
ŀFARESTART GRADUATE STORIES  
 

Adult Culinary Program 
 
Clint’s Story 
Graduated May 2005 
 
“Coming to FareStart made me feel like I was worth something. They accepted me and gave me 
something to do. And there was so much love… I've never seen so much love in one building."  
—Clint 
 
After losing his job and unable to afford rent, Clint and his wife moved out of their apartment into 
a motel. Funds were running low and he was desperate for work. Clint learned about FareStart 
from his Pastor's wife. "I came to FareStart every day for two, three weeks until I got in," says 
Clint. 
 
At FareStart, Clint enjoyed the cooking and training but soon discovered that he didn’t have the 
passion for cooking needed to make it into a career. "The chefs at FareStart wanted me cook," 
says Clint, "but they accepted that it wasn't my thing and helped me get a job anyway." That job 
turned out to be with Charlie's Produce working in sanitation. "One day, the chef at Charlie's told 
me that he heard I was a good worker. When he said that, it just gave me ambition to do more 
because it made me feel so good," said Clint. "He was noticing me and it motivated me." At 
Charlie's, Clint attributes his success not only to working hard but to getting along with everybody. 
"I learned that at FareStart. There's always something to do to keep yourself busy." 
 
"Throughout my life, I had been pushed around so much from my family and from getting into 
drugs and making wrong choices." said Clint. "I was at the bottom without a job, and I was 
frustrated. Coming to FareStart made me feel like I was worth something. They accepted me and 
gave me something to do. And there was so much love. Everybody got along and everybody 
dealt with each other's problems. I told my wife, I've never seen so much love in one building." 
 
 

Kevin’s Story  
Graduated August 2008 
 
"The thing about FareStart is you're going to walk out of there with the 
basic skills to get in the door somewhere—and probably more skills than 
you realize; and not just culinary. And that's the cool thing about 
FareStart. It's an all-encompassing training, dealing with every area of 
your life."  —Kevin 
 
Kevin struggled for most of his life with drug and alcohol addiction. In 
2007 he spent 30 days in jail, went through drug and alcohol 
treatment, and made a decision to finally turn his life around. It was 
during his time living in a clean and sober house that Kevin learned 
about FareStart. He immediately enrolled in the program and quickly 

discovered that he had a passion for cooking. Inspired by the program and his new lease on life, 



Kevin boldly walked into a new restaurant called Juno at the Arctic Club Hotel and secured a job 
one week prior to graduation. In August 2008, Kevin graduated with special recognition for 
perfect attendance. His graduation was made even more special because it fell on the same day 
as his birthday and his one year clean and sober anniversary.  
 
After meeting his personal commitment to work at his first job for a full year, Kevin met a chef 
from Bon Appetit Management Company at a FareStart event and was hired to work at 
company’s location at Cornish College. Kevin has been steadily working up the ranks at Bon 
Appetit for the past two and half years while also working summers at a lodge in Bristol Bay, 
Alaska. In August 2011, an internet posting for No Kids Hungry inspired Kevin to organize a bake 
sale at the Ballard Farmers Market. He assembled some friends, solicited donations, baked some 
delicious goods, and raised nearly $1,000 for Share Our Strength to help feed kids who depend 
on school lunches and who often go hungry during the summer.   
 
At FareStart, Kevin learned that if he applied himself, he would succeed. He said FareStart's life 
skills training taught him persistence and how to get along with others. "The thing about FareStart 
is you're going to walk out of there with the basic skills to get in the door somewhere—and 
probably more skills than you realize; and not just culinary. And that's the cool thing about 
FareStart. It's an all-encompassing training, dealing with every area of your life."   
 
In addition to culinary training, Kevin said FareStart helped him deal with gaps in his employment 
history, resume building, and interview skills which he says were invaluable in helping him prepare 
for—and secure—employment. What's waiting for students who complete the training? 
"Freedom,” he says. “You will be able to take the knives they give you at the end of the program 
and go anywhere in the world and cook. It's a gateway to whatever you want to do." And what 
was the most challenging part of the program? "Leaving, definitely."  
 
Kevin summed-up his experience by saying, "FareStart is dear to my heart. I love this place." 
 
