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ACTE Nashville




Remarks of “Chef Jeff” Henderson at the 2009 Association for Career and Technical Education (ACTE) Convention

Ed Melott: Let's hear what Charles Gibson has to say.

[clip plays, courtesy of ABC News] 

Charles Gibson: Finally tonight, our Person of the Week. He's an ex-convict who's the first to tell you he's not proud of his early years. But after turning his life around, he's cooked up a way to reach troubled young people and give them a chance. 

“Chef Jeff” Henderson: When I first went to prison I pretty much felt that I was done, I was finished. And I blamed everyone for my shortcomings. But it wasn't until several years after my incarceration when I began to value education, I began to accept responsibility for my past. And that planted the seed for change. 

Charles: And what a change Jeff Henderson has made. He has gone from crack dealer to prison inmate to celebrated chef. His love for cooking started in a prison kitchen. 

Jeff: I used to be the omelet man in prison. The basics of cooking in prison is a little different from most restaurants. You don't have the six-burner stoves or the sauté pans. We made sure we were putting out a great product, you know, for the prison population. Food is one of the most important things to a person who is incarcerated. 

Charles: But cooking for inmates and then, after release, convincing a fancy restaurant to hire him were to very different things. 

Jeff: I had to defuse the prison stigma. I had to make the felony jacket disappear. I had to straighten up the way I walked. I had to clean-shave my face. I took make-up to cover my earring hole up, and I learned to smile. 

Charles: He started as a dishwasher. Eventually a mentor at Caesar's Palace in Las Vegas took a chance on Jeff, and four years after getting out of prison he was an executive chef at Caesar's. For many cooks, that might be enough, but Chef Jeff wanted more. He wrote a best-selling warts-and-all memoir, started a catering company, and is now the star of the “Chef Jeff Project” on the Food Network. It's not your average cooking show. 

Jeff: I wanted to create a show that changes lives, inspires lives and motivates lives through the power of food. I was able to take six young people who come from diverse backgrounds—gangs, drugs, homelessness, dysfunctional families—and create an opportunity for them. 

Charles: If they all make it through Chef Jeff's six-week culinary boot camp, he'll provide them with scholarships to a cooking school. 

Jeff: Prison saved my life. I was rescued from the street. But I hope these young people can make a change in their life in society today without having to go to prison and take the journey that I had to take. 

Charles: But Chef Jeff hasn't forgotten his brothers still inside. 

Jeff: There are a lot of people who've been to prison who are successful out there, they just don't talk about it. I talk about it. I know for the rest of my life that I'll be giving back, trying to fix the wrong. I'm not proud of what I’ve done in my former life. Today I do truly believe that it's my responsibility, but it's also my passion. Besides cooking, I truly believe it's my calling to touch the lives of people who feel they have no hope or have no potential to be successful. 

Charles: And so we choose Jeff Henderson. He told us his favorite dish to cook and eat is something he calls “Friendly Fried Chicken.” The name of his mentor, by the way, another mentor, was Friendly Womack. And you can find Chef Jeff's recipes, including that chicken, by logging onto our Web site, ABCNews.com. That's World News for this Friday. I'm Charles Gibson and I hope you've had a good day. For all of us at ABC News, have a good weekend. 

[clip ends] 

Ed Melott: Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in welcoming “Chef Jeff” Henderson.

[music; applause] 

“Chef Jeff” Henderson: Wow. Good morning, Nashville! Good morning, ACTE! How's everybody feeling this morning?

Well, I'm extremely excited to be here. This is definitely my crowd, I'm definitely amongst people who share the passion that I share in my life, that I have in my life, that I do on a daily basis. 

I talked to my wife this morning, early this morning. She called me and woke me up this morning and said, “Honey, how are you feeling this morning?” 

I said, “Baby, I feel good.” 

And she said, “Have you thought about what you're going to talk about?” 

I said, “No, not really yet.” 

[laughter] 

And then when I came and saw all these chairs, I said, “My god, 4,000 people.” All right?

And she said, “Honey, don't give a speech.” 

I said, “Don't give a speech? That's what the brought me here for, was to give a speech.” 

She said, “Tell a story.” 

