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Atention alumni! 

Hello Western Alumni! 
In this edition of the Connect, we focus on 
Western’s “Back to Better” as we all return 
to campus! We have many exciting things 
happening; we are finally able to reconnect 
with people face to face. I, for one, couldn’t 
be more excited to connect with more 
Western alums! 

Throughout this pandemic, we learned a lot 
about resiliency. We learned how to deal 
with challenges, stay connected, and how 
important the little things are. As we return 
to campus, we can take what we have learned 
over the last year and apply it in many ways. 
Things may not always look and function the 
same as they did, but that’s not always a bad 
thing. This time has allowed us to grow, think 
outside the box, and make improvements. 

We look forward to continuous improvement and seeing everyone’s smiling 
faces! As we move “Back to Better,” I encourage all our alumni to follow the 
Western Alumni Association on Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn to stay 
connected with upcoming events, important announcements, and fun 
alumni news! 

Very Sincerely, 

Stephanie Knutson 

These benefits and servicesare just for you!
Career Resources | InsuranceAlumni Marketplace | Shopping DiscountsAthletic Event AdmissionLibrary Services | Wellness Center DiscountEmail Address | Alumni Scholarship 

Visit westerntc.edu/alumni >Services and Benefits for details. 

westerntc.edu/alumni 

Connect with us! 

Stephanie Knutson 
Alumni Relations Coordinator 

Western Connect 
Western Technical College President:  Roger Stanford, Ph.D. 
Writer/Editor:  Lauri Hoff ’00 | Editor: Leah Call | Contributing Writers: Stephanie Knutson, Eric Jacobson 

Alumni/Foundation Manager:  Stephanie Knutson 

Graphic Designer:  Sharon Burchardt ’91, ’93 | Photographer: Jayme Hansen ’98 

Western Technical College is committed to principles of equal opportunity and affirmative action. Accommodation requests, or questions and 
complaints about discrimination, harassment, and/or retaliation should be directed to the Employment, Benefits, and EEO Manager, 
608-785-9274 or TTY 608-785-9551. 
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Keep up to date on all of Western’s 
news at westerntc.edu/news College News 

Mr. Cow finds a home on campus 
Western is a member of Tree Campus 
Higher Education, and has been for 10 
years now. Tree Campus is an Arbor 
Day Foundation program created to 
honor colleges, universities, and cities 
for effective forest management, 
and for engaging students, staff, and 
community members in conservation 
goals and creating healthy 
community forests. 

This year’s tree planting event 
included the star of the show—a 
young London planetree—and several 
invested, hardworking children 
from the YWCA Childcare Center 
on campus. The London planetree 
is a hybrid resulting from the cross 
between the native sycamore and 
the Asian planetree. These trees are 
large, rugged, fast-growing deciduous 
trees with mottled patchwork bark.  
They thrive in spots with abundant 
sun, are disease resistant, and once 
established have low water needs but 
tolerate occasional flooding. The roots 
are excellent soil binders to prevent 
erosion and they attract butterflies. 
Typically, they grow farther south, but 
climate change is enabling them to 
thrive farther north. 

The kids are proud of their efforts— 
they even brought their parents to 
meet Mr. Cow. The tree of their labor 
will be enriching campus for years; 
perhaps when the time comes, they 
will read and doze under the tree’s 
splendor before their next class. 

Julia is doing the work 
of 10 people! 

“Trees are a solution to some 

of the greatest issues we face, 

including climate change.

Around the globe, trees lead

to a healthier environment, 

economy, and society.” 

—Arbor Day Foundation 

The tree planters worked hard. They affectionately 
named the tree Mr. Cow, inspired by the mottled bark. 

Stop by campus to appreciate their handiwork. 
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CUSlOM SlEEl It lll 

Paul Reardon—passion, artisan 
craftsmanship, and a good 
business plan 
Blue Steel Bike of La Crosse, Wisconsin, is a 
mobile bike repair shop for most of the year 
and a custom frame and bike build shop in 
winter. Paul Reardon, the owner of Blue Steel 
Bike, is the brains and the talent behind the 
uniquely positioned and successful operation. 
Reardon’s motto is, “Our frames are one in a 
million, not one of a million.” 