 
Ernesto’s Story 
Graduated May 2010 
 
“I wasn’t one hundred percent sure about going to school, but… FareStart gave me the confidence to 
do that. It’s been a long time since I have been in school, but I know if I put in the work I can do it.”  
—Ernesto  
 
Ernesto first heard about FareStart from a graduate while going through the Salvation Army’s 
rehabilitation program. Ernesto had some previous food service training during his time in the 
military and needed a way to stay focused and productive following treatment, so he enrolled in 
the program. At the time, Ernesto did not think he needed much help with his food skills because 
he had worked in food service and had run his own kitchen. However, once he started the 
program he was surprised to learn that there were a lot of fundamental skills that he did not 
know, plus other valuable lessons to learn like building relationships.  
 
“At FareStart, it’s some people’s job to build a relationship with you so they can know you, and 
know what kind of skills you have, and help you find a job,” said Ernesto. “I do not have family 
here so it was really important for me to establish a social network that I felt was personal, and I 



got that at FareStart. Now I come back and say hello to people and have lunch and that means a 
lot to me.” 
 
After graduating, Ernesto worked in food services for six months before getting laid off. His 
experience growing and learning at FareStart gave him the confidence to take advantage of the 
G.I. Bill he had earned in the military and enroll at Seattle Central College. “I wasn’t one hundred 
percent sure about going to school, but after getting laid off I decided to take this path. So in a 
sense, FareStart gave me the confidence to do that. It’s been a long time since I have been in 
school but I know if I put in the work, I can do it.” 
 
Ernesto is currently studying information technology with the goal of eventually getting a job in 
the IT field. Ernesto says it’s been challenging to be a student again but he is focused on working 
hard and learning what he needs to know to succeed. 
 
 

Cedric’s Story 
Graduated May 2010 
 
“FareStart not only gave me the tools to succeed, but the knowledge, the 
dedication and the drive. Those are things that aren’t taught, they are 
already in you and they have to be brought out, and FareStart brings that 
out in everybody.”  —Cedric 
 
At age 36, Cedric found himself in prison with nineteen felonies and little 
hope for the future. A last chance from a judge forced Cedric to think 
about what to do with the rest of his life. With just four months until his 
release date, the kitchen manager at the correctional facility, where 
Cedric helped prepare meals, told him about FareStart and encouraged 

him to look into it. Upon his release, Cedric immediately applied to the adult training program. 
On January 23, 2010, he walked into the FareStart kitchens for his first day filled with anxiety 
about rejoining society and changing old habits, and still shocked that anyone would give him a 
second chance.  
 
After that first day, Cedric says he was hooked—on the camaraderie among his fellow students, 
the wealth of knowledge and skills at his fingertips, and on the many possibilities of creating a 
new life for himself through food.  
 
At FareStart, Cedric learned the skills he needed to turn his interest in cooking into a long-term 
and sustainable career. He also learned how to face his failures and to accept his mistakes and 
grow from them. By the time he graduated, Cedric had gained a new sense of confidence and 
had cast aside the self-doubt that had dogged him during his first weeks in the program. 
 
Cedric graduated from FareStart in May 2010 and within weeks had secured a job working as a 
prep cook and dishwasher at a local café. Today, Cedric works two restaurant jobs and has 
maintained his own apartment for nearly nine months. Each month when he pays his bills, Cedric 
says he feels a sense of pride that he is finally earning an honest living and providing for himself. 
 

Cedric credits FareStart for “saving his life” in many ways. He believes he is living proof that the 
past informs the future, but does not dictate it—one of FareStart’s core values. “FareStart is not a 
last resort, it’s the first choice,” he says. 



Devona’s Story 
Graduated December 2010 
 
"There are no words that I can say to describe it. I feel like things are going 
to be okay, that I don’t have to be afraid to speak up for myself. It is okay to 
know my worth."  —Devona  
 
After the birth of her fifth child, Devona knew she wanted to leave a 
better legacy for her children. Following years of enduring domestic 
violence and nearly five years on welfare, Devona knew she needed a 
new path, but didn’t know where to start. She had known about 
FareStart for many months, but it wasn’t until she overheard a 
conversation at her WorkFirst office that she knew that the program was 

the opportunity she had been waiting and looking for.  
 