And I had to agree with her, because my story, the young people who you saw on my show, the “Chef Jeff Project” story, is a direct reflection of the individuals that you see, work with, teach and deal with on a daily basis. Am I telling the truth? 

[applause] 

I'm going to tell you my story, but it's not just my story. It's the story of millions of young people, middle-aged people, from all races, religions and backgrounds, who come from generational poverty, who come from broken families, who come from a history of incarceration and drug addiction and low self-esteem.

So I thought, I want to take you on this journey. And during this journey that I take you on, we're going to confront many, many issues. But at the core of the issues, at the core of change, and at the core of my message and my story today, is the importance of education. The importance of mentoring. The importance of having passion as a teacher and educator. 

I want to take you back 35 years ago, when I was a little boy growing up in South Central Los Angeles, who came from a family where education wasn't valued. I came from a family where it was broken. I came from a single-parent home; my father left when I was very young. My mother raised my sister and I. 

And something always disturbed me as a little boy, and I couldn't understand the difference between the have and the have-nots, and why we lived a certain lifestyle. It wasn't until later in life when I began to understand value systems. Poverty, which is a way of life, it's a condition of people or individuals' mind sets. 

And when I was in school, they always told me that I was a problem, and I began to view the world as a problem, with blinders on. In my house, I watched my mother come home many a night from her two jobs, frustrated, and drink herself to sleep at night, while my sister had to cook for me and her. 

I grew up in a house where we never sat at the dinner table and my mother stimulated my mind or engaged me or asked me what did I want to be in life when I grew up. How was I doing in school. My mother never came to the school, because she worked all the time. 

I grew up as a little boy who went to the refrigerator in the morning, in the afternoon—and you know how sometimes when you're at home and you haven't went grocery shopping and you keep going to the refrigerator, but subconsciously you know there's nothing in there to eat. 

Well, that's what I used to do. We never woke up in the morning and had choices for breakfast, lunch and dinner. We didn't have the fancy double-door refrigerator. Sometimes we had grits with a couple strips of bacon that my sister broke up and put in there, and maybe a little bit of butter, to create a meal. 

We never had a fruit bowl in the middle of our table. Never. We never had a cookie jar. It was my grandmother who was the only person in my family that had a cookie jar. 

So I would get up in the morning and I would go to school. Not with a vision, not with a purpose, not on a mission. But I went to school for everything other than education. I went to school to get multiple lunches. I used to hustle those free lunch tickets they used to give you, and get extra apples. 

And it wasn't those Granny Smiths, it was those nasty red apples that you can't swallow the skin. 

[laughter] 

I always have an apple when I go out, because fruit is important to me. Just imagine, children without fruit. Children without a choice in the morning for food to eat. That's what it was like for me.

I was in a busing program, and I would get on the bus and head to school, the bus would take us to the suburbs. I'm looking out of the window, and I see these big, beautiful homes, mothers and fathers coming out taking their children to school, hugging them, kissing them, congratulating them. 

The dream I always had was to one day to get a house on a hill with a white picket fence, on a quiet street, free of gun shots; big, big trees, swimming pool in the backyard, and one of those fancy double-door refrigerators filled with food, filled with choices—breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

The career of choice became almost guaranteed for me as a young teenager, as for many young people in many communities across this country: drugs, marijuana, eventually cocaine. The role models in the neighborhood became the older homeboys, who were manufacturing dreams on the street corners. Who taught me, and many young people, a whole generation of young people, how to eat better, how to put money in our pockets, how to live the American dream, what we thought was the American dream. 

I embarked on a career of selling drugs, something that I'm not proud of, because generations of young people have got caught up in that lifestyle and it has impacted them, which has impacted our schools, which has impacted communities, which has brought 2.5 million people into the penal system. That's why we have the challenge that we have today. I was blessed in 1988, when I was indicted by the federal government and sent to prison, where I spent nearly 10 years of my life, when I was 23 years of age. 

When I tell my story I talk about how prison saved my life. How I grew up in prison. I learned how to shave with a razor in prison. I read my first book in prison. I began to embrace education in prison, but it wasn't right away, because I was still caught up in a mindset that did not allow me to have the values to value and see the payoff in education. 

