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Discovering the Benefits of a College 

Education and Reinventing Careers

Any adventure is more enjoyable when you 
experience it with someone special. From marriage 
to enrolling in college as nontraditional students, 
John and Sherri Gouge are “traveling companions” 
on life’s journey. This partnership made reaching 
their goal of graduation in 2007, all the more 
meaningful. John and Sherri have been together 
since they were Northwood School sweethearts 
some 20 years ago. Married for 15 years, they have 
four children and strong family and community ties 
to northern Wisconsin.
 When the Gouges found their careers at a 
crossroads, they took a leap of faith and decided to 
pursue professions they felt passionate about, even 
if it meant going back to college as nontraditional 
students who were juggling family and other 
full-time commitments. They graduated from 
Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College-Superior 
in 2007, John with a technical diploma in Welding 
and Sherri with an associate degree in Nursing. 
They both feel it was a great move personally and 
professionally and are already working in terrific 
jobs in their chosen fields. John is employed as a 
taconite facilities worker with BNSF railroad, and 
Sherri was recently hired by Miller Dwan Medical 
Center in Duluth in the rehab/mental health float 
pool.  
Many nontraditional students come to WITC after 
working in the field for a number of years. Some 
just want to expand their current skill set, others, 
like the Gouges, enroll in a program because they 
want to change careers and recognize a credentialed 
education is the best way to start and the surest way 
to be successful.  

Team 
Gouge 

John and Sherri Gouge

By Celia Tarnowski
Photos by Jeff Frey
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Sherri’s job history includes many 
years working in the service industry 
as a waitress and bartender, as well as 
managing a bar and restaurant she and 
John purchased with their parents.
When the local ambulance service 
requested they receive EMT training 
so they could volunteer with the local 
rescue squad, both Sherri and John 
went to WITC’s Rice Lake campus to 
take EMT courses. Sherri’s positive 
experience as an EMT volunteer led 
to her getting her Certified Nursing 
Assistant (CNA) diploma from 
WITC-Superior.
While nursing assistants are in 
high demand around the area, the 
availability of work in their small town 
was not enough to support full-time 
employment. Sherri put her career as 
a nursing assistant on hold and went 
to work for Jack Link Corporation as 
an inventory control manager for six 
years. A natural caregiver, the desire to 
work in the medical field was always in 
the back of her mind, and she began 
giving serious consideration to going 
back to school to pursue her nursing 
degree.
During this time, Sherri’s grandmother 
was very ill battling cancer. A devoted 
granddaughter, she spent many hours 
at her side attending to her needs and 
making sure she was comfortable. 
On her deathbed, her grandmother 
told Sherri, “You need to make me 
a promise and you need to make 
you a promise that you will finish 
nursing school because that’s 
where you belong.”
Sherri considers that last 
conversation with her 
grandmother to be a very 
defining moment stating, 
“There was no doubt in my 
mind that it was really time 
to finish up.”  

John worked for many years as a 
Senior Customer Service Engineer 
for Xerox. There came a point where 
he felt he had reached a level in his 
job where there were no longer any 
opportunities for upward mobility or 
growth. John decided to leave Xerox 
to pursue a more lucrative career. He 
went to work for a material handling 
company selling forklifts and material 
handling supplies and service. His role 
there included sales of equipment and 
service, as well as managing territory 
operations.  
After a company downsizing, 
John attempted seeking other sales 
positions, but had difficulty finding 
a position. Frustrated with the job 
market, John knew he had to make a 
change but wasn’t sure where to start. 
Deciding on a career path, especially a 
new one, can be a bit overwhelming. 
WITC offers career assessment tests 
that can help narrow the field and 
highlight areas of strength that would 
transition well into certain careers.
In John’s case, Sherri suggested he start 
by asking himself what he liked to do. 
John says, “I like to weld, but I don’t 

