
Someone in 

the Kitchen...

Chef Laura has been with the Institute 
of Culinary Arts at Robert Morris 
College since 2004, starting out as 
one of the first staff members as the 
program was being established at the 
Chicago campus. She presently serves 
as the Kitchen Manager as well as an 
instructor on the culinary faculty.

“I’ve been interested in cooking for as 
long as I can remember,” she says. “My 
mom was a great cook and Julia Child 
came on tv just before Sesame Street 
when I was little. I was more interested 
in Julia Child – it made a great 
impression on me as a little kid. One 
time when I was around eight years old, 
I got out of bed and decided to make 
a big breakfast for my parents. They 
weren’t particularly thrilled that I was 
cooking alone in the kitchen, but by 
then they knew I had a knack for it.”

Despite her deep interest in cooking, 
she decided to study veterinary 
medicine in college at the University 

of Wisconsin. She was a veterinary 
nurse for thirteen years, then decided 
to switch to her other love. “I went 
to Elgin Community College and 
enrolled in their culinary program,” 
she explained. After graduation, 

she worked in all kinds of venues: 
country clubs, hotels, restaurants, and 
pastry shops. “I loved working in the 
restaurants; I worked under some of 
the best chefs.”

Having had a smorgasbord of 
experience, Laura has found a niche 
in the culinary field – and it’s a sweet 
one! Pastry is her love and she has been 
teaching the mini baking sequence for 
student chefs who are interested 

in specializing in creating desserts 
and candies. As a matter of fact, she 
had a role in establishing the baking 
and pastry program at RMC. “Nancy 
Rotunno came up with the courses and 
she gave me the freedom to write the 
curriculum. It was presented to RMC 
President Michael Viollt and he gave it 
the green light.” 

Students can take the sequence 
as part of the bachelor’s in 
Hospitality Management, giving 
them a concentration in Baking. Or, 
individuals who are simply interested 
in learning more about baking can sign 
up for the four courses.

Today, Chef Laura does a great job as 
a juggler of her kitchen manager duties 
and as an instructor. She hopes to 
teach full time, someday, but she has to 

admit she loves the joys and challenges 
of her role as Kitchen Manager. “I love 
that no matter what I do in my job, I’m 
constantly teaching students. I love the 
contact with them. If there is anything 
they get out of my classes, I hope it is 
that they will be able to go into any 
kitchen and have the confidence and 
strong foundation to handle the simple 
things with ease.” 

Chef Laura Vaughn 
and one of her 
sculptures made 
entirely of sugar.



Welcome to Cuizine!
Cuizine is the new periodic newsletter for students, 

alumni and friends of the Institute of Culinary Arts of 

Robert Morris College. We hope to keep you informed 

of happenings in our own kitchens as well as offer a taste of 

what’s cooking in the culinary world.

Let us know what you think. We’re open to suggestions and 

input and encourage you to learn more about RMC’s Institute 

of Culinary Arts at www.robertmorris.edu.

Yours for good eating, 

Nancy Rotunno – Executive Director



Others just look upon meals 
as the fuel stations of life, 
not thinking much about the 
experience except as a stop 
before heading back to work 
or recreation. Most enjoy 
the infrequent visit to an 
upscale restaurant as a treat or 
opportunity to share time with 
friends or clients or to celebrate  
a special occasion.

For everyone, food is the 
substance that brings people 
together, whether it’s a coffee 

break with a donut or a gathering 
of 40 around the Thanksgiving 
turkey. But what is entailed in 
getting the cookie to the plate 
or the roast beef to the oven is a 
far more complex process than 
most people understand. And 
this summer, a number of RMC 
Institute of Culinary Arts student 
chefs experienced first hand 
alternative ways of getting food 
from the field to the kitchen.

“Organically grown,” 
“biodynamics,” “subsistence 

farming,” “Demeter certified,” –  
there are many different labels 
to the more earth friendly 
approaches to raising crops and 
livestock for individuals and 
restaurants. Over the course of 
four days, thirteen student chefs 
and three instructors learned 
some of the methods and nuances 
employed by farmers, brewers, 
restauranteurs, butchers, chefs, 
beekeepers and vintners in the 
southeastern Wisconsin area.

There was so much more to this 
experience than taking a number 
of students on culinary field trips, 
according to , 
executive director of the Institute. 
“There really is a spiritual 
element, an appreciation for the 
food itself and also for the people 
who produced it,” she said. 

Dining in a restaurant can connote different things to 
different people. Some dine out regularly because they  
don’t – or can’t – cook at home.



The journey took RMC student 
chefs from one end of the 
spectrum – a place they know, 
where a chef can order up their 
food purchases from a purveyor 
on the phone or by email, get 
it the next day, and not really 
think about where it came from 
or how it was grown – to the 
other end, where they form a 
relationship with the farmer who 

plants the vegetables and herbs, or 
the rancher who raises grass-fed 
cattle or hogs, or the brewer who 
has one of the only organic hops 
farms in the Midwest.

