations on both ends of the servery; 
they face the dining areas so students 
can refill at will without disrupting  
servery traffic. 

Renowned Architect Louis Kahn designed 
the Elm Street Dining Hall in 1972 with a 
modern style that blends in naturally with the 
traditional look of the historic private school.

The Wood Stone hearth oven is the focal 
point of the servery. The display-cooking 
counter in front of it is curved to match the 
curve of the oven’s façade. 
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One clever addition is a conveyor- 
style dish drop off—students bus their 
own dishes around the corner from the 
Deli—that features a custom woodwork 
wall of cubbies that can store students’ 
backpacks while they eat. It leaves their 
hands free to serve themselves from the 
food stations.

The clean lines, wood finishes, bright 
lighting, terrazzo flooring and overall de-
sign of the servery are modern without 
detracting from the classic architecture of 
the building. 

Gather ’Round The Hearth
Central to the new kitchen’s design is the 
Wood Stone hearth oven, chosen partly 
because of its versatility. Employees use 
it not only to produce fresh pizzas each 
day, but to roast meats, bake casseroles, 

heat sandwiches and calzones and more. 
The flame in the back of the oven draws 
attention and helps kitchen staff see the 
food cooking inside. The oven’s instal-
lation actually proved to be somewhat 
tricky because of the building’s existing 
construction, a situation that often occurs 
during renovations. The space where 
the oven was supposed to go backed 
into a concrete wall and lined up with an 
I-beam, which blocked the most direct 
route for the exhaust ductwork. 

“One of the things we like about 
Wood Stone is how great their engineer-
ing department is in working around 
difficult situations,” McGillicuddy says. 
Ultimately, the oven was able to remain 
in its central servery location thanks 
to some clever engineering. Installers 
cut a channel into the column without 

compromising its structural integrity to 
run the ductwork and reduced the size 
of the duct collar to allow it to fit into the 
available space. The adjustments made 
the connection work, and the oven 
exhausts properly. 

Refining Service
In addition to updating the service to 
give students more display preparation 
and interaction with the staff, the facility 
designers wanted them to be able to get 
in and out of the servery quickly, so they 
could eat and be on their way. 

“One of my favorite parts of this design 
are the pass-through heated cabinets on 
either side of the hearth oven,” McGil-
licuddy says. They connect the Specials 
counter with the existing production 
kitchen located behind it. Employees can 

load the cabinets in the kitchen and roll 
them into position between the kitchen 
and the Specials station. This pass-thru 
scenario helps saves time, ensures con-
stant supply of food and allows students 
to be served quickly.

Heated cabinets behind the Specials 
and the Deli/World’s Fare counters also 
help keep lines moving quickly. The 
cabinets hold additional backup food 
in serving pans so staffers don’t have to 
run back and forth to the kitchen or refill 
pans during peak times.

The renovation has been a great 
success with both the school administra-
tors and the students. “The client is very 
satisfied with how things came out; [we 
provided] an up-to-date dining facility 
while retaining the classic design Kahn 
envisioned,” McGillicuddy says. 

New scatter-style stations, including hot-entrée counters, a pizza station, salad bar, breakfast bar and deli as 
well as an ethnic-foods counter, let students find the foods they want directly rather than queue in one line.

The dining rooms of the Elm Street Dining Hall also were updated.

Built-in shelves for backpacks free students to serve themselves in the new servery.  
Note the conveyor-style tray drop; students bus themselves.
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Equipment List

Beverage Counters
� Vitality flavored-water dispensers
� Silver King/Marmon Group milk dispensers
� True Mfg. countertop refrig.
� Coffee brewers
� Soft-serve machine

Desserts
� Hatco drop-in heated shelf
� Randell/Unified Brands cold food wells

Specials
� Wood Stone hearth oven
� CookTek induction cooktops
� Delfield/Manitowoc pass-thru heated cabinets
� True Mfg. undercounter refrig.
� Hatco heated shelves
� AquaMatic exhaust hood
� Randell/Unified Brands hot/cold food wells
� CresCor mobile heated cabinets
� Hand sink

Deli/World’s Fare
� True Mfg. reach-in refrig.
� Randell/Unified Brands cold wells, hot/cold wells
� CresCor mobile heated cabinets
� TurboChef/Middleby fast-cook oven
� Hand sink

Toast/Soup
� Hatco conveyor toasters
� Randell/Unified Brands cold wells, soup wells

w/autofill

Cereal
� Silver King/Marmon Group milk dispenser
� Cereal dispensers

Throughout
� BSI food shields

At A Glance

� Facility: Elm Street Dining Hall,  
Phillips Exeter Academy, Exeter, N.H.

� Project: High-School Servery
� Design Consultants: R. Todd Guyette, 

FCSI, Principal; Peter McGillicuddy, Assoc. 
FCSI, Senior Associate; Brian Thistle, Assoc. 
FCSI, Senior Project Manager; Colburn & 
Guyette, Rockland, Mass.

� Total Budget: $900,000
� Foodservice Equipment Budget: 

$575,000
� Scope of Work: Schematic Design,  

Design Development, Contract Documents,  
Construction Administration

� Architects: Philip Laird, AIA, LEED AP 
BD+C, President; Peter Reiss, AIA, LEED AP 
BD+C, Senior Associate; ARC/Architectural 
Resources Cambridge, Boston

� Engineer: Brad Newell, Senior Electrical 
Designer, Rist-Frost-Shumway Engineering, 
Laconia, N.H.

� Interior Designers: ARC, Boston
� Fabricators: Aubin Woodworking, Bow, N.H.
� Contractors: Harvey Construction,  

Bedford, N.H. 

Digital menu boards make it easy for 
foodservice staff to update selections 
throughout the day. Pictured: the World’s 
Fare station.
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