know how to.” Sherri, who was already 
attending WITC, suggested that he go 
to WITC and enroll in the Welding 
program.
John was a bit hesitant about going 
back to school until he took advantage 
of WITC’s offer to try a shadow day. 
(Potential students can spend a day 
shadowing classmates enrolled in a 
program they’re interested in. This gives 
them a firsthand look at the coursework, 
the facility and the instructor.) Test 
driving the Welding program 
convinced John that WITC was the 
right choice.
“The instructor was good; the course 
was great, I loved the facility. I decided 
to give it a try. Once I got into the 
class, I discovered it was everything I 
had thought it would be and more.” 
John also talked to people in the 
community who had good things to 
say about WITC and saw the welding 
abilities of some of the school’s 
graduates, which really impressed him. 
“I thought, wow, I’d like to be able to 
do that someday, too.” 
What appealed to both John and 
Sherri was the opportunity to 
approach school the way that worked 
best for them as individuals. Sherri 
took four years to complete her 
program so that she could balance 
coursework with her role as wife 

and mother. John chose to attend 
college as a full-time student, 

taking what he refers to as 
“the fast track” to his 

diploma.
During one of their 
years in school, more 
was added to the 
couple’s already full 
plate when they were 
awarded temporary 
custody of their 14-
year-old nephew 

“Once I got into the class I discovered it was 
everything I had thought it would be and more!”

continued pg 6
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who suffers from spina bifida and is 
paralyzed from the waist down.
Managing family and college could be 
tough at times, but the Gouges felt the 
experience also gave them the chance to 
model positive attributes such as: good 
study habits, time management and 
commitment to their children: Kayla, 
14; Brooke, 10; Thomas, 7; and Alexus, 
6. John and Sherri’s parents also pitched 
in to help with the kids when schedules 
overlapped and to offer words of support 
and encouragement every step of the 
way. “Team Gouge” definitely had their 
own cheering section that shared in their 
pride when they reached graduation.
WITC’s caring and supportive 
environment is something both can’t 
say enough about. Sherri speaks of her 
college experience in glowing terms 
stating, “It’s worth its weight in gold. 
Especially when you get a top-notch 
instructor like John Palmer, John’s 
welding instructor. He was involved and 
invested in both of us … our children, 
our schooling and our success. He made 
going to school a dream come true! The 
Nursing - Associate Degree program is 
difficult, but I loved every minute of it. 
I would never change my decision to go 
back to school.”
Without a doubt, education has played 
a key role in this couple’s current career 
success. When John first graduated, he 
had the opportunity to interview for a 
pipefitter position with Local 11 out of 
Duluth – his welding coursework gave 
him the skills he needed to help land 
the job.  “I felt very confident of my 
welding skills thanks to the techniques 
we learned in my program.” John says 
with a smile, “When they asked who 
in the group had experience welding, I 

had no problem raising my hand and 
saying ‘I’m a welder.’”  John also applied 
for the position he now has with BNSF 
as a taconite facilities worker after 
graduation.  He explains that during the 
interview process, “BNSF was concerned 
about my level of welding ability 
because along with maintenance, there 
is a lot of structural welding involved in 
the job.” The skills John acquired in the 
Welding program definitely prepared 
him for what is needed on his job.
The Nursing - Associate Degree program 
provides active and engaged hands-on 
learning opportunities so students may 
explore different working environments 
and get on-the-job experiences in a 
variety of sites. Included among Sherri’s 
work sites were St. Mary’s Hospital in 
Superior; St. Luke’s Hospital in Duluth; 
Head Start programs and the mental 
health unit at Miller Dwan Hospital.
Sherri felt well prepared and appreciated 
by the medical community she did her 
clinicals with saying, “People who come 
from our school are very well respected. 
I’ve talked to many people in the 
medical industry who say they would 
prefer to work with a WITC graduate 
because of their level of patient care, 
bedside manner and willingness to do 
any and all aspects of the job.” 
John and Sherri now look forward to 
enjoying rewarding careers in professions 
they hand picked at a time in life when 
many would be too afraid to take a risk 
and try something new. Just one more 
thing they get to do as a winning team.
–Celia Tarnowski is a marketing and 
public relations associate at WITC-
Superior.

