
On December 17, 2014, South Dakota 
Gov. Dennis Daugaard announced that 
the state of South Dakota will partner 
with South Dakota businessman and 
philanthropist T. Denny Sanford to 
establish a full scholarship program 
for students entering high-need 
workforce programs at in-state 
technical institutes.

“The establishment of this scholarship 
will mean that each year hundreds 
of our young people will have the 
opportunity to enter high-demand 
fields without incurring debt,” Gov. 
Daugaard said. “The impact of this 
will be huge, not only for the students 
who receive the scholarship but for 
our entire state which has been faced 
with workforce challenges.”

T. Denny Sanford, owner of           
First PREMIER Bank/PREMIER 
Bankcard, is a well-known 
philanthropist and South Dakota 
business owner. Denny purchased 
United National Corporation, the 
parent company for the PREMIER 
organizations in 1986. Since that 
time, he has created more than 2,300 
jobs within the state of South Dakota. 
To date, Sanford has donated over $1 
billion dollars to organizations across 
the nation.

“I am extremely grateful for Denny’s 
generous contribution and can’t thank 
him enough for the investment he’s 
willing to make in our young people,” 
said Gov. Daugaard. “Denny, who has 
already contributed so much to South 
Dakota by creating thousands of jobs 
and giving so much of his own money 
to a number of organizations, is once 
again stepping up to making our state 
a better place.”

The Governor has committed 
to match Sanford’s donation of 
$25 million with Future Funds 

for the Build Dakota Scholarship 
Program. The $50 million is expected 
to provide 300 scholarships annually 
in each of the first five years. 
From 2020 on, an endowment will 
continue to award approximately 50 
scholarships per year.

Those who are awarded with the 
scholarship will be required to stay 
in South Dakota to work in their 
field of study for three years. A board 
appointed by the Governor will be 

established to determine specific 
requirements and how the scholarship 
will be administered.

“Business leaders across South 
Dakota have told me that workforce 
is the single largest obstacle to 
our continued economic growth,” 
said state Economic Development 
Commissioner Pat Costello. “Some 
businesses have been unable to expand 
because of the lack of workers. Others 
have turned down business. This new 
scholarship will go a long way in 
addressing that problem.”

Information on the Build Dakota 
Scholarship program can be found 
at doe.sd.gov/builddakota.

People’s lives often depend on the 
quick reaction and competent care of 
paramedics and EMT’s. So, it’s critical 
these professionals have strong training 
before working in the field.
 
The Western Dakota Tech Paramedic 
Program recently received accreditation 
from the Commission on Accreditation 
of Allied Health Education Programs, 
or CAAHEP. The WDT Paramedic 
Program is one of three paramedic 
programs in the state to hold the 
accreditation status.

WDT has been working toward the 
certification for more than two years, 
after the National Registry mandated 
all Paramedic programs be accredited. 
The process included submission of a 
self-study, a vigorous review process, 
and a site visit that included interviews 
of all staff, administration, advisory 
committee, instructors, and students.

“The process for accreditation 
certification is detailed and lengthy,” 
Steve Buchholz, WDT Dean of 
Accreditation and Advancement, said. 
“This ensures only schools that follow 
protocol, meet specific standards, and 
offer a quality program receive this 
status.”

The mandate for accreditation for 
paramedic programs aims to provide a 
more consistent educational experience 
for students. The goal is to develop a 
standardized education that ensures 
students are entering the field with 
knowledge appropriate to the industry.

“Being accredited allows us the ability 
to continue to provide advanced 
education in this pre-hospital career 
field,” Eric Martens, WDT Paramedic 
Program Director, said.

The Paramedic program at WDT 
requires students to take 72 classroom 

and clinical credits over the 
course of 21 months. Upon 
successful completion, students 
are eligible to take the national 
certification exam that earns 
them the title of Paramedic.

Martens says the program has 
been advancing quality through 
the use of high-end simulation. 
With vital functions that can 
be seen and felt, such as pulse, 
breathing, and bowl sounds, 
simulators can mimic several 
medical conditions, including cardiac 
arrest, seizures, and shortness of breath. 
Recording capabilities also allow 
instructors to review simulation events 
with students on a step-by-step basis.

WDT recently acquired five new high-
fidelity simulators. Students now 
have access to two adults, a child, a 
baby, and a birthing simulator that can 
replicate a live birth. The simulators 
allow paramedic and other students to 
practice high-stakes clinical skills in a 
safe environment.

Students who complete the CAAHEP-
approved program at WDT have bright 
job prospects. According to the South 
Dakota Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
Paramedics and EMTs can expect a 
23% growth rate in career opportunities 
from 2012 to 2022. That’s much faster 
than average job growth. In 2013, 
100% of students completing the WDT 
Paramedic program were employed 
six months after graduation, 77% were 
employed in the field, and the average 
starting wage was $13.35/hour.

For more about the WDT Paramedic 
program visit
wdt.edu/degree-programs/paramedic



Western Dakota Tech student Nikolas 
DuCheny received a financial boost 
from celebrity Mike Rowe for the 
2014-2015 school year. DuCheny is an 
Electrical Trades student and applied 
for the scholarship directly through the 
mikeroweWORKS Foundation website.

Rowe is an advocate for the importance 
of skilled trades and has been very vocal 
on social media in recent years. He is 
known to interact directly with students 
and professionals in skilled fields and to 
offer advice and scholarships through 

his Facebook and Twitter accounts. He 
began a foundation six years ago to help 
support hard work and the skilled trades 
in a variety of ways.

