
Partnership for Technical Education

“What we’re trying to create  
is graduation to career.”

 F or three small, rural districts  
in northeastern Wisconsin, 
learning to survive in tough 

economic times means collaboration 
without consolidation.

“We wanted to collaborate yet 
retain our individual identities,” said 
Jan Dooley, district administrator of 
the Wausaukee School District, which 
partnered with two neighboring 
school districts and the local technical 
college on an award-winning technical 
education program. “We approach 
this as a true partnership. Among our 
three school districts and Northeastern 
Wisconsin Technical College (NWTC) 
it’s all ours. We created it.” 

Dooley and others involved in the 
effort discussed the formation and 
growth of the program named North-
woods Regional Learning Lab, which 
is a collaboration among Wausaukee, 
Pembine and Crivitz School Districts 
and NWTC. They formed a partner-
ship not long after Wausaukee was 
on the brink of dissolution due to 
financial difficulties. After two failed 
referendums, the board of education 
had voted to dissolve the district. A 
month later, voters finally passed a 
referendum to keep the doors open.

Budget cuts were still necessary 

and when the high school’s only 
technical education teacher left, he 
was not replaced. Pembine and Criv-
itiz were also struggling with financial 
issues due to shrinking revenue and 
declining enrollments. Realizing that 
a strong technical education program 
was crucial to prepare students for 
the workplace but also realizing that 
none of the districts could offer such 
a program on their own, school 
officials approached NWTC for help. 

NWTC was receptive and the 
collaboration was underway in a 
matter of months. After an inventory 
of available equipment and sites, the 
program was located at Wausaukee 
High School. Local businesses were 
asked to donate up-to-date equip-
ment and supplies and the types of 
career training offered were matched 
to the local job market. 

In January 2010, Northwoods 
was officially opened with programs 
in welding and automotive. Two 
nursing programs were added in 
2011 and an engineering technology 
program began last fall. 

In addition to their high school 
classes, students in the lab receive 
hands-on instruction from NWTC 
instructors, all experts in their field. 

They receive dual high school and 
technical college credit so they get a 
head start on future education or 
graduate ready to enter the work-
place or both.

“What we’re trying to create is 
graduation to career,” said Lori 
Suddick, NWTC vice president of 
learning. “A student has an opportu-
nity to go seamlessly from a nursing 
assistant’s degree to a master’s in 
nursing.”

Each district pays tuition to 
NWTC through the state’s Youth 
Options program. This is a bonus for 
students whose families would other-
wise struggle to pay college tuition, 
said Misty Betts, a guidance coun-
selor at Wausaukee. 

“This provides students with 
many opportunities that they 
wouldn’t normally have access to in a 
rural school district,” Betts added.

The collaboration won an Excel-
lence in Manufacturing Award from 
the Northeast Wisconsin Manufac-
turing Alliance and was recognized in 
February by the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Public Instruction with a 
Standing Up for Rural Schools 
award. n
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Rural schools and technical college came together to form opportunities for students