Nursing - 
Associate Degree

• Two-year program

• Offered at Ashland, New 
Richmond, Rice Lake, and 
Superior

• Program encompasses 
compassion and caring 
with a scientific approach to 
promote optimal health for the 
individual, family, community, 
and society. At completion of 
the program, individuals are 
eligible to become a registered 
nurse through the National 
Council Licensure Examination 
(NCLEX). The WITC Nursing 
- Associate Degree program 
is accredited by the National 
League for Nursing Accrediting 
Commission and approved by 
the Wisconsin Board of Nursing.

Welding

• Technical diploma

• One-year program 

• Offered at Ashland, New 
Richmond, Rice Lake, and 
Superior 

• Students learn the latest skills 
from experienced instructors 
and receive hands-on training. 
WITC follows the American 
Welding Society Skill Standards 
to provide useful welding 
theory, fabrication, layout, print 
reading, welding symbols, 
math, and welding codes.
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New Student Ambassadors demonstrate love of college
Kim Boman, Lisa Paff, Stephanie Perry 
and Lisa Roberts have been named 
WITC’s 2008 Student Ambassadors.
“The Ambassador program is an 
excellent way for the college to 
recognize some of our most highly 
motivated students, such as these 
four individuals,” says Craig Fowler, 
vice president, continuing education/
executive director, foundation, and 
campus administrator. “The program 
also allows the students to develop 
their leadership skills while they 
represent WITC in our communities.”
Boman, a student in the Nursing 
– Associate Degree program at the 
Superior campus, was led to WITC 
by the recommendation of a former 
ambassador. 
WITC’s acceptance of previously 
earned credits was another factor 
Boman appreciated.
“I like WITC because it is a small 
campus,” Boman says. “I really didn’t 
appreciate sitting in a classroom with 
200 or 300 people getting lectured 
to. The atmosphere and student-to-
teacher ratio is excellent at WITC. 
It allows me to interact with my 
instructors much better.”
In 2006, life changed for Paff. She 
was ready for a career change. She 
wanted excellent instruction and 
high job placement. After sharing 
with WITC staff what she liked and 
was good at, Paff was directed into 
the Occupational Therapy Assistant 
program at the Ashland Campus.
“WITC has built me up educationally 
and culturally, and I know I’m ready 
to succeed with what I’ve received at 
WITC,” Paff says. “I love my college.”

For Perry, the path to WITC involved 
realizing that the four-year university 
she chose was not moving her toward 
her career goals or career path. With a 
desire to work with children, WITC’s 
Early Childhood Education program 
proved to be an attractive option. 
With a helpful dialog from WITC 
instructors, Perry soon transferred to 
the New Richmond campus to begin 
her studies.
“The program offered at WITC 
allowed for student-teaching 
experiences right away,” Perry 
says. “This is what I wanted – to 
immediately begin gaining valuable 
experiences in my chosen profession.”
After a series of injuries forced Roberts 
to change her career goals, she was 
directed to WITC on the advice of a 
job center counselor. Currently, she is 
in the Accounting program at the Rice 
Lake Campus. Roberts is also pursuing 
Business Graphics and Computerized 
Accounting certificates 24 years after 

graduating from high school.
“WITC is the right choice for me 
because it has given me the tools I 
need to succeed – an education, self-
confidence and the resources I need 
to find a job,” Roberts says. “The 
partnership between the Job Center 
of Balsam Lake and WITC brought 
me to Rice Lake to begin my college 
career.”
More than 20 years ago, the Wisconsin 
Technical College System started 
the Ambassador program, a unique 
initiative that recognizes outstanding 
student achievement. WITC’s latest 
ambassadors have distinguished 
themselves through community 
involvement, leadership qualities, and 
a determined commitment to higher 
education.
–Jim Biros is a publications and Web 
communications technician at WITC’s 
administrative office.