One large way he shows his support 
is by donating scholarship money to 
students interested in skilled trade 
careers. Though the foundation is still 
in its infancy, Rowe has partnered 
with various schools and industry 
representatives to award more than 
$2.5 million in scholarships to schools 
around the country.

DuCheny applied for the 
mikeroweWORKS Foundation 
Work Ethic Scholarship. Part of the 
application process required DuCheny 
take the S.W.E.A.T Pledge, which 
stands for “skill and work ethic aren’t 
taboo.” The pledge encompasses hard 
work, responsibility, and a positive 
attitude as essential priorities in life. 
DuCheny qualified and received one 
of the 46 Work Ethic Scholarships 
distributed to students around the 
nation in 2014. The mikeroweWORKS 
Foundation partnered with the American 
Association of Community Colleges to 
help manage, distribute, and leverage 
the Work Ethic Scholarships. 

“The AACC is proud to work with 
the Mike Rowe WORKS Foundation 
and WDT on behalf of students to 
professionalize the community college 
and technical trade pathways. I applaud 
students like Nikolas who have taken 
the initiative to sign the Mike Rowe 
Works Sweat Equity Pledge because 
it’s a signaler to his peers across the 
country that America is moving in the 
right direction,” said Jen Worth, Interim 
Associate Vice President for Workforce 
and Economic Development at the 
American Association of Community 
Colleges in Washington DC.

To learn more about mikeroweWORKS 
scholarship opportunities, visit the 
mikeroweWORKS Foundation website 
at profoundlydisconnected.com.

“That’s the best way to end up with a 
qualified electrician. You don’t get as 
much bang for your buck as you do 
with the coop program.”

Crouse says the program started at least 
10 years ago and has been successful 
ever since. Students interested in 
the program must be 18 years of age 
and planning to attend an electrician 
program at a technical school. The 
student begins working at the mine 
the summer before classes start, with a 
starting wage of $21.75 per hour. Once 
classes begin, students need to put in a 
few hours per week dependent on their 
class load. With one semester under 
their belts, the students must bring 
proof of grades to Thunder Basin. If 
they have a C average or better, the 
coal company will pay for tuition.

This is the arrangement for the entirety 
of each student’s electrical program. 
They focus on classes, put in time at 
the mine when possible, and receive 
financial assistance as long as they 
are showing successful grades. After 
graduation, the student is required to 
take the Federal Electrical Card Test. 

If they pass and there is a position 
open at the mine, Thunder Basin 
has the option to offer the student 
a position with an automatic wage 
increase. If a position is offered, 
the student is not required to take 
it but must pay back tuition if 
they turn it down. If no position is 
offered, the student is not required 
to pay back tuition. There are 
currently three WDT graduates 
working at the mine.

Aside from the opportunity to help 
finance schooling, the program 
also offers students hands-on 
training with highly qualified 
electricians and an immediate 
career path after graduation.

“Our primary objective is to get them 
trained. They are working with a 
certified electrician the whole time,” 
said Crouse.

Watson is impressed with the 
expierenced electricians he works with.

“There are electrical maintenance coal 
miners that have been there for 30-35 
years,” said Watson.

Watson says he enjoys the hands-on 
experience under the supervision of 
highly qualified engineers at the mine. 
He’s still in his first year, but a lot of his 
classes focus on residential electrical 
work, and he enjoys the variety and 
sense of accomplishment the mine 
provides.

“I get more hands-on experience with 
the industrial side of electrical trades, 
more troubleshooting,” said Watson.  
“I feel accomplished at the end of the 
day, knowing I fixed something and 
helped make it easier to mine coal.”

Electrical work at a coal mine isn’t for 
everyone, and both Crouse and Watson 

admit it takes a special kind of person 
who doesn’t mind getting dirty to be 
successful in this industry.

“If they don’t mind getting dirty, I’d 
recommend to go try it, as long as 
you’re safe,” said Watson.

Electricians at the mine work with 
extremely high-voltage equipment, 
which makes safety and training 
key. There are currently more than 
60 electricians working at the mine, 
but Crouse said ideally they would 
employ more than seventy. The mine 
operates multiple draglines, power 
shovels, and load trucks around the 
clock. The electricians work on power 
distribution, troubleshooting, and 
preventative maintenance for all the 
electrical machinery at the mine.

Crouse says it can cost the company 
more than $20,000 per hour if a 
machine is down, so having well 
trained electricians on staff is crucial.

It takes time to learn the workings of 
such a huge operation, but students 
who complete the coop program are 
usually ready to start working on their 
own immediately after graduation.

“We end up with a fairly well-trained 
electrician,” said Crouse.

That’s exactly what the mine needs. 
Students end up with very little 
educational debt and a career with 
high earning potential immediately 
upon graduation. For those who fit the 
program, it’s a pretty good situation.

Students interested in the Thunder 
Basin Coal Electrical Co-Op Program 
can contact WDT Admissions 
Department at admissions@wdt.edu 
or 605-394-4034.

A bumpy ride, the smell of coal, and the 
steady bleep of radio communications: 
“Shovel 20? Over.”…“Shovel 20 ready 
for power. Over.”… “Go ahead! Over.”

That’s the scene for electricians at 
Thunder Basin Coal Company at the 
Black Thunder Mine in Wright, WY. 
It’s a scene that Dan Watson hopes 
to make his career after graduation 
in 2015. Watson is a second-year 
Electrical Trades student at WDT who 

is participating in the Thunder Basin 
Coal Electrical Co-Op Program. The 
program provides a path to employment 
and financial assistance for students 
while filling the need for electricians at 
the mine.

“Our main problem right now is 
finding qualified electricians,” said 
Black Thunder Mine Electrical 
Superintendent Rick Crouse. 
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