Reardon graduated from Western in 2008 
with a welding degree and started the Blue 
Steel Bike business in fall 2010. At that time, 
he was already equipped with many years of 
bike mechanic and frame building experience 
complemented by a lengthy stint perfecting 
his craft working as a professional welder. In 
the beginning, Blue Steel was a part-time gig 
successfully augmenting his full-time welding 
job. He was overly busy until he became a laid-
off welder. With clarity only afforded through 
hindsight, Reardon states, “It was the best thing 
that ever happened to me.” The business took 
care of the laid-off workers by helping them 
plan for life after layoffs. 

Adept at making a solid case for himself and 
yearning to try something different, Reardon 
suggested the downsized business send him to 
a titanium bike building class offered in Oregon, 
instead of the standard welding classes in which 
his colleagues enrolled. The advisor said, “if 
you can prove to me you can make money at 
it, my answer is yes!” It’s worth mentioning 
that one inspired soul was able to secure 
funding to attend watch-making school. As a 
nontraditional student with a great business 
idea, Reardon earned Western’s nine-credit 
Entrepreneurship Certificate. With insight, 

experience, and 
collaboration, 
the classroom 
project 
transformed 
Reardon’s vision 
into a practical, 
workable 
business plan. 
New to online 
instruction, 
Reardon once 
showed up 
in person to 
virtual office 
hours, searching 
for the seemingly absent instructor; he laughs as 
he recalls the misguided effort. “The instructors 
were cool and easy to work with. Pam Culver, 
my marketing instructor, really helped me with 
the practical elements of owning and running a 
business.” 

Reardon knows he is lucky. He loves what he 
does; he has a passion for his craft. He teaches 
bike maintenance classes to kids in his charming 
and eclectic shop. The classes are more like 
essential life lessons as he shares pearls of 
wisdom about life and education: “Don’t resist 
learning, respect what they’re teaching you 
in school; it’s OK to be smart. I use geometry 
every day in a career I love. Take risks and try 
something new. Don’t settle and deeply consider 
what you enjoy.” He extolls the virtues of 
working with his hands and his mind to create 
something exceptional, beautiful, unique, and 
life-enhancing. To date, his biggest regret is not 
starting his business a decade earlier. The best 
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advice he received and now freely 
shares: “There’s never a good time to 
jump off a moving train; you just have 
to do it.” 

Reardon and Blue Steel Bike 
are essential assets and integral 
components of La Crosse’s thriving bike 
community. You have likely noticed the 
Blue Steel Bike van around town. It’s a 
mobile service that comes to 
you—schedule an appointment 
anywhere within the greater “Paul was a great student and we had many great 
La Crosse area; he will travel discussions about his business during the formative stage. 
farther for a fee. Reardon He was always open to my suggestions and challenging 
works on any bike without a questions. I truly believe his ability to ask questions and 
motor, new or old, and stocks consider the answer, even when it differed from what he 
most basic spare parts in the had in mind, is the secret to his success. Paul is a fun and 
van. You will be up and riding great conversationalist, another contributing factor to hisin no time at all! 

success!” —Pam Culver, Western instructor 

It’s strongly recommended 
that any self-respecting Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation’s summer 
bike enthusiast research Reardon’s custom ride series to find a cure. He has also worked 
bike builds. He offers steel, stainless steel, or at an international five-day road cycling race 
the previously mentioned titanium frames starting in Seoul, South Korea, called the Tour 
to construct your perfect dream bike. Each D’DMZ. The five-day racing route travels the 
bicycle is built from meticulously measured length of the demilitarized zone—a genuinely 
components, one at a time, from start to finish, thrilling experience. The work trip speaks directly
in his northside shop. Each bike is a work of to Reardon’s philosophy of continual learning and
functional art with a personal custom fit that staying interested in the world. Reardon realizes 
handles precisely how you like it. As a customer, that knowledge opens doors to more adventures, 
be involved in the process as much or as little meeting new people, and trying unique cuisine in
as desired: it’s exciting to see how the metal less-traveled places. This is what life is all about: 
tubes and custom cut and burnished pieces rich experiences are superior to riches. However, 
eventually become a bike, perfect for only you. the reality is there are few things he enjoys more 

than building and fixing bikes. 
Three years ago, Reardon completed a class 
at the Olympic Training Center in Colorado 
Springs, Colorado, to become a certified race 
mechanic. As a bike mechanic, Reardon travels 
the country every summer to help with the 

Blue Steel Bike 
970-470-6668 | bluesteelfab@gmail.com 

Service Hours: Mon - Fri | 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. 
weekend hours by appointment only 

The stolen bicycle 
The daughter of Western instructor Stephanie Gauger 
had her bike stolen. In an unlikely confluence of 
coincidence, three days later the La Crosse police 
retrieved and returned the bike. As pleasantries and 
thanks were shared by all, Paul Reardon happened 
to drive by in his unmistakeable van. He stopped 
for a quick, on-the-fly break repair. Incidentally, the 
two police officers and the mechanic are all Western 
graduates. Another fun fact: Reardon helps the police by 
fixing recovered bikes. Everyone loves a happy ending! 
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FUN FACT: 

The Drift Bike Share logo was 

designed by Luke Shaw ’21, 

one of Western’s talented 

graphic design graduates! 

