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we started thinking about what 
we could do – particularly since 
we have our horticulture pro-
gram. And then if you just look 
at employment outlooks across 
the nation, 44% in job increases 
are expected in the cannabis 
fi eld. So we just kept on looking 
at those numbers and we knew 
they weren’t gonna go away 
anytime soon.”

While NCCC said it is proud 
of its foresight and willingness 
to prepare for the changing job 
market, Ulatowski said the real 
credit is owed to forward-think-
ing faculty.

“I really give kudos to our faculty for knowing their own 
industry. They know what’s coming down the pipe. They 
know what it is our students need to know,” she said.

Among those faculty members are horticulture pro-
gram coordinator Carolyn Stanko, who spearheaded the 
efforts to implement cannabis courses into the horticul-
ture program. 

Stanko said, “We have a horticulture program that’s 
been around since 1979 and all these years we’ve focused 
on traditional horticulture. … But in 2018, the federal gov-
ernment redid the farm bill and they took hemp off of the 
controlled substances list, which allowed growers around 
the country to start growing hemp. We recognized this 
new crop was going to necessitate that we start being able 
to provide employees to these growers.”

The department went on to debut four courses in fall 
2019 – business of cannabis, cannabis production, biology 
of cannabis and cannabis pest management. Going for-
ward, the program will also be offering two new classes: 
medical applications of marijuana and extraction tech-
nologies. 

But the coursework is only one facet of why NCCC’s 
programs are so valuable. Per the degree program, stu-
dents are required to fulfi ll an internship the college 
provides through a number of local partners. This gives 
them an edge in an ever-growing job market.

“We’ve been placing those students that have a cannabis 
focus into positions with local growers of hemp and retail 
CBD sites,” Stanko said. “So, they’ve been getting their 
hands on training right with local businesses. They’re 
seeing how it is from ground up. And then they’re going 
on to get employment in that industry as well. We have a 
number of externship/internship sites that support our 
students and … we’re very grateful for everything they 
do for our students. They’re a big partner in helping train 
our students and readying them for the industry. So, it 
works out really well. We have near 100% employment 
across the program – from the traditional program to can-
nabis – and we just see it growing. Now that recreational 
marijuana is (legal), we see that expanding.”

Stanko said a local growing partner, Wheatfi eld Gar-
dens, would be adding an extraction facility that will pro-
vide interns hands-on opportunities through a newly of-
fered extraction class. She also said the program did have 
one medical marijuana site lined up for interns last spring, 
but COVID-19 forced the program to pause. Stanko said 
the program is expected to resume.

“It’s exciting. We always try to address the needs of our 
community and the needs of local industry, and this is just 
one more way where we’re able to do that,” she said of the 
cannabis curriculum. “Students have been asking about 
this for a long time and, now that we can do it, it’s a great 
thing. It’s one of the fastest-growing programs on campus 
right now. COVID has really hurt the enrollment of a lot 
of colleges and universities, but our program is growing 
very strongly.”

Stanko also noted that, via NCCC’s Workforce Develop-
ment department, these programs are available for those 
not enrolled in a degree program. 

“Students, or really anybody who wants to learn more 
about (these topics), can enroll in the class,” she said. 
“It’s a lower cost than paying full tuition and they get the 
same education.” 

For more information, call the Workforce Development 
offi ce at 614-6236 or email workforce@niagaracc.suny.
edu.

The cannabis industry isn’t just relegated to the grow-
ing and cultivation of the plant. It’s also creating opportu-
nities in the culinary fi eld. 

Chef Nathan Koscielski, a certifi ed culinary instructor 
at the Niagara Falls Culinary Institute, was – much like 
Stanko – fortuitous in his plans to develop a culinary can-

nabis and edibles course. The inaugural semester of the 
program is underway right now. 

“As an instructor of NCCC/NFCI, I always try to have 
a growth mindset; and I am always trying to say ahead of 
the curve so we can best educate our students not only 
for what they’re going to be used utilizing in today’s culi-
nary world, but what ingredients – what equipment, what 
methodology – will they be using as chefs – as restaura-
teurs – fi ve, 10, 15 years down the road,” he said.

“I’m born and raised in WNY. I feel an obligation to 
our community. … Recreational cannabis is popping up 
across the country and I want my students to be employ-
able. … I truly thought it was hindering our students by 
not teaching them how to safely work with this very im-
portant ingredient.”

To underscore how unique the program is, last year 
Koscielski became one of the fi rst 50 chefs in the U.S. 
to receive a specialization certifi cate in culinary cannabis 
and edibles from the American Culinary Federation. To 
date, NCCC is the only SUNY school to offer a culinary-
centric cannabis course.

“When people hear culinary cannabis, I think that a lot 
of people think all we’re doing is maybe just cooking with 
cannabis and having a lot of fun; eating a lot of brownies; 
when it couldn’t be farther from the truth,” Koscielski 
said. 

He explained the curriculum is currently a math and 
science-heavy, lecture-only course, which covers topics 
such as extraction, concentrates, dosing, plant anatomy, 
and the human endocannabinoid system. 

From fl avor profi ling to proper dosing, Koscielski said 
he knows of no other ingredient that requires as much 
mathematical preparation and skill than cannabis.

The culinary cannabis and edibles course does not yet 
include hands-on culinary training (although that is some-
thing Koscielski would like to explore if future legislation 
allows for it.) He said that, as the legislation surrounding 
the production and use of cannabis in a classroom set-
ting becomes more lax, NCCC is poised to be, perhaps, 
the fi rst school in New York to feature a holistic “farm 
to table” approach between its courses – wherein the in-
gredient would be produced via the horticulture side of 
things and utilized by the culinary side.

 Koscielski, like Stanko, went on to applaud the college 
for putting faith in its instructors and allowing for them 
to create programs that are virtually unprecedented in 
Western New York. 

“I give so much credit to the administration of NCCC 
because, as instructors and professors, we can come up 
with all the wonky ideas we want to,” Koscielski said. “For 
the administrators to say, ‘We believe in our instructors; 
we believe in what you want to teach; we believe in your 
methodologies; go for it.’ I would be remiss if I did not 
give an abundance of credit to the administration for be-
lieving in these growth mindset ideas.”

Although the topic of cannabis may still be taboo for 
some, NCCC isn’t about to let stigma get in the way of 
preparing students to be valuable members of this new 
industry. 

Looking ahead, Ulatowski said the college is in the pro-
cess of creating a supply chain management curriculum 
as part of its business program. She noted the horticul-
ture and culinary programs will certainly factor into it, 
and, as the cannabis industry takes root in New York, that 
will, too. 

“We’re looking towards the future,” Ulatowski said. 
“Our job is to prepare students for employment, and we’re 
always keeping our fi nger on the pulse of what the em-
ployment outlook is going to be down the road. There’s 
no sense in training students just for jobs right now; we 
also have to be looking towards the future.”

For more information about NCCC cannabis courses, 
visit www.niagaracc.suny.edu.

NCCC programs lead to student advancement

Professor Carolyn Stanko teaches horticulture students in the courtyard of NCCC.
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