One day a Wall Street business mogul, Ivan Boesky, who was a co-defendant of Michael Milken in 1992, who told me, he said, “Henderson, you're a smart guy.” 

I said, “What do you mean?” 

He said, “When you were on the streets selling drugs…”—I'm going to get little chuckles here, for this one—”You understood marketing.” Yes, go ahead. 

[laughter] 

“You understood branding. You knew what a bottom line was. You knew how to manage a diverse workforce.”
[laughter] 

That's what he told me. I said, “Really? How did I do that?”
“Well, you moved amongst gang members. You said you never had a fight, you never carried guns, you were never violent, but you became a millionaire when you were 19 years old. It takes a smart person to do that.” 

He said, “All you have to do is change the product, and get integrity, and there's no stopping you.” 

[applause] 

That never left my mind. I joined Toastmasters in prison, and became Sergeant of Arms. I improved my speaking skills. I became more articulate from reading books, taking marketing classes. I went and earned my GED.

I read this newspaper, along with the Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, LA Times, New York Times, every day. It was here where I began to value my reading, and to realize that I could be more than a drug dealer, and that the blinders are going to come off, and I could really see the world through a different set of eyes. 

That was the beginning for me, of change. Change was a journey. It did not come easy. You are looking at 20 years of redefining me, of building a brand. Ten years in prison of falling in love with myself, building my self-esteem up, and finding out what is it that I wanted to be when I got out. So here in prison, I don't want to put a lot of emphasis on prison, but this is where I got introduced to trades, where I got introduced to careers. 

They taught plumbing, electrical, auto mechanics, machinists, painters, sewing, all these different types of trades they had in prison. Somebody introduced me to the construction foreman, and I took a class on drywall. I took a class on painting. I took a class on plumbing. I began to learn and become self-taught, and I said, “wow, you know, it's fun to learn.” I learned how to use my brain and how to think, and do these different things. 

I was working at the time on a Cadillac crew where I swept cigarette butts. Now, everybody in prison has to have a job, you can't not work, unless you're just medically dysfunctional. I was on the Cadillac crew with all of the Wall Street, white-collar criminals, all the Ivan Boeskys, the stock brokers, the lawyers, who swept cigarette butts up. And CEOs of corporations, as well, too. Yes. 

[laughter] 

They had a little too much information. But anyway, I was on this job for 20 minutes a day. I had a little area on the north yard I had to clean and I didn't go a couple of times, and the lieutenant called me to the office, and can you believe it, they fired me on my job in prison.

[laughter] 

Yes. I got fired on my job, and they put me in the kitchen on pots and pan detail. I was like, my God, pots and pans. I mean, that was my major punishment when I was a kid, washing dishes. So here I am in the kitchen on pots and pans, but what I realized after a while was where other inmates saw a punishment, I saw an opportunity.

After working in the kitchen for a couple of days, I started seeing these bus pans going by with towels covered over things. One time the guy didn't have a towel and it was bananas, and chicken, and fruit. I was like, OK, this is how these guys are getting so buffed, they have got all the extra food in here in the prison, in the kitchen. So I said, “OK, this is the place to be, because I can eat extra food, now.” 

So here I am in the kitchen washing dishes, and a guy by the name of Big Roy, and Friendly, who ran the kitchen, and he said, “Come here, youngster, I'm going to show you how to cook.” 

So I started working with these guys, we were making meatloaf, spaghetti, chop suey, and biscuits and gravy, all these different foods. I never cooked before, and I got really good, and the first time in my life, I was being praised for something positive, which was an amazing feeling. 

Six months later, I became the head inmate cook, and eventually the head inmate baker. I said to myself, this is the career that I want to be in. I had this dream that I wanted to be a chef. An article came out in USA Today about the top African-American chefs in the country, which at the time was Patrick Clark, Marc Samuelsson, and Robert Gadsby, and I began to write letters to these individuals from prison. Obviously, none of them answered. 