WITC

Ambassadors

Lisa Paff, Stephanie Perry, Lisa Roberts, and Kim Boman

By Jim Biros

http://www.witc.edu/index.htm
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Agriculture, Food and Natural Resources
Agricultural Power and Equipment Technician
Dairy Herd Management
Farm Business and Production Management

Architecture and Construction
Air Conditioning, Heating, and Refrigeration Technology
Architectural Commercial Design
Bricklaying and Masonry
Building Trades – Construction Worker
Wood Technics

Business, Management and Administration
Administrative Assistant
Business Management
Medical Administrative Specialist
Office Support Specialist
Supervisory Management

Finance
Accounting 
Accounting Assistant
Finance

Health Sciences
Medical Assistant
Nursing Assistant
Nursing – Associate Degree
Occupational Therapy Assistant
Therapeutic Massage

Hospitality and Tourism
Dietary Manager

Human Services
Barber/Cosmetologist
Early Childhood Education
Esthetician – Basic

Information Technology
Computer Networking Technology
Information Technology – Computer Support Specialist
InformationTechnology – Network Specialist
Information Technology – Web Programmer/Analyst
PC Technician 
Telecommunication Technician
Telecommunication Technologies

Law, Public Safety and Security
Criminal Justice – Corrections
Criminal Justice – Law Enforcement
Criminal Justice – Law Enforcement Academy
Emergency Medical Technician – Basic (EMT-Basic)
Emergency Medical Technician – Intermediate Technician
Paramedic Technician

Manufacturing
Automated Packaging Systems Technician
Industrial Automation, Controls, and Networking
Industrial Maintenance Technician
Machine Tool Operation
Machine Tool Technician
Machine Tooling Technics 
Welding

Marketing, Sales and Service
Marketing
Retail Management

Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics
Mechanical Design Technology

Transportation, Distribution and 
Logistics
Auto Collision Repair and Refinish Technician
Automotive Maintenance Technician
Marine Repair Technician
Motorcycle, Marine and Outdoor Power Products Technician

Individualized Studies
Individualized Technical Studies
Technical Studies - Journeyworker

For complete program and certificate 
descriptions visit witc.edu or call 800.243.9482 
Ext. 2217 to request a catalog CD with 
interactive program pages.

Programs
and Certificates

W i s c o n s i n  I n d i a n h e a d  T e c h n i c a l  C o l l e g e

As one of 16 colleges in the Wisconsin Technical College System, WITC is fully accredited by the 
Higher Learning Commission. WITC offers career-focused associate degree programs, technical 

diplomas, and a wide array of courses for personal or career enrichment.

http://www.witc.edu/index.htm
http://www.witc.edu/programs/index.htm
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Siblings turn what
they love into
careers

Meet Elliot and Leanne Paulsen. A brother and 
sister turning their passions into lifetime careers. 
He in machinery; she in service.

By Elizabeth Whitchurch
Photos by Christy Janeczko

Leanne
A May 2003 graduate from New 
Richmond High School, Leanne 
decided to pursue a less traditional 
education. Not sure what career she 
wanted to pursue in life, she signed on 
with AmeriCorps National Civilian 
Community Corps (NCCC) for 
two 10-month stints that satisfi ed 
her desire to serve, while educating 
herself about life. “I went from high 
heels and makeup to BDUs (battle 
dress uniforms) and steel-toed boots,” 
Leanne says with a laugh.
Among her service assignments, 

Leanne worked in Denver with special 
needs’ children at Adam’s Camp, as 
well as with delinquent youth and 
inner-city gang members. She was 
a team leader in Mississippi and led 
teams that mucked out what was left 
of homes in the wake of Hurricane 
Katrina. Her team helped people 
rebuild their homes and lives. In 
return she was rewarded with the 
satisfaction that she had generously 
helped others. “You get just as much 
– or more – from serving,” Leanne 
says.
Her favorite part of her AmeriCorps 

experience? “To see people 
smile. Th at was probably my 
favorite part. It’s so gratifying 
and eye-opening to see how 
they can be so positive and 
thankful for things in their lives 
when you see everything around 
them destroyed.”
In November 2007, her 
personal motto, “Strong 
Enough” spoke for itself 
when she was awarded a 
Congressional Medal and a 
Gold Presidential Certifi cate 
for her thousands of hours 
of community service and 
volunteer work. One of her 
favorite quotes is by Gandhi: 
“Th e best way to fi nd yourself is 
to lose yourself in the service of 
others.” 
After completing two terms 
with the NCCC, Leanne 
found herself back in New 