Keep up to date on all of Western’s 
news at westerntc.edu/news College News 

Drift Bike Share—take care to share 

Thanks to a number of community-minded 
generous sponsors—including Western and 
Western’s student government—Drift Bike 
Share officially launched in La Crosse. The 
program is run through Koloni, an Iowa-based 
sharing company. Drift Bike Share is an easy-to-
use program open to residents and visitors 
that contributes to a healthier and more 
vibrant La Crosse.  

Currently, the system consists 
of 40 bikes in eight designated 
hubs, or docking stations, 
located throughout downtown 
La Crosse. Users access bikes 
by downloading the Koloni 
app onto their smartphone, 
creating an account, and then 
using their smart device to 
unlock the bike. 

The Drift Bike Share program 
is intended to get users from 
point A to B efficiently without 
having to use a car. Therefore, 
Drift rides are designed to last 
less than 30 minutes. 

Drift Bike Share commissioned 
Paul Reardon (see front cover 

and page 4) to construct the 
noticeably branded orange 
bike racks for the program. 

As of now, users can purchase memberships 
of either $10 per month, $25 per season, or 
$50 per year, which give unlimited 30-minute 
rides. There is an option to pay-per-ride without 
a membership: $1 per 30 minutes and then 
.50 cents per half hour for anyone using a 
westerntc.edu email address. Users can rent up 
to five bikes at a time from one account, ideal 
for families and small groups.  

Your first ride is free!  
Check out a Drift bike for up to an 
hour for FREE by downloading the 

Koloni app and using this 
referral code: 4MX5QN 
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For more, including a map of current Drift hub locations, visit 

www.explorelacrosse.com/project/drift-cycle-la-crosse 

and www.koloni.me/drift 

www.koloni.me/drift
www.explorelacrosse.com/project/drift-cycle-la-crosse
https://westerntc.edu
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College News 
Student Ambassador Alyson Graef 

Western Technical 
College’s selection 
for the 2021-
22 Student 
Ambassador is 
Alyson Graef. 
Graef is the official 
representative for 
Western in the 
Wisconsin Technical 
College System. 

As Student 
Ambassador, Graef has many opportunities 
to educate potential and current students, 
community leaders and stakeholders, and more. 
She highlights the vital role of technical colleges 
in society and our community. At the state level, 
Graef represents Western as she collaborates 
with other student ambassadors throughout 
the Wisconsin college system. 

Graef, of West Salem, Wisconsin, is a recent 
Criminal Justice graduate. She initially 
selected Western because of the hands-on 
learning focus, proximity to home, and the 
low instructor-to-student ratio. Graef explains 
Western’s appeal in earnest personal terms, “At 
Western, the instructors truly care about you as 
a person. If something isn’t working, they work 

with you to find the best way to succeed. I have 
truly grown as a person during my time here.” 

Graef is a member of Western’s Security staff. 
Her colleagues recognize the great value of her 
compassion and empathy while dealing with 
sensitive conflicts and her ability to work with 
a diverse student body effectively. Brooke Bahr, 
Western security manager, nominated Alyson 
for this honor and said, “As long as Alyson has 
been a student at Western, I’ve been impressed 
by her natural leadership skills. When working 
with others, she is humble and helpful. She 
exemplifies kindness and selflessness, qualities 
we need more of in the world.” 

Graef intends to use this opportunity to develop 
leadership and speaking skills and looks forward 
to meeting other student ambassadors across 
the state. Graef will continue her education 
using Western’s transfer agreement with UW-
Green Bay. She plans to complete a bachelor’s 
degree in Organizational Leadership with an 
emphasis in Emergency Management. 

Congratulations to Alyson Graef. We look 
forward to her continued success and are 
exceedingly proud to count her as a Western 
graduate! 

Native plants bring resiliency 

Western Horticulture staff and students are working hard to 
bring Native Prairie Plants back to campus. The Landscape 
Horticulture Students prepped the chosen site and selected 
the native plants seeds to be sown. Native plant roots have 
co-evolved in this region to provide several benefits to our 
campus and community. 

