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 In the early 2000s, Kevin Schultz was just another factory worker. The mundane lifestyle 

of his nine-to-five job had caused him to dread the idea of going to work each day; but what 

options did he have? Fast-forwarding to present day, we find Chef De Cuisine Kevin Schultz 

hard at work with the partnered opening of Swift and Sons Steakhouse in Chicago, IL. He no 

longer struggles to go to work each day. It may not have been the easiest of transitions, and the 

road may have been quite rough at times, but Chef Schultz has finally seen what it means to 

enjoy his life (K. Schultz, Personal Communication, November 3, 2015). It is commonly said 

that if one finds a career one enjoys, he or she will never work again. Although this may be true 

for some, there is still a flaw with this theory. Many times, people forget about the rungs they 

must climb in order to get to the top. Once a person reaches the top, this theory may hold true; 

but it’s not a short climb. When someone chooses a career in the culinary arts, he or she must 

understand that a degree will not always grant seniority. After paying dues through time and 

experience, a career in the culinary arts can most definitely be stressfully rewarding. Though the 

hours may be long, and the stress may be overwhelming at times, the end state holds competitive 

wages and exciting work in a growing career field.  For those who don’t mind hard work, a 

career in the culinary arts is a good choice. 

 It does require long hours. When compared to other career fields, the culinary field, at 

first glance, may seem like a terrible choice for many young people. In Nation’s Restaurant 

News Suzanne Kapner writes, “The hours are longer, pay is less and benefits are sometimes 

nonexistent” (1996). Even as apprentices, many trainees spend two to three years working long 

hours starting early in the morning. The Broadmoor Resort Hotel in Colorado Springs, Colorado 

offers a 6,000-hour apprenticeship program, where students are hired as full-time employees to 
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assist them in paying tuition costs (Berta, “More chefs,” 2007). If someone decides to pursue a 

culinary degree instead of working through an apprenticeship, he or she may still end up working 

long hours each week while attempting to climb the corporate ladder. After receiving an 

associate’s degree from The New England Culinary Institute, Matthew Laux began working in a 

New York bistro. While there, he spent 72 hours each week preparing vegetables for someone 

else to cook (Asimov, 1998). These types of workloads are not uncommon for recent graduates. 

Although the task may change from preparing vegetables, to cleaning shellfish, or even washing 

dishes; anyone desiring a career in a kitchen environment will almost always start at the bottom.  

 Not only does a career in culinary arts require long work hours, but the hours are often 

filled with stressful activities. Everything from hot kitchens to dealing with the dinner rush can 

bring stress upon a chef and the crew. David Blend explains how heat can effect an employee’s 

work performance, “Studies have shown that if the temperature rises ten degrees above comfort 

level, productivity can drop by as much as 30%.” When kitchen temperatures are often over 100 

degrees, exhaustion and other stressful side effects are sure to follow (Blend, 2014). The dinner 

rush at most restaurants is unavoidable. And although new chefs know of the concept of a period 

of rush service, many have not experienced it. Many culinary schools have realized the 

problematic gap between the classroom learning and real world experience. In a recent article 

from Nation’s Restaurant News, Dina Berta explains that many students graduate culinary 

school, only to realize that the long hours, heavy workloads, and mundane tasks were not what 

they had in mind. One of the greatest problems that graduates face is the sudden need for time 

control. While in a learning environment, time constraints are not emphasized nearly as much as 

when in a five-star kitchen during a Saturday-night dinner rush (Berta, “Culinary programs,” 

2005). One culinary school is taking extra measure to ensure student success beyond the 
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classroom. Cook Street School of Fine Cooking, in Denver, CO, has designed a program to stress 

the reality of a high-pressure environment. Although it is still a training environment, time 

management is emphasized in order to mirror that of a full-line kitchen (Berta, “Culinary 

programs,” 2005). This type of training will help take some of the stress off new chefs and put 

them in a position to more readily handle restaurant life. Mark Tarbell, chef owner of Tarbell’s 

in Phoenix agrees that the reality of a kitchen is a high-stress-level, high-pressure environment 

with little room for error. Expectations like this are often hard to teach in a lab (as cited in Berta, 

“Culinary programs,” 2005). 

 If one can get through the stress, the pay is good…eventually. While seasoned restaurant 

chefs have expectations of new employees, the employees also have their own expectations. 

Many would-be chefs have a fantasy style dream of being on Food Network and becoming a 

household name. While this may be possible, they forget the long road toward that amount of 

success. Although a career in the culinary arts can pay reasonably well, there is a starting point; 

and it is not the elaborate six-figure paychecks that may be in the minds of young cooks. Many 

times, recent culinary graduates find jobs within a low pay-scale, often earning $20,000 to 

$30,000 per year (Asimov, 1998). These twelve-to-fifteen-dollar-per-hour jobs are often not 

what a degreed employee expects. Many of these graduates will spend long hours as a line cook 

or a prep cook, working alongside employees with no professional education. This may steer 

some hopeful chefs into a different career path; however, for those that stick to it, the reward can 

be great. Although the median annual wage for a chef or head cook is only $41,000, some may 

earn up to $74,000. It is also estimated that these numbers will rise nearly one percent over the 

next year (Occupational Employment and Wages, 2014).  
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 Pay is not the only aspect of the culinary field where growth is expected; new restaurants 

are opening all the time. Although statistics predict only a five-percent growth in employment of 

executive chefs from 2012-2022, many locations are experiencing great expansions 

(Occupational Outlook Handbook, 2014). Chef Julian Serrano of Lago in Las Vegas has 

witnessed first-hand the immense possibility for growth throughout the culinary world. Lago is 

his third restaurant in the Las Vegas area. His success is the direct reflection of the time and 

energy he has put into understanding the guests in such a large tourist city (Day, 2015). Lago is 

an Italian restaurant that Serrano opened with the idea that the food satisfies more than just 

hunger. “When you share things, you automatically get close to people. This style of restaurant 

makes people happy,” Serrano says (as cited in Day, 2015). Many establishments in the area 

have realized that their patrons are looking for more than just a gambling experience; they want 

to eat at a level that matches the earnings they hope to find on the casino floor. Nevada’s Gaming 

Control Board has reported a growth from $977 million in food revenue to $3.1 billion in just 

twenty years (Day, 2015). This growth is happening well beyond Nevada. In 2007, Ruby 

Tuesday announced the opening of a new culinary arts center in Maryville, TN, aimed to expand 

the training of their employees. Restaurant executives expect the new facility to create 

opportunity for better training throughout the entire kitchen staff, from line cooks to restaurant 

managers (“Ruby Tuesday,” 2007).  

 When looking for a potential career in the culinary arts, a person may see the many 

negative aspects; however, if one looks beyond the first few years and works each day with the 

end in mind, it may be quite rewarding. Although the long hours, high levels of stress, and 

mediocre pay is not a great selling point; each of these obstacles can be managed and turned into 

good. As with any career, there is a starting point. A culinary graduate must embrace the 
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hardships in order to one day look back and see the difference he or she has made in such an 

exciting career field. When asked what advice he would give to someone entering the field of 

culinary arts, Chef Kevin Schultz answered, “Don’t settle for mediocrity. Surround yourself with 

talented people and talented chefs. Work for chefs and restaurants with a following. Never do 

your best, because you can always do better. Don't become complacent; or find another career” 

(K. Schultz, Personal Communication, November 3, 2015). 
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