Richmond with an education award 
for service of $9,450 from AmeriCorps 
to use toward a formal education. 
She decided to follow her passion 
and pursue a career working with 
youth with special needs. It was in 
a conversation with her brother, 
Elliot, that she learned WITC has 
an Occupational Th erapy Assistant 
(OTA) program. She had researched 
other colleges in the Twin Cities area 
and realized that the right program at 
the right cost was right under her nose 
in New Richmond. 
She’s all set to start the OTA program 
this fall. But being a woman of action, 
Leanne is already at WITC working 
on her general studies classes so she 
can hit the ground running when her 
OTA classes begin. She’s even taking 
a criminal justice class to keep herself 
knowledgeable about the changing 
youth community.
“Being an OTA is the chance for me 
to continue to serve. I can turn what 
I love into a lifelong career,” Leanne 
says.

Elliot
Two years ago, Elliot was graduating 
from New Richmond High School 
and looking at his college options. He 
knew he loved machinery, so he looked 
at Dunwoody and Hennepin Tech, 
but neither was the right fi t. Besides, 
the more than $30,000 tuition was 
staggering. 
But more than cost, it was clear 
the machinery was not available to 
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students. There was little to no hands-on 
training, and that was not what Elliot 
wanted. “You don’t learn the trade by 
looking at the machines,” he says.
During his senior year at NRHS, Elliot 
participated in Career Day, where 
WITC was one of the stops. His welding 
instructor pointed out the college’s 
unique Automated Packaging Systems 
Technician program and suggested he 
take a closer look. What Elliot discovered 
was just what he wanted:  a haven of 
machinery he could get his hands on and 
a two-year associate degree for a fraction 
of the cost he’d seen elsewhere.
Hooked on learning, Elliot will graduate 
in May with an Automated Packaging 
Systems Technician associate degree 
and an Instrumentation and Control 
Systems certificate. “It’s what I like best 
– machinery, automation, the electrical 
process. I can hardly wait to be 40 (years 
old) because of how much more I’m 
going to know then. I just want to keep 
learning.”
Elliot traveled to Chicago in 2006 and 
Las Vegas in 2007 to participate in the 
national Pack Expo, a trade show that 
focused on the latest development in 
packaging technology. It had exhibitors 
with state-of-the-art packaging 
machinery, converting machinery, 
materials, packages, containers and 
components. The show welcomed 

22,000 customers/buyers including more 
than 2,000 international visitors from 
more than 75 countries. 
“I’ve learned a lot at WITC. Joe Krear 
(instructor) is a genius. He teaches you 
how to learn for the rest of your life, 
how to tackle any challenge in life. I’ve 
learned skills I can use in my trade and 
my life. There’s no place where you can 
get this much school for this amount of 
money.”
As for his future, Elliot says he prefers 
to stay in the area, since the Twin 
Cities is a “packaging hot spot,” but 
he’s also willing to go anywhere. His 
plans include working for an employer 
who will help him keep learning with 
tuition reimbursement, possibly toward a 
bachelor’s degree.
And his brotherly advice for his older 
sister Leanne? “Be on time. Go to class 
and get stuff done on time.”
–Elizabeth Whitchurch is a marketing and 
public relations associate at WITC-New 
Richmond.

Automated Packaging 
Systems Technician

• Technical diploma. 

• Two-year program. 

• Unique in Wisconsin. 

• Program emphasizes the 
maintenance and trouble-
shooting of electrical, 
mechanical and fluid power 
components on packaging 
equipment, including 
industrial computer controls 
and programmable logic 
controllers. This program 
includes classroom and hands-
on instruction. Scholarships are 
available for tools and tuition.