[laughter] 

I wrote Hilton, Marriott, Hyatt: “Everybody, my name is Jeff Henderson, I'm a convicted felon, and I would appreciate an opportunity when I get out of prison.” So no one wrote. So I decided that when I get out, I'm going to make my way to find these individuals. I had some challenges coming out of the system, which are a lot of challenges U.S. educators face with people coming out of prison, people coming from a poverty-stricken background.

As I began to educate myself, the blinders came off. I viewed the world different, everything, but I had issues when I came out. I had to deal with claustrophobia. Prison desensitizes you to where you are not very sensitive about things, about people, sometimes, and people around you. 

Prison is a very enclosed community. It's a very isolated world that you live in, and it creates selfishness, it creates uneasiness, and I had to fix these things about myself, because when I went into the workplace, out of prison, it was like I had convicted felon written across my chest. So I had to make it become transparent. 

I did so many different things to build this brand that I had to build in order to go work in the big brands of the food industry. My dream was to work at the best of the best, and work amongst the elite. I had to straighten up the way I walked. I want to tell you something, the way I used to walk, it was like my knee was broke, my whole life. 

You know, it was like when I walked I used to have this little stroll. I mean, I walked like this my whole life, that's the cool walk in the neighborhood. Here I'm walking into the Bellagio, Ritz Carlton, Lauria Montage, the Hotel Bel Air, and I can't go in there walking like that. So for me, to tweak the brand, to tweak my performance, I had to learn how to walk straight. I never in my life walked straight like this. 

[laughter] 

I just couldn't do it. It was so difficult for me. I kind of looked funny a little bit, because I had to pull my pants up and have 'em a little tighter than normally being baggy. And I clean-shaved the face. I really wanted to try to diffuse the prison, the street stigma. And it worked. I had to go get my teeth fixed, $2,600 grill I have in my mouth right now.

[laughter] 

Because I learned the importance of a smile. I had to humble myself in order to walk into the Bellagios and Ritz Carltons and the Caesar's Palaces of the world. So my point there is that people who embrace technical schools, community colleges, trade schools, are people who are like me. Not all like me, but people who come from adverse backgrounds, homelessness and single-parent homes where education never was valued from a child.

See, when a person doesn't value education as a kid and you begin to value it later in life, you're 10, 15 years behind the time. So focusing on a specific trade is key to turning around the generations of people who wind up going to prison. Who wind up not valuing education. Who wind up getting on welfare. Who wind up burdening our tax system. 

So these individuals are individuals who decide to say, “Listen, I want to be a mechanic. I want to be a barber. I want to be a painter. I want to be a chef. I want to be a cook.” These are the individuals that come to trade schools. These are individuals that come out of ProStart, that come out of CCAP, that come out of Job Corps, which I'm a regular visitor of. A big fan of Job Corp, ProStart, CCAP. 

[applause] 

Thank you. Who are doing phenomenal work with these young individuals. But it's the self-esteem that we have to build in these individuals. And, as an instructor, and as an educator, sometimes it's challenging, because we don't know how to get Tyrone or Maria or Malcolm or Johnny Come Lately to understand the importance of being to work on time. The importance of focusing on task. The importance of embracing that trade passionately.

But sometimes when you come from a middle-class lifestyle your value systems are different. And in order to inspire, motivate and empower some of these individuals, like myself, one must understand where they come from. And that comes from being very passionate as a teacher, as a motivator and a mentor. 

So over these years that I've been traveling the country, going into schools and working with teachers and in the prisons and working with culinary programs and motivating these individuals. I tell these young people, “You're smart. You have potential. You're intelligent. You can be anything that you want to be.” 

Some of those people have never been told that in their life. Look in the mirror, look at yourself. That's what I used to do. I used to have self-talk. I used to say, “I'm proud of who I am. I'm smart. I'm intelligent and I have potential.” But, you also have to let individuals know they have to sacrifice to get to this point in life. 

When I came home from prison, I had no friends. Every extra dime I had went back into my career of choice, which was cooking. I bought new knives, new pots, new cookbooks. All these different things. So I had to understand that, in order for me to change. In order for me to get to this particular level, there was so much life skills that I needed to learn. 

Which is a big part of what you guys have to do, in mentoring. In order to get these individuals from the beginning of class through and able to graduate. They don't believe in themselves. They don't have the self-esteem. 
A lot of young people go to school. They take these classes because it's the right thing to do. 