Devona says she wasn’t nervous at all for her first day in the adult training program; she was 
ready to absorb and learn everything she could. From the beginning she says that she felt a sense 
of family with the other students and FareStart staff, a sense of belonging that she had never 
known. FareStart was the first place that she didn’t feel judged for her past, which had been 
fraught with bouts of homelessness, drinking, and starts and stops with several job training 
programs. Because of that sense of community, Devona says that she did everything she could not 
just to complete the program, but to excel at every aspect of her training. 
 
With the steady support of her mother, who helped with childcare, Devona graduated on 
December 2, 2010, having already secured employment as a cook at a local shelter. Devona 
says that she was proud to graduate from FareStart, which she says demonstrated to her children 
that she could achieve something great, despite considerable barriers.  
At the shelter where she works full-time, Devona prepares meals and teaches women to cook—
many of whom share a similar background to her own. “I’m not going to work every day,” she 
says. “I’m going to my second home.” In February, Devona launched her catering business, which 
she operates in her spare time. She hopes to one day open a restaurant featuring her signature 
spin on sophisticated soul food with a Latin flair. 
 
Devona likens her transformation to that of an ugly duckling to a beautiful swan. “We come to 
you broken, from all walks of life ... You take us in and you nurture us, and give us new skills and 
confidence, and then send us out into the world as these beautiful creatures. And I thank you from 
the bottom of my heart.” 
 

 
Jayna’s Story  
Graduated April 2011 
 
“FareStart is a real healing place. You come to FareStart broken down and 
beat up and you are met with such acceptance. I could not have put 
myself back together again. FareStart did that for me.” —Jayna 
 
Jayna came to FareStart to learn how to cook, but she received so 
much more including confidence, career options, food, and health. 



“FareStart was like CPR,” Jayna says. “It resuscitated life back into me.” 
 
For 24 years, Jayna had been a nurse but eventually lost her license due to drug and alcohol 
abuse. “I had a career, money, integrity, dignity, a house, a car, kids and grandkids that loved 
me—and I lost it all.” She landed in rehabilitation at Thunderbird Treatment Center with a strong 
sense that she had hit rock bottom. “I did not see any hope at all and I didn’t see any way out, 
but I heard about FareStart and it lit a candle on my cake.” Jayna enrolled at FareStart on 
November 12, 2010—her 55th birthday.  
 
Jayna enjoyed all of the phases of the program, especially the Life Skills training and the 
camaraderie with her fellow students and the FareStart trainers. She was encouraged by these 
relationships and her sense of belonging, so when it came time to leave the program she was not 
surprised to feel some separation anxiety. During her final weeks in the program, Jayna secured 
a job on a cruise ship in Hawaii, which made the transition easier.  
 
Jayna credits the Student Services team at FareStart with showing her how to develop a strong 
resume and identifying potential employers. “FareStart is so professional that you’re going to get 
picked over Seattle Community College or Cordon Bleu students, because you are well-trained 
and you want it more,” said Jayna. In May 2012, she will be leaving for another exciting new 
adventure—to Yellowstone National Park, where she will be working in the Old Faithful Lodge.  
 
For Jayna, FareStart was a win-win situation. “If you make it through the 16 weeks, you’re on 
your way to fly like an eagle. And even if you don’t make it through the 16 weeks, there’s no 
way you’re going to turn your back on life again because you’ve gotten a taste of work, 
laughter, good food, sleep, new friends, and people trying. You come to FareStart feeling like a 
loser, with low self-esteem and a feeling that there is no way out. But the chefs make sure they 
don’t make you feel that way, and they start to put you back together again—mentally, 
emotionally, physically and spiritually. And look at me now, I am happier getting burns on my 
hands and cutting pineapples for ten hours a day than I was working in an ER. Now I get to see a 
different side of life and I am having a lot of fun feeding people and getting the most out of 
food! Working with food has a ripple effect; it gives you a purpose to be important in society. I 
will always do something with food.” 
 
 

Shon's Story 
Graduated July 2011  
 
"If you want to change your life, you need to decide to do it. Anyone 
can open the door for you, but it’s up to you to walk through it.”  
—Shon 
 
In 2010 Shon turned 53 and decided it was time to turn his life 
around. Having grown up with six sisters who were always in the 
kitchen cooking, Shon knew he had an interest in the culinary arts. 
After years of arrests and time spent in jail, Shon found out about 
FareStart while at a local treatment center.  
 

