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Josh Strother is a bit overqualified for the dishwashing job he'll start at Zingerman's next week - but he's glad to have the opportunity. 
He's come a long way from living in a homeless shelter, qualified to do nothing.
That was six months ago.
Today, the 23-year-old Detroiter is a graduate of the 120-hour culinary and food safety course offered by Food Gatherers community kitchen at the Shelter Association of Washtenaw County.
Strother created a rap song to help him remember complicated food safety rules. But he was shy Thursday as he taught students graduating today from that same program how to make pierogi, the Polish dumplings he loved as a child.
Strother said he hopes the recipe will be the first in a long list of his own specialties. He returned to the program this summer as an intern.
Like Strother, the other students ages 17 to 21 in the program have similar stories. Some are homeless, in trouble with the law, leaving foster care, or have learning disabilities or mental illness. They're referred to the program by other agencies, like the state Department of Human Services, Ozone House and the homeless shelter.
Food Gatherers, which operates the kitchen at the Robert J. Delonis Center, foots some of the bill, assisted by sponsors.
Missy Orge, director of Food Gatherers' outreach and training, said the agency created the six-week course in 2004. The students get a stipend to learn food safety rules, food preparation, cooking and serving. They spend four hours five days a week in the program - preparing and serving a meal once a week at the Delonis Center. They also go on field trips and learn culinary skills. They are taught how to get a job and how to keep it.
Megan Palmer, who has a master's degree in social work, is an instructor in the culinary course.
"It's great to see people when they are ready to make the change," Palmer said. "This program gives a lot of self-confidence, a sense that they can complete a task and be a success, even if they don't go into culinary arts."
Leighia Murphy, 19, of Ann Arbor, took the class after her release from the Adrian Training School. She started busing tables at Zingerman's Next Door after the class and is now the salad chef at the Ann Arbor City Women's Club.
She said she learned how to stay out of trouble, to focus on what she wants to do with her life, and how to make friends with positive people. Murphy is looking forward to going into the culinary arts program at Washtenaw Community College next year.
"It's a passion," she said of food service. "I learn something every day."
For Orge, "It's about feeding people and teaching them skills," she said.