Some people go to school because they want to impress their family members. Because maybe they had an aggressive recruiter who came to the school and painted this picture of a particular trade school, a particular college. 

But when these individuals come, we have to be able to reach them. And sometimes, it's not just bringing them to the book. Sometimes it's not just putting them in the classroom. It's going to be by a lot of one-on-one. Going into their community, trying to understand where they come from in life. 

And these are some of the life lessons I had to learn through my career. Through the last 13 years that I've been out of prison. Working at many different companies. I studied the boss. I intellectually jacked him. 

[laughter] 

Yes. I called it intellectually jackin'. I robbed him for the knowledge. I went amongst the best in the industry and I learned by hands-on. Which is a very crucial teaching tool for individuals who come from those particular demographics. And, I was amazed, sometimes, at my own self. I would say, “How did I get here?”
And I had to take lesser jobs to get better jobs later. I remember when I went to Las Vegas in 2000 to get a job at the Bellagio. It took me three and a half years to get a job at the Bellagio. Caesar's Palace was the only hotel that would even talk to me. And there was a chef by the name of Jim Perrello. And he was a big Italian guy with his hair slicked back from the Bronx, New York. 

And I didn't intimidate him at all. And the first thing he asked is, “Have you ever killed anybody?” I said, “No, sir.” He says, “Can you cook?” I said, “Yes, sir.” He says, “Well, I want you to come cook a six-course tasting for me and my staff. And then we'll go from there.” 

So I came in and I prepared a six-course tasting. Hudson Valley foie gras pan seared with minted, sautéed brown butter pineapple. Filet Mignon Rossini with a piece of foie gras on the top with a red wine reduction. 

[applause] 

Desserts, John Dory fish oven-roasted with sautéed Swiss chard with a [indecipherable 26:35] of shallots and fresh garlic and fingerling potatoes. I'm sorry I didn't bring anything to eat.

[laughter] 

I was trying to figure out how I was going to get some of that Friendly Fried Chicken here. And that's my world-famous jailhouse fried chicken, that I'm going to hopefully have in the stores one of these days. And I prepared this meal in high confidence. I knew who I was, I knew that I could cook, I just needed that break. I needed that opportunity.

And I cooked him six courses in 60 minutes. They hired me on the spot. 

[applause] 

Thank you. They made me an assistant chef in Italian gourmet [indecipherable 27:19]. Before my 90-day probation period was up, they promoted me to the first African-American chef de cuisine in the 35-year history of Caesar's Palace.

[applause] 

Thank you. And when they made me the chef of the Palatium Buffet, the chef called me in the office, he said, “Henderson, this is a tough kitchen. A lot of chefs don't make it in this room.”
I said, “Well, show me the kitchen.” He took me to show me the kitchen and everybody I saw in that kitchen, I read them. 

Because you know, when you come from the streets, you've been watching your back your whole life. So you have this sixth sense, you have this ability to dissect the individual within seconds. Because, you're in prison, you're on the streets, so you've got to know who's around you. 

So some of these abilities that I learned over the years of surviving since a young kid helped me in a corporate world. So I came in the kitchen and a lot of the homeboys in there, lot of young girls in there, many children, criminal backgrounds, low self-esteems, no high school diplomas, uneducated, didn't speak well, hair eight feet off their head, tattoos, earrings all up their ear. I said, “OK. This is my kitchen.” 

[laughter] 

“This is my kitchen.” Though I didn't look like it, because I got my corporate game face on and I look like I just graduated from the Cordon Bleu in France. And I came right in that kitchen and the first thing I did was empower people. I want to identify the leadership. I would go up to this guy named Tim. I'd say, “Timmy, how long you've been working here, man?”
He said, “Man, I've been working here for like 27 years.” And he's just a cook. 

I said, “Why are you just a cook? You should be a chef.” 

He said, “Why do you think so?” 

I said, “Man, you're very talented. You're an amazing cook.” I said, “I'm going to make you a chef.” No one's ever told him that before. 