Unlike annuals or even regular turf grass, native plants have 
roots that grow deep into the ground up to 11 feet or more. The ultra-deep plant roots stabilize the 
soil to prevent erosion and retain excess storm water. 

Native plants don’t require damaging fertilizers and pesticides, they are drought tolerant, and once 
established, outcompete weeds! The simple act of planting native species saves Western time and 
money in irrigation and maintenance costs. 

Native plants also provide valuable food and habitat for the insects and birds people rely on to 
pollinate our food. The bottom line is that native plants help our campus and community be more 
resilient to the impacts of climate change in a way that helps people, our organization, and our 
community thrive. 
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Job automation: how do I adapt? 

College News 
Groundbreaking and forward-thinking, Western 
offers a new academic program, the Internet 
of Things (IoT) Integration Specialist. This 
program merges Informational Technology (IT) 
and Operational Technology (OT). After much 
research and advisory committee meetings, this 
state-of-the-art-program launches this fall! 

We have witnessed significant technological 
developments and disruptions. IoT is an all-
encompassing concept, and despite the current 
hype is more than just the latest buzzword. The 
IoT and the Industrial Internet of Things are 
robust systems that every business and industry 
will use to remain relevant. 

Companies are beginning their journey into IoT. 
Now is an optimal time to prepare entering this 
in-demand field that is filled with exciting 
opportunities. IoT encompasses many 
elements, each demanding specialization 
and expertise. 

Western’s IoT Integration Specialist program 
equips you with a solid foundation in IoT 
knowledge and the accompanying concepts 
and technologies that make it possible. You 
will understand what IoT systems require 
and analyze how OT and IT systems merge. 
Explore how business and industry use IoT 
technology to evolve and improve operations 
and gain the technical skills to implement IoT 
systems. A complete IoT system requires many 
components working seamlessly together at 
every architectural level. 

To be successful in this emerging job market, 
you must possess skills from both IT and OT. You 
may have noticed this trend when looking at 
classes listed on Westerntc.edu/IoT-Integration-
Specialist/Courses. This is not by accident; it is 
what our industry advisors asked us to do. 

During the first term, you will learn about 
OT from the electromechanical field. Topics 
include mechatronics, robotics, industrial 
electricity, and industrial control systems. 

In the second term, you begin to marry 
OT, such as programmable logic controllers 
(PLCs), with IT, through the introduction of 
Cisco networking and database concepts. 

In the third term, IT courses from the service 
level of IoT architecture are introduced 
through cybersecurity, data utilization, and 
Linux administration courses. 

In the fourth term, higher level 
electromechanical OT is covered with courses 
in advanced PLC programming, automated 
systems integration, and safety circuits. 
Cybersecurity knowledge is strengthened 
with Cisco cybersecurity operations. 

The fifth and final term builds on the trend 
of interfacing IT and OT with courses in tag-
based SCADA systems, Python programming, 
and machine learning. Students will also 
work directly with employers in the IoT 
Integration Field Study course. 

Think of it like this—the world is connected on 
many levels and in countless ways. There are 
concrete examples of physical connections such 
as shipping routes, air travel, canals, roads, 
and bridges. This developing technological 
revolution is simply the next way to connect— 
we are expecting it, embracing it, and planning 
to use it to make incredible technological 
strides. This giant connective system evolved to 
make our lives easier, from mundane household 
tasks to greater efficiency and predictive 
analysis on the plant floor. Previously dangerous 
or repetitive jobs are now better suited for 
robotics—people must learn to work with and 
integrate these systems. 

When we talk about the systems we connect, 
we are really talking about an evolution 
in the way we connect. The Internet of 
Things is a potent tool, a tool for commerce, 
communication, and convenience. 

As a graduate of this program, you can be the 
one to help businesses implement the future of 
systems communication and build a successful 
career in the modern world. 

Contact Kevin Hoeltzle | 608-789-2064 | hoeltzlek@westerntc.edu 
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College News 
Western Athletics needs help from alumni like you 

Western Athletics has a strong tradition since 
1967. Our teams have success on the playing 
field, in the classroom, and in the community. 
In fact, the Cavaliers’ most recent victory 
includes winning the 2020 NJCAA Women’s 
Basketball National Championship. 

