
By KARI HASKELL
Shatara Nieves is awakened by her mother at 6:30 a.m. She takes 
her 1-year-old son to day care before arriving at the Brooklyn 
Bureau of Community Service on Schermerhorn Street, where she 
takes part in a food-service training program for learning and devel-
opmentally disabled adults. 

She washes her hands, puts on a hairnet and ties on a plastic 
apron before getting to work. 

“When I first started I was nervous,” said Ms. Nieves, 22. “I 
didn’t know what to do.” 

Now, after about six months of training, she feels at ease in the 
long, narrow kitchen. She can scramble and fry eggs and make 
toast, and knows how to properly present a meal on a plate before 
giving it to the customer. “Now I feel great,” she said. 

Ms. Nieves is one of nine employees of a cafeteria that is oper-
ated by clients for clients. Their instructor, Herma Markland, who 
has managed the cafeteria for eight years, teaches them the impor-
tance of punctuality and to work together: collaboration is important 
in a kitchen. They also clean the grills and the refrigerated cases, 
and wash all the dishes.  

On average, the cafeteria workers prepare 100 to 150 hot meals 

each weekday, earning earn $3 to $4 an hour. Ms. Nieves dreams 
of working at McDonald’s. At a fast-food restaurant, she could earn 
minimum wage, $7.15 an hour. 

But the cafeteria is not just a training ground for aspiring food-
service workers; it is also part of the agency’s goal of improving the 
lives of its clients, most of whom have a psychiatric or developmen-
tal disability. A hot, nutritious meal at the bureau’s first-floor cafete-
ria plays a crucial role in keeping people healthy and stretching scant 
incomes a little further. 

Those in the Day Habilitation program, which offers vocational 
training and skills required for independent living, and those in 
Project Moving On, which offers counseling and support, receive 
vouchers for the meals, but those in workshops and a skills training 
program pay $1.75 per meal. 

A comparable lunch — consisting of a hot entree, a piece of 
fruit and a beverage — would cost three times as much outside the 
bureau, said Daniel Giuseffi, coordinator of skills training. 

The menu varies; on a recent Wednesday, the staff was preparing 
baked chicken wings and macaroni and cheese. “We have a focus on 
wellness,” Mr. Giuseffi said. The cafeteria follows state and federal 
nutritional guidelines. “We are getting more and more away from 
fried foods,” he added. 

Sensitive to the clients’ limited means, Mr. Giuseffi strives to 
keep the cafeteria prices low. But this past year, with the rise in food 
costs, the $7,000 monthly budget was falling short. The cafeteria 
is not subsidized by the government and does not make a profit. It 
seemed Mr. Giuseffi’s only choice was to raise the prices for the 
meals. 

Then the Brooklyn Bureau of Community Service came up with 
a solution: The Bureau, one of the seven agencies supported by 
The New York Times Neediest Cases Fund, decided to draw $350 a 
month from the fund to cover the increase in costs. 

Michael Montgomery, who has been a client in Project Moving 
On for the past four years, is thankful that prices remained un-
changed. “My money is tight,” he said. “It really helps.” 

Even a small increase might mean that some patrons would 
choose not to eat, Mr. Giuseffi said. “Nutrition is an important part 
of education. By providing an affordable meal, it really gets their day 
started right.” 
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In Learning to Serve Others, Building a Skill Set to Serve Oneself 
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