I went over there to the little Hispanic woman from South America who'd been working pantry for 20-something years and I praised her work. I built a team. And when it came time for me to put my first menu in place, I went to my cooks and I said, “Listen, jefe got to change the menu, I need some input.” Though I had the vision, I went to my staff and I said, “Listen, I need some menu items.” 

And I allowed these guys to play with some things in the kitchen and come up with some dishes to put on the menu. So, one of the dishes that the chef wanted was a queso, was this egg dish. I can't think of the name now, it's a Spanish dish with the tortilla with the beans and huevos rancheros. 

So, I had guys from Mexico, South America, Ecuador, I mean everywhere. So I did a contest. I said, “Listen, we've got to put this dish on the menu.” So, all of them got together and they made these dishes. 

And I made it into a competition and invited the vice president of food and beverage, executive chef down. And they were so proud to put that dish up, that egg dish with the tortillas and the salsa and the cheeses and the beans and the cilantro. I'd never seen their eyes beaming so much. 

And a guy by the name of Cholo, from Mexico City, won his dish. And we put it on that menu and he was so proud and my staff was so proud. That's how I began to really understand true leadership, true motivation, mentoring and how you can make your work staff more productive. Which impacts the bottom line. No union issues. No HR issues. I made it a team effort. 

[applause] 

Yes. Yes. No big Is, no big MEs. And I tell them, “It’s never about me, this is about us. And this is how we're going to make this happen.”
So, over the years, I'm working in Vegas at Caesar's Palace. Bellagio's right next door. Every time I come to work I would look at the Bellagio. I interviewed two times over there, they shot me down, because I couldn't name the five “mother sauces” from one interview. 

And, some of the chefs were very egotistic, come from Europe. Some from Europe and different parts of the world. I didn't have a culinary background and they didn't want to give me a chance and my criminal record came up. And my spiel to them is like, “Chef, I want to be honest with you. Before we even do the application. My specialty background was California French and Northern Italian. But I have something I need to tell you.” 

And he said, “What is that?” 

I said, “You know, when I was young, I made some wrong choices. And from those wrong choices, I'm a better person today. If you give me an opportunity, I will prove to you that I'm worthy and I'm capable of doing this job.” But, I still couldn't sell him on the fact that I'd been to prison and I didn't have a culinary degree. 

So, he bypassed. So what I did, I just waited until they changed regimes. You know, they bring in a new president and all the vice presidents go somewhere else and the chefs go somewhere else. 

So it was very strategic how I did. And I had all the information on the hotel. I studied, I did research on the chef, where he was from, his favorite type of food. I used to go by the employee entrance and would jam up the cooks and stuff and say, “Hey, my name is Jeff. Who's the chef here? What's his background? Where is he from?” I would talk to hostesses and eat at the restaurants. 

So I did all my research before I would go in. And they changed regimes and they brought a chef in by the name of Wolfgang von Wieser from The Four Seasons and I said, “OK. This is my third and final shot. If I don't get it here, I'm out of Vegas.” And, I went there and interviewed, the guy gave me a chance, before I even interviewed, he told me to cook. 

There, I prepared seven courses to get the job and they hired me right on the spot and the again, within three months, they named me the first African-American executive chef to run a restaurant at the Bellagio. 

[applause] 

Yes. Whoo! Which became a turning point in my life. All along there's me on the journey and this road to becoming a chef. I still made time to go back in the community, go into schools, talk to young people about choices and consequences. The value and the pay-off of education. Because young kids are so driven by gadgets and trinkets. They want to make money, that instant gratification.

So I got real cool and slick how I put these terms on education. Like, education equals dollars. Education equals a house on the hill with the white picket fence. When you educate yourself, the blinders come off, you begin to see the world different, your value system changes. The only difference between the haves or the have-nots is knowledge. 

The ones who have more, the ones who live in the suburbs. the ones who have the house on the hill with the white picket fence, they just know more than you know. So what do they know that you don't know? You have to go amongst the best in the industry and learn from them. 

I said, “Look at me. I sold drugs. I made a lot of money. I went to prison. I turned my life around. I found redemption. And I changed my life. When I came home from prison, I was poor. I didn't have anything. My wife and my two children, we had a one-bedroom apartment. We slept in a kid-size bed. We had a card table that we used for a dinner table for many, many, years. And I paid my dues because I saw the payoff in education. I knew that other people weren't that much smarter than me. They just had access to knowledge, access to information.” 

