
Can’t Stomach Mandatory Meal Plans 

Have you ever looked at your Tech bill and wondered how it can cost so much, even though the 

school has (relatively) cheap tuition?  Have you ever swiped your ID in the Chartwells line, only to sigh 

regretfully because it’s already December and you have forty (or more) meals to use or lose?  If you are 

a student living in the dorms, you likely recognize these experiences and know that they are caused by 

mandatory meal plans. 

As a student of New Mexico Tech, I have several options when it comes to where I live.  I could 

live in Albuquerque and commute to classes; I could live off-campus in Socorro; I could live in student 

apartments; or I could live in the dorms (a.k.a. “residence halls”).  For many students, living in the dorms 

or apartments is the most convenient and cost-effective choice.  However, the waiting list for student 

apartments is long, and many choose the dorms over the apartments.  But living in the dorms, (Driscoll, 

South, West, Presidents and Baca), has a very major drawback: residents in these halls are required to 

purchase, at minimum, a meal plan that includes 150 meals. 

So how much does the requisite meal plan cost?  For the Fall 2006 semester this meal plan cost 

$1,200.  Not counting the $75 “Tech Dollars” (additional money that is used like a gift card for 

purchasing snacks and drinks as Chartwells take-out, or at the coffee shop) this comes to $7.50 per 

meal.  As a basis for comparison, a double occupancy room in one of the halls in Fall 2006 costs $1,145.  

Yes, the meal plan costs more than the room itself.  Combined, room and meal plan come to $2,345 – 

greater even than the school’s Fall 2006 resident tuition of $1,719.72.  What’s with the seventy-two 

cents? I have no idea.  In any case, it seems wrong that the required meal plan costs more than an 

average room, and room and board combined cost more than attending the school itself! 

Now, only residents of the dorms are required to purchase this meal plan.  For students living in 

the apartments (Altamirano, Desert Willow and Mountain Springs), the meal plan is optional.  A person 

would think that living in the apartments would be more expensive, given they have a little bit more 

luxury, more privacy and a generally better living environment.  Let’s look at the numbers, shall we?  A 

four-bedroom apartment in Altamirano cost $1,945 in Fall 2006.  Yes, it is more expensive than the 

dorm room -- except when you take into consideration the extra $1,200 from the required meal plan.  

Somehow my cheap, non-luxurious dorm room costs me $2,345, while your nice, private little 

apartment costs you only $1,945. 

So much for dorm living being the most cost-effective. 

 As of this article’s writing, I have eaten exactly fifty-one of my 150 pre-purchased meals.  I 

typically eat at Chartwells on Monday through Thursday, twice a day if my schedule allows. By the end 



of the semester I may have added six more meals to that total -- I don’t eat a lot when finals are coming 

up.  This will leave me with ninety-three un-eaten meals: $697.50 that I will never see again, because 

these meals won’t be refunded or carried over into next semester.  This money could have been put 

toward my tuition, or my exorbitantly-priced textbooks.  Instead, it is disappearing into the Chartwells 

Twilight Zone. 

 So why are residence hall students required to purchase these meal plans, while apartment-

dwellers are not?  Perhaps it is because we lack kitchens and the school is afraid we’d starve to death if 

we weren’t forced to buy meals?  Give me a break; we are all adults, and we can take care of our own 

nutritional needs.  Or maybe concerned parents got together and demanded we be forced to buy meals 

so we don’t starve? If that is the case, however unlikely, then why don’t the apartments suffer these 

meal plans? 

 I can think of two more likely options.  1) The school is looking for any excuse to charge us more 

money.  Cynical? Yes, but not unlikely.  2) Chartwells knows their quality is horrible, and fear they’ll go 

bankrupt if they don’t have that guaranteed income.  They might even have to eat their own food if it 

comes to that!  As long as they know they’ll be getting $1,200 from every student in the dorms, they 

don’t have to spend a cent on improving their quality.  Otherwise, they wouldn’t have the guaranteed 

income, and would have to spend extra on improving the quality to get any income at all.  So they have 

a win/win situation – for them at least. 