The group started out on a 
Monday morning at the Michael 
Fields Agricultural Institute 
near East Troy, Wisconsin. 

 at MFAI set up the 
visit and saw to it that RMC 
students and staff were welcomed 
and well accommodated. Over 
a farm-fresh breakfast, they 
learned how MFAI is devoted 
to “developing an agriculture 
that can sustain the land and its 
resources.” Throughout the day, 
students learned about the tiers in 
the American Food System, how 
localities contribute uniqueness to 
different foods, and where a chef 
can best fit into the process from 
field to table.

The first dinner at the Grandview 
Restaurant in Lake Geneva 
utilized ingredients from local 
farms. It was here that students 

were able to sample what would 
be their own “Local Flavor 
Challenge.” They would have 
to prepare their final dinner 
in a similar manner, taking 
into consideration things they 
learned throughout the week. 
“We grouped the students in 
teams from the outset,” Ms. 
Rotunno explained. “Then they 
worked as a team with the other 
teams, building on one another’s 
strengths as well as  
their passions.” 

On Tuesday and Wednesday, the 
students learned about the Slow 
Food movement, created as an 
answer to fast food that is so 
prevalent on America’s everyday 
menus. Slow Food promotes a 
shift away from industrialized 
food system to the enjoyment of 
food that is locally, seasonally 
and sustainably grown. They also 
visited Wilson Farm Meats in 
Elkhorn, Roots Restaurant, and 
Lakefront Brewery in Milwaukee 
and experienced a cooking class  
in the Public Market. 



The Madison Farmer’s Market 
provided inspiration for the 
final dinner, as did lunch at 
Café Soleil and a tour of the 
Wollersheim Winery. “Dinner at 
the Oconomowoc Lake Club was 
phenomenal,” Ms. Rotunno said. 
“The chefs demonstrated how 
working with fresh ingredients 
and using the relationships they 
have formed with farmers has 
made a huge difference in what 
they prepared and how it tastes.”

The Yuppie Hill Poultry Farm 
in Burlington and the Hive Tour 
in East Troy were the final trips 
before the students started the 
preparations for their dinner 
presentations. Each team took 
a course and each course had to 
work compatibly with the other 
courses – and, most certainly, 
utilized the local flavors, food and 
seasonal favorites from the area.

“I grant you,” continued 
Ms. Rotunno, “to cook this 
way is more expensive, more 
time consuming and requires 
considerable time management. 
But the food is so superior! The 
creative chef can get past some 
of the cost factors and learn to 
change menus with the seasons. 
And educating the public to 
expect this approach makes sense. 

We need to get more young chefs 
to experience this in culinary 
schools, and if even a portion 
of it rubs off, we’ve made some 
headway.”

To Nancy Rotunno, her staff and 
student chefs, the experience was 
so far beyond their expectations. 
“The students were so grateful 
for the adventure – it was life 
changing and it changed their 
lives as future chefs. We could 
have spent a month in southeast 
Wisconsin, learning more from 
everyone we met. The people 
all opened their hearts, homes 
and fields to us and enriched us 
with their love and passion for 
food. They are truly the salt of 
the earth. They believe this is the 
way farming – and eating – really 
should be.”



STUDENT
        PROFILE

 grew up on a 
dairy farm a few miles from Rock 
City, a town of about 350 people 
in northwest Illinois. Making the 
move to attend RMC’s culinary 
program took a leap of faith for 
this small town native, but moving 
to Chicago in 2004 was only the 
first leg of his journey toward 
completing his bachelor’s degree.

After becoming used to the demands of the RMC 
kitchens, Aaron decided to expand his culinary 
experience once he learned of the opportunity to study 
abroad in Florence, Italy in the fall of 2005. Funding 
the adventure, however, proved to be a challenge. 
“I figured I could go if I found a scholarship - if I 
couldn’t, Italy wasn’t going to happen.”

Luckily, through the efforts of Monique Jones in 
RMC’s Student Services department, Aaron qualified 
for a scholarship through the Gilman International 
Scholarship Program. “I applied for it and got it.” 
Soon enough, he was packing his bags and practicing 
his Italian.

The study abroad program for culinary students 
takes place at the Apicius Institute in Florence. Three 
Chicago students and fourteen DuPage students made 
the trip together. Over the ten weeks, students learn 
the cooking styles and techniques of Italy’s twenty 
regions. “The styles differ from region to region,” 
explained Aaron, “but the techniques are simple. We 
learned how to prepare really good food, using basic 
yet essential methods.”

The students also traveled around Italy, visiting 
Venice, Rome and Pisa, but “Florence was my 
favorite,” Aaron said. 

He feels the experience added a lot to his educational 
experience. “Being under the direction of an authentic 
Italian chef definitely shed a new light on the culinary 
process. I would recommend every culinary student 
take advantage of the study abroad program. It was 
great.”

Aaron completed his degree in February of 2007 and 
attended graduation in June. Today he is assistant 
manager at Blue Water Grill in downtown Chicago 
and also makes his home in the city.


