Let Us Entertain You 
Students flock to local colleges’ hospitality programs
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Enrollment in the two major college hospitality programs in greater New Haven has skyrocketed at the same time the industry is experiencing a burst of growth in the region.
At Gateway Community College, the number of students in the two-year hospitality management program has doubled over the past three years to 120, and the school has added several new courses to keep pace with the demand.

At the University of New Haven, enrollment in the four-year hospitality and tourism management program has tripled in the past two years and now totals 65 students. Expansion plans are under way for the UNH program as well.
“Especially in this economy, students are looking for professions where they are almost guaranteed a job,” explains Juline Mills, program coordinator for the UNH hospitality and tourism management program. “The hospitality sector is a really large sector of the economy, the third-largest [industry] in the nation and the largest globally. Hotels, restaurants, travel agencies, museums, yacht clubs, cultural attractions - the list of career opportunities is endless.”

Stephen Fries, coordinator of the hospitality management program at Gateway, agrees. “There is a lot of opportunity in the hospitality industry,” he says. “Restaurants keep opening, and we have many hotels opening up in suburbia.”

Fries says the programs at Gateway and UNH add a strong patina of professionalism to the local hospitality industry.
“Industry professionals prefer to hire people who are studying in the field because they know they are more serious than someone walking in to apply for a job,” he says. “Our students are dedicated to staying in the industry, and employers know they don’t have to teach them the basics. We are doing the basic training, and a hotel or restaurant is going to fine-tune to meet their specific needs.”

Michael Schaffer, president of Schaffer Hotel Properties, says job candidates with industry degrees certainly enjoy an advantage in applying for a job at his organization’s two Hamden hotels, the Clarion Hotel & Suites and the Carriage House.
“We have hired people and had interns from UNH and Gateway, and I have taught courses at UNH in the past,” Schaffer says. “They clearly have an interest in the industry, and they have a better understanding of the issues involved as well as a certain skill set that someone else would not have. It’s an industry that requires ever-increasing sophistication, understanding and knowledge, and hospitality graduates tend to be motivated and eager to become involved in the industry.”

Ken Martino, general manager of the Madison Beach Hotel, says he plans to tap the talent pools at Gateway and UNH once the hotel reopens in late 2010. The hotel, at 94 West Wharf in Madison, was demolished in October and will reopen as a luxury hotel with larger rooms, two restaurants and a modernized banquet facility. Ric and Dawn Duques of Madison bought the hotel in 2007.
“It was an old building, and to achieve the level of accommodation and service we want to give to our guests we had to make a change that goes beyond a renovation,” Martino says. “We will be looking to the area hospitality programs for help in different areas.”

The Madison Beach Hotel previously was open only from March to October but will now be open year-round, Martino says. “In the past our help has been seasonal, but now we will want to hire people who are more career-oriented,” he says, adding that some existing employees may want to enroll locally in order to upgrade their skills, as well.
Gateway offers associate in science degrees in food-service management and in hotel management, as well as certificates in culinary arts, professional baking and meetings, conventions and special-events management.
The UNH program is the oldest in the state and offers two bachelor of science degrees, in hotel and restaurant management and in tourism and event management.
Both programs strongly emphasize practical experience, through internships and by providing on-campus restaurants where students may hone their skills.
“We’re no longer at a point where you go to college and it’s just all about the theory,” says Mills, who came to UNH in early 2008 and previously was an assistant professor at Purdue University. “You have to be able to apply that knowledge effectively as well. In order to lead or manage someone, you should be able to do the job. They need to understand what the chef does, how to prepare food, and understand what the pressures are.”