  And $7.50 per meal?  I could go to McDonald’s and get an extra value meal for less than $6.  Or 

if Socorro had a Wendy’s, I could get a full meal for less than $4.  On those occasions when I eat in my 

dorm room, my meals consist of either ramen ($.30) or Spaghetti-o’s ($.85), and a soft drink ($.75) or tea 

($.10).  If I lived in the apartments and had a kitchen, I could easily cook a real dinner for less than $5 – 

assuming I could cook, that is.  Even when I do eat at Chartwells, I eat probably the equivalent of $4-5 

worth of food, had I bought it elsewhere.  A bagel and cream cheese, or a plain salad, won’t cost $7.50 

in your average supermarket.  Why don’t I live in the student apartments if they are a better value?  

Simply, I couldn’t get an apartment.  The waiting lists for apartments are long, and upperclassmen 

always have seniority when it comes to getting one. 

 As a student, I’m not exactly rolling in cash.  My class schedule typically restricts me from having 

any sort of ‘real’ job, and I’m sure it is the same for many students.  As a result it pains me greatly to see 

$600 or more every semester disappearing.  I am a walking debt, but I could have paid back half of my 

tuition this semester with the money I was forced to pay, yet unable to consume. 



 What would fix this situation? Obviously, removing required meal plans completely would make 

meal plan victims happy.  The change wouldn’t be a total loss for Chartwells.  I would still buy meals – 

probably fifty or seventy-five given my eating habits.  Also, I know many people who live in the 

apartments that buy meal plans despite not being required to. However, I doubt whoever is in charge of 

requiring these meals would go for that – can’t risk that bankruptcy, after all.    

So how about lowering the price per meal?  Five dollars per meal doesn’t seem unreasonable to 

me.  High for breakfast, but just right for lunch, and a little low for dinner – it all balances out in the end.  

Or just lower the amount of meals required.  This amount could be based off of the average student’s 

meal use per semester.  This number wouldn’t be hard to figure out, since the number of remaining 

meals is flashed on the screen when we swipe our IDs – there has to be a database with all of these 

numbers somewhere.  Even better, combine both of these options.  50 meals at $5.00 per meal comes 

to $250 per semester.  That double-occupancy dorm room now costs only $1395.  This way, crappy 

dorms are back to being cheaper than the nice apartments, you get reasonably-priced meals, and 

Chartwells gets their guaranteed income. 

These changes aren’t even particularly unprecedented.  Let’s look at the University of New 

Mexico (UNM).  Students at UNM also are required to purchase meal plans.  However, undergrads have 

eleven options to choose from.  The least expensive meal plan that UNM offers is “Meal Plan 10,” which 

is 50 meals per semester plus $350 in Dining Points (which function like our “Tech Dollars”).  This plan 

costs $660, which brings meals to $6.20 each.  In addition, their Dining Points carry over from Fall to 

Spring semester, although meals themselves do not.  So although UNM students are required to have a 

meal plan, just like Tech students are, their meal plan options are far more reasonable and flexible than 

ours. 

What can students do about this problem?  Get in touch with Reslife by speaking with your RA 

or Hall Director.  Go to Auxiliary Services with your complaints.  Go through your Student Association 

representative, or speak directly with the SA President.  Tell them your meal plan problem in a mature 

manner (no screaming or whining, most people aren’t receptive to those measures), and suggest 

alternatives such as those I have outlined above.  We students have to come together as a community 

have to come together to make our living expenses more reasonable. 

In 2003, New Mexico Tech’s food was rated 2nd worst in the country by The Princeton Review. It 

has since risen to 10th worst.  How can anyone justify even eating that food, let alone requiring students 

to spend a non-refundable $1200 per semester on it? I can’t stomach Chartwells food, nor can I stomach 

mandatory meal plans.  


