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Food savvy public, celebrity chefs drive hunger for culinary arts  

 
By Lori C. Pruitt 

MONTGOMERY – When Larry Hitson was growing up, he loved to spend time in the kitchen. As an 
adult, he never lost that love, even while working in a manufacturing job and starting a family.  

When he was laid off from his job, he decided to pursue his dream of becoming a chef and 
owning his own restaurant, enrolling in Trenholm State Technical College in Montgomery and 
working on a degree in culinary arts.  
 
“This is a great program, and we have a wonderful faculty who will spend time with you,” he 
says. “I’d love to become a great chef, and I will be proud to say that I got my training here.”  
 
Many of Alabama’s public community and technical colleges offer opportunities to earn 
certificates or two-year degrees in culinary arts, along with the related fields of hospitality 
management and event planning. It’s a very affordable way to learn the food and hospitality 
business inside and out, and is the perfect launching pad for a new career.  
 
And what a career it can be. The field of culinary arts is hot – fueled in part by the popularity of 
celebrity chefs on The Food Network, Ehe Travel Channel and the increased European influence 
on the presentation and variety of food. In short, people are becoming more food savvy, and the 
industry is responding. There also are more food preparation facilities than ever before – from 
upscale restaurants to retirement villages. And most importantly, the jobs are plentiful and the 
sky’s the limit when it comes to advancement in the field.  
 
According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov), the employment of chefs, cooks and 
food preparation workers is expected to be plentiful because of the continued growth and 
expansion of food services outlets. Employment is expected to increase by 11 percent over 2006-
2016.  
   
“Even with the economy, people still eat out,” says Mary Ann Campbell, culinary program 
coordinator and chef at Trenholm State, Montgomery. “The food industry is not recession-proof, 
but even so, it has not hurt as much as other sectors. As for our program, we have many new 
restaurants, hotels and a dog track nearby, which mean more opportunities for our graduates to 
work. These properties come in needing new workers – they don’t come into town with a full 
staff. We’ve always had more jobs than students to fill them.” 
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Chris Villa, executive chef in the culinary arts institute program at Wallace State Community 
College, Hanceville, agrees. “The travel and tourism industry is the second-highest employer 
next to government, and the need is endless.”  
 
Villa also emphasizes that community colleges offer quality faculty. In fact, he trained at 
Johnson & Wales University in South Carolina, and was in the same rotation as Tyler Florence, 
who has a show on the Food Network. Villa also owns a hospitality staffing company based in 
Birmingham, which provides staff for country clubs, hotels, corporate dining rooms and the like.  
 
“Our program is very popular here, and the price is right,” he says. “Students can receive training 
from quality faculty at a fraction of the cost it would be at some schools.”  
 
In fact, some for-profit culinary programs can cost up to ten times more than Alabama’s public 
community and technical college programs. 
 
Age is no barrier to learning, either, Villa says. “We have students from 18 to 68 – some who are 
just starting to learn a career, others who have been laid off or find themselves needing a new 
career and others who just want to learn more.” Wallace State also credentials its students in the 
ServSafe Program, a required program for food service employees that will be a national 
mandate to complete by 2010, Villa says. 
  
Carolyn Williams, coordinator of culinary arts and food preparation for Shelton State 
Community College, Tuscaloosa, says its program is growing, with a newly remodeled kitchen 
for training. Some one-year culinary certificate programs do not require a high school diploma or 
a GED (General Educational Development) credential to enter, but Shelton and other colleges 
help students who desire a GED, she says. “We have no problem with job placement,” she says. 
“We do want to help students to succeed where they are and to move forward. We bring in local 
chefs, who work with the students, and in turn more doors are opened to our students for career 
opportunities.” 
 
Ed Bushaw, division chair of hospitality administration at Faulkner State Community College’s 
Gulf Shores campus, says his school’s program requires a paid internship for culinary students, 
allowing them to work and take classes, and thus build their resumes. “The demand is out there, 
because there is always turnover in the industry and people might find themselves moving up 
very quickly because of that,” he says. “We have had students who became managers before they 
graduated.”  
 
Faulkner offers a degree in culinary arts and a separate degree program in pastry. It also offers 
event planning and hospitality management programs, and offers short-term certificates in those 
programs. “This field encompasses so much,” he says. “We have had graduates transfer on to 
four-year schools for a degree, and there are more than 400 schools nationwide with a bachelor’s 
degree program in hotel and restaurant management. Many of them offer online courses. We’ve 
even had graduates go on to earn master’s degrees, and one earned a Ph. D. at Cornell University 
and teaches restaurant management.”  
  
Joseph D. Mitchell, program director for Jefferson State Community College’s Culinary and 
Hospitality Institute, Birmingham, says the school offers degrees and certificates in culinary food 
service, baking and pastry and hotel management. “This industry is one of the largest worldwide 
and it connects to just about everything,” he says. “It’s not just cooking – it’s ordering, 



  

 

purchasing, sales, and marketing, and there are jobs in all types of facilities, from military 
installations to country clubs.”  
 
Jeff State offers an introductory course that allows students to get a good taste of what the 
business is all about – and to help them decide if the field is right for them, and if so, what area is 
right for them, Mitchell says. “That is one way we can help guide our students,” he says. “A 
person may have the goal of being a pastry chef, and then find that he’s more interested in 
another area of culinary arts.” 
 
Jeff State has its own restaurant – Bistro proVare – with Chef Jason Bierley overseeing the 
operation, Mitchell says. “The students meet, greet, seat, take orders and prepare the food, as 
well as clean up at the end of the day,” he says. 
 
Jeff State students who enroll in the two-year apprenticeship program work at Renaissance Ross 
Bridge Hotel, which gives them the chance to work in a busy kitchen with executive chef Robert 
Kamm. “They are paid an apprentice wage and it is motivating for them, because this can be a 
shortcut to their career,” Kamm says. “They shadow our people in the kitchen, and we do a lot of 
mentoring. It has worked so well for us – we get motivated students with a thirst to learn.”  
 
According to Jeff State President Judy Merritt the college brings in celebrity chefs, such as Frank 
Stitt of Highlands Bar and Grill in Birmingham, to teach one-day courses on various culinary 
topics. 
 
As for Larry Hitson, he’ll finish his degree at Trenholm State in Montgomery in about eighteen 
months. He has been able to go to school via a federal program that helps workers who have 
been displaced and need to find either another job or another field to work in.  
 
“I don’t take this for granted,” he says. “I’m willing to work hard. My grandmother told me that 
if you do what you love, you’ll never work a day in your life. This program is helping me realize 
that.” 
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