Many UNH graduates enter the field after graduation as entry-level managers and often find themselves leading employees who are older than they are, Mills says. “In order to get the respect you need in that position, you must have a combination of solid practical experience and theoretical knowledge,” she says.
UNH recently expanded its student-run coffee shop, the Hazelnut Café, adding sandwiches and baked goods to the menu. The student-run dining room, Fusion, is currently closed for renovations and is being expanded as well.
At Gateway, the students run Café Vincenzo, and plans are in the works for a vastly expanded kitchen and bake shop when Gateway relocates from Long Wharf to downtown New Haven in 2012, Fries says.
Both Fries and Mills also emphasize the real-world experience of faculty members. “We have a lot of adjunct faculty who are in the field, and they know what is going on out there,” Fries says.
Virginia Kozlowski, president of the Greater New Haven Convention & Visitors Bureau, says, “Gateway is bursting at the seams, and we’re looking forward to having them move downtown because they are going to have a new, larger kitchen.”

Kozlowski also currently serves as executive director of the Connecticut Hotel & Motel Association and is an adjunct professor at UNH. She says both programs excel at providing students with real-world experience.
“Having a well-trained employment base is critical to growing the industry,” she says. “It is very expensive to train and do professional development for your staff, so if you have an opportunity to hire people who are well trained that puts you in a better position.”

Hotel occupancy levels have held up comparatively well in greater New Haven during the economic downturn, Kozlowski says.
From January 1 through September 30, occupancy rates in the New Haven-Waterbury region averaged 54.4 percent, compared with 57.9 percent the same period a year earlier, she says, citing data from Smith Travel Research.
That compares favorably with state and national numbers. In Stamford-Danbury, for instance, occupancy rates were 51.4 percent this year, down from 59.7 percent a year ago, and in greater Hartford occupancy rates are at 50.2 percent, down from 58.3 percent a year ago.
Nationally, hotel occupancy rates averaged 56.6 percent in 2009 through September 30, down from 62.8 percent a year ago.
The New Haven-Waterbury numbers look even better when you discard the addition of nearly 350 rooms in 2008 and early 2009, a 6.2 percent boost to a total of 7,042 rooms available. If you compare the same number of rooms year to year, occupancy levels in the region fell less than 0.2 percent, Kozlowski says. Nationally, the comparison using a steady number of rooms yields a seven-percent decline in occupancy this year.
Greater New Haven tends to maintain more stable occupancy rates because the region’s economy is largely dependent on the education and medical fields and is comparatively less vulnerable downturns in the financial-services industry, Kozlowski notes.
“We have five major universities, all with an ongoing calendar of events that help bring people into the region,” she says. “The opening of the Smilow Cancer Hospital at Yale is going to be another generator for the region, and Yale University is expanding as well, adding two more [residential] colleges.”

The new hotels opened in the past two years are the Study at Yale in New Haven, the Hampton Inn & Suites in West Haven and the Hilton Garden Inn in Milford. In addition, the Courtyard by Marriott on Marsh Hill Road in Orange unveiled its complete renovation last month. Both UNH and Gateway have students working at some of these properties as interns.
Preliminary discussions are also under way for three other potential new hotels in the region: Hampshire Hotels & Resorts is considering building a new hotel at the Wachovia building at 205 Church St. in New Haven, and developers have mentioned plans for two possible new hotels in West Haven.
Nine out of 10 Gateway graduates remain in greater New Haven, Fries says. “They are committed to the area, so the education that we are giving them is staying here in Connecticut.”

The situation is different at UNH, where most hospitality majors come from the tri-state area and most return to their home states to work. But Mills says she is working to change that.
“We are looking to expand our curriculum next year in a way designed to better serve the needs of Connecticut, and I believe that we will have more students from Connecticut coming here and staying in the area,” she says, noting that she is not yet ready to release details of the curriculum changes.
Some of the new students at UNH are people already working in the industry who attend classes part-time in an effort to upgrade their skills, Mills says. And Fries says some of the enrollment surge at Gateway is resulting from people who have decided to switch to hospitality from other careers.
“A lot of retired people have an idea of opening up a bed-and-breakfast, and many people dream of opening up a restaurant,” he says. “They may enjoy cooking, but they need to understand cost-control, legalities, marketing and other aspects of running a business. It’s a lot more than just being a good cook.”