When he first applied to FareStart, Shon thought he would have a hard time getting into the 
program because of his rocky past, but discovered that he was met with acceptance and 



encouragement. He enrolled in the program and felt an instant excitement about being back in 
the kitchen. He bonded with the chefs and enjoyed learning new skills and “kitchen lingo,” so much 
that he did not want to leave at the end of the program. “I could have stayed at FareStart 
forever if they let me,” Shon recently said. When asked about his favorite part of the program, 
Shon said (besides working on the line), he appreciated that the counselors worked one-on-one 
with him teaching him life skills, and that everyone seemed to take an interest in his progress.   
 
Shon graduated from FareStart in July and currently works as a dishwasher at Etta’s, a Tom 
Douglas restaurant. Shon’s short term goal is to get an apartment in his own name and his long 
term goal is to enjoy a stable, satisfying, and drug-free life. His personal philosophy for success 
is, “If you want to change your life, you need to decide to do it. Anyone can open the door for 
you, but it’s up to you to walk through it.” 
 

 
Barista Training & Education Program (BTEP) 
 

Kat’s Story 
Graduated 2011 
 
“I really think the Barista Program might have saved my life.” —Kat 
 
Kat, a recent youth graduate of FareStart’s Barista Training & 
Education Program reflects on her first weeks in the eight-week long 
program: 
 
“I feel like a completely different person now, which I really thought 
was impossible because I had been depressed so consistently, for so 
long. What the Barista Program did was … got me away from the 
negative and toxic environment that I thought was my only option. I’m 

working towards housing, income, sobriety, relationships and a ton of positive things. The support, 
positive environment of the program and its leaders enabled me to feel more confident and raise my 
self-esteem. I have learned to speak up more, to ask questions, to interact with people. I am learning 
to believe in myself. The trainings, experiences and productivity have increased my ability to succeed 
in the workplace.  
 
This program has done a lot more for me than I ever imagined it could… I’m more happy than I’ve 
been, almost ever. I actually see the real possibility of a positive, happy future for me now.” 
 
Kat is headed to community college next. Her goal is to become a social worker. 
 
 
Atom’s Story 
Graduated 2012 
 
“I am forever grateful … BTEP changed my life.” —Atom 
 
Atom, a recent youth graduate of FareStart’s Barista Training & Education Program reflects on his 
experience in program: 



“I just wanted to thank you all again for the wonderful opportunity I was given. BTEP is a great 
program, and I learned a lot. The fact that something like that even exists in this city is an extremely 
good thing. Changing the lives of less fortunate youth is a necessity in any community, and in this 
particular town the knowledge and applications of being a barista is integral to the success of living 
in a big city. Being that it’s an entry level job that actually pays well enough to get by and pay the 
bills. 
 
The skills that I learned in the program have been a really big help. I am so excited to finally have a 
job that’s not just a dead end, and has many opportunities for advancement, the ability to transfer to 
other cities, great benefits like health care and stock options. It’s all just really great. 
 
Working at Starbucks is going really well for me. I am finally just over the last couple of weeks 
really starting to ‘get it’ and it’s all just clicking now. I am really skilled at proper beverage 
sequencing and all the correct recipes are really sticking as well. Every day I feel more and more 
comfortable just chatting with customers and calling regulars by their names and remembering their 
drinks. I even trained a new employee the other day on how to close down the espresso machine, and 
it was cool to actually see for myself how knowledgeable I really was at it. It’s actually starting to be 
fun and I am excited to go to work every day. Although I don’t really like getting up at 5 a.m., and I 
haven’t had a day off in over a week and I still have a few more days ‘til I can actually sleep and 
relax but that’s okay, it’s worth it. 
 
All in all … the program taught me a lot of things. All of the things that I went into the program to 
learn and to work on like attendance skills, customer service skills, multi-tasking, a working 
knowledge of coffee as a whole, working an espresso machine of course and everything else that it 
takes to be a good employee was a huge success, and I am forever grateful. Thank you so much! 
BTEP changed my life.” 
 
 