I would tell these youngsters, “This is what you have to do. You have to get this data, get this information. You've got to put your game face on. You have to be a chameleon. You have to go outside of your comfort zone. And that's how you make it.” 

That was my message as I was traveling around the country. And the phone rang in the kitchen one day and it was a guy from New York named Michael Saltas. He said, “Henderson, I read about your story on the Internet. You were speaking down in New Orleans and I want to help tell your story to the world.” And I said, “OK.” 

So, we put together a book proposal called “Cooked: From the Street to the Stove, From Cocaine to Foie Gras”. Interesting title, huh? Yeah. Well, it got the attention of Oprah Winfrey. 

And we wrote the book, the book went into a bidding war in New York City and from there on my life had totally changed. And I have been blessed with so many opportunities with so many mentors and so many teachers and so many educators. With so many people who saw a potential in me. 

And I went on the Oprah Winfrey show and I was very, very, nervous about going on her show, because I thought she was going to ridicule me for my past of drugs. And I was willing—ready to take the verbal whipping. I said I wasn't going to fight her back. I wasn't going to make excuses. Because you know you can't win against Oprah. 

[laughter] 

And I'm sitting in this garage with my agent and my family and the limousine came in, the doors opened—it was Oprah, two black dogs came out. And Oprah … Most people who interview on a high level never meet or talk to the person they're interviewing prior to an interview, because they don't want to have any prejudged opinions or whatnot.

So, she came out and she says—she had just got back from California with Stedman and Gayle, they were coming from a party and she got out and said, “Hey! Chef Jeff!” 

I said, “Hey, Oprah! What's happenin'? How are you doing?” 

And she said, “Oh, I'm doing fine.” And said, “One minute, I have to go pee right quick.” 

[laughter] 

And when she said that I said, “OK. Oprah, she's real, she pees.”
[laughter] 

You know. [laughs]

[applause] 

So, she was just totally down to earth. It was just like the lady on the block. Like, my auntie or something, you know. And I begin to feel very comfortable at that point and I went out there and I told my story to the world. And she told me that I was a true inspiration to young boys everywhere. And it really touched my heart. I've been extremely blessed with many opportunities after that to work all around the country. 

I recently, a couple years ago, left the Bellagio to embark on my own business, consulting and stuff. And went into schools and went into prisons and I started writing. I wrote a cookbook. I put the cookbook out. I started working on some curriculum stuff. And I had an epiphany again. I was at that point at my life, when I was in prison, when I made the decision that I was going to be a chef. 

And I really thought that my true calling in life wasn't in the kitchen. It was working with young people. It was working with people who come from the past background that I come from. I still cook, I just cook for private people and stuff. I don't do any restaurants or anything. 

And I knew the importance of people with stories like myself that come back in the communities that work with educators, that work with teachers, they help them empower these individuals. So we can get them in the school, through school, and to graduate. And, it's been an amazing journey. My life story is now being turned into a motion picture by the team that did “Pursuit of Happyness,” Will Smith. 

[applause] 

Yes. I'm extremely humbled. I'm extremely grounded. I don't take anything for granted in life. It was a long journey. Twenty years in the making to get here. So, in closing, I want to thank all of you, the teachers, the educators, which it's not easy to be a teacher.

But, being a teacher, you wear many hats and we talk about a lot of great teachers all the time. Teacher of the Year. Teachers who have achieved great things. But I believe the most important teacher is the most effective teacher. 

There's a difference between being effective and greatness. An effective teacher puts in the work in the trenches that no one sees: the publicist, the boss, the principal, the board members. They're the ones who take interest in the students. It's the teachers that feel it in their soul, feel it in their blood. Who go to work every day and truly try to make a difference in somebody's life. 

And it can be done. So, I want to thank you, once again. I want to thank this organization, again, for seeing the value in me. And when you go back to school, adopt somebody. Think about where they come from and put yourself in their shoes and say, “I want to help them. I can help make a difference in their life.” 

I want to thank you, once again. 
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