Occupational Therapy 
Assistant

• Associate Degree 

• Two-year program

• Offered at Ashland (New 
Richmond, Rice Lake, and 
Superior via ITV (Interactive 
Television)

• This program prepares 
students to become a Certified 
Occupational Therapy Assistant 
(COTA) or for employment in 
related jobs. In the traditional 
setting, the COTA provides 
services under the supervision 
of an occupational therapist 
using goal-directed activities 
to prevent, lessen, or overcome 
difficulty in attaining, 
maintaining, or developing 
occupations: daily living skills, 
play, leisure, and/or work 
skills. Services are provided 
in various environments 
including hospitals, geriatric 
centers, schools, homes, and 
communities.

A
u

to
m

at
ed

 P
ac

ka
g

in
g

 S
ys

te
m

s 
Te

ch
n

ic
ia

n
O

cc
u

p
at

io
n

al
 T

h
er

ap
y 

A
ss

is
ta

n
t

AmeriCorps NCCC. From their Web site: 
“is a full-time residential program for men 
and women, ages 18-24, that strengthens 
communities while developing leaders 
through direct, team-based national and 
community service.”
www.americorps.gov/about/ac/index.asp

http://www.witc.edu/pgmpages/autopack/index.htm
http://www.witc.edu/pgmpages/autopack/index.htm
http://www.witc.edu/pgmpages/ota/index.htm
http://www.witc.edu/pgmpages/ota/index.htm
http://www.witc.edu/index.htm
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The year was 1977: Jimmy Carter was President, the Apple 
II personal computer went on sale, Elvis Presley died, and 
five young women just out of high school enrolled in the 
Secretarial Science Program (now called Administrative 
Assistant) at Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College in 
Rice Lake. It never occurred to them that 30 years later, 
they would still be friends.
Jeanne Klukas, Carol Nygren, Becky Brust, Sue Hammond 
and Kelly Brown enjoyed their time at WITC. They 
studied together, joined clubs and went to campus dances. 
It was during their second year that Barb Malom joined 
the WITC staff. Just out of college, Malom was not 
much older and a friendship was formed outside of the 
classroom.
After graduation, Hammond, Klukas, Nygren and Brust 
found jobs in Minnesota. Malom and Brown remained in 
Rice Lake. Malom continued teaching, and Brown got a 
job at WITC right after graduation. 
The following years were filled with careers, weddings, 
children, divorces and all that life brings. Yet the six friends 
were determined to stay in touch, even though they were 
spread from northern Wisconsin to southern Minnesota. 
They now manage to e-mail each other about once a 
month and arrange to meet for dinner twice a year.
“We’re all small-town Wisconsin girls at heart,” Hammond 
says. When they get together “it seems we just pick it right 
back up where we left off.”
Brown is now an Academic Affairs assistant at WITC. 
Malom continues teaching there as an administrative 
assistant instructor. Although she has seen many students 
come and go, she still has a special fondness for her first 
group of students.
Brust, Klukas, Hammond, Nygren and Brown “were and 
always will be my friends,” Malom says. “How does an 
instructor get that lucky?”

The group of women met for their 30th reunion this 
past October in Rice Lake. The weekend was filled with 
memories, old pictures, touring their old haunts and many 
laughs around a bonfire at night before returning to their 
respective lives. 
 “It has been great having friends who have ‘grown up’ 
with you during your adult life,” Hammond says.
WITC gave them their foundation for careers in the 
business world, as well as the start of their lifelong 
friendships. 
To read more about what these women have been up to 
since graduating from WITC, check out www.witc.edu/
news/publications
–Deborah Anderson is a marketing and public relations 
associate at WITC-Rice Lake.

Foundation
       for

Six graduates keep friendship 
that started 30 years ago

Alumni Spotlight
ARE YOU A WITC ALUM?

Then we want to hear from you!
Tell us what’s new. Go to

www.witc.edu/alumniupdate
and send us your information!

By Deborah Anderson

Jeanne Klukas, back, Becky Brust, Barb Malom, Kelly Brown, Carol 
Nygren-Zehrer, and Sue Hammond have kept a friendship that 
started 30 years ago at WITC.

www.witc.edu
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