Will you help us build a strong future for our 
athletics department? Most recently, the 
Western Athletics department has made the 
following improvements: 

• Resurfacing of gymnasium 
basketball/volleyball court 

• Livestreaming capabilities of home 
athletic competitions 

• Purchase and installation of indoor 
batting cages 

• New volleyball system and net 
• New equipment for all sports teams 

Join the Club! Support from donors like you is 
critical for our long-term growth and success. 
Show your pride and support for our Western 
Athletics. Your donation supports elevated 
athletic competitions, uniforms, 
equipment, facilities, and enhancing 
the Cavalier experience. 

Visit us atwesterntc.edu/athleticsfor more informationon our schedules,events, promotions,and how todonate. 

Your generosity is 
critical to creating the 
Essential Experience for 
our student-athletes 
playing the games we all 
love, learning valuable 
life lessons, and making memories. 

For more information, contact: 
Ryan Monroe, Western Athletics manager  
608-789-6276 | MonroeR@westerntc.edu 

Stay up to date with Cavalier Athletics by 
following us on Facebook and Twitter. 
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Cavaliers welcome a new team: ESPORTS! 

Western Technical College formed a new Esports team which will 
compete in the National Junior College Athletic Association 
Esports (NJCAAE) league this fall. 

The NJCAAE consists of over 60 two-year colleges across 
the United States, competing in games such as Rocket 
League, Super Smash Bros, NBA 2K21, and Call of 
Duty. Competition includes nine weeks of queue-
based Swiss-style play where participants play one 
match per week, per title. Top performers are invited to 
a single-elimination bracket at the end of each term. 

We are excited about providing Western students with the opportunity to participate in Esports, 
learn more about gaming, and compete on a national level! 

To learn more information on the program, contact Ryan Monroe at MonroeR@westerntc.edu. 
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Make it big; they will come 
Western is proud to claim Debra Lash ’90 as a 
graduate—so proud they selected her as the 
2007 Distinguished Alumni. However, that’s 
neither the end nor the beginning of her story. 

Lash is a small business owner for over twenty-
five years; she has been on the Downtown 
Mainstreet, Inc. (DMI) board for 13 years and 
has served as both president and executive 
director. She currently serves on the 
La Crosse Chamber Board of Directors and 
has been on Western’s marketing advisory 
committee for 30 years. Lash is a staunch 
believer in a vital downtown and a thriving 
small business climate—every healthy 
community, village, town, and city should have 
one. La Crosse does, or did, right up until the 
pandemic; however, there is planning underway 
for a strong recovery. But it wasn’t always this 
way. La Crosse’s downtown development is a 
story of belief backed by vision, hard work, long 
hours, and a relentless push for collaboration. 

Lash grew up in the area, having attended many 
schools in the region: Holmen, DeSoto, Viroqua, 
Cashton, and back to Viroqua for her high 
school graduation. Her high school job 
was at the Viroqua Hardee’s, which proved to 
be a great launching point. Lash moved to 
La Crosse and transferred to the Hardee’s there. 
The management was wholesome, and her 
coworkers felt like family and took care of each 
other. She also tried door-to-door high-end 
vacuum sales. 

As a young, single parent making ends meet 
by working at Hardee’s and selling expensive 
vacuum cleaners, she decided she needed to go 
back to school. Western made the most sense. 
One of the owner-partners from La Crosse 
Management Systems (LMS) knew Lash from 
Hardee’s and told her to call them when she 
graduated, so she did. 

Founded in 1980, LMS was an industry leader of 
business management software and hardware 
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at a time when businesses and industries of all 
types were integrating computers and software. 
The LMS owners were so impressed with Lash 
that they created a position for her: Dispatcher. 
Lash took service calls and got good at helping 
people with their software issues over the 
phone; the more calls she took, the more she 
learned. They promoted her to sales—she took 
the place of five salespeople, literally! Her years 
at LMS thoroughly taught her how a thriving 
business works on the front end and behind the 
scenes. She worked way too hard, made a lot of 
money for both her and LMS, and got seriously ill 
with an ovarian tumor. Lash’s illness was another 
wake-up call. Lash informed her employers, “I’m 
going to work hard for me.” So she quit, and got 
to work. 

Equipped with a Western marketing degree, 
Lash searched for a downtown business to buy. 
The only contender was the Wedding Tree. Far 
from an expert at weddings and never having 
worked retail, she decided to purchase the 
business and give it a go. Serious problems 
with the business revealed themselves after 
the negotiation period. The advice she received 
from her banker, accountant, and attorney was 
devastating—file bankruptcy, and walk away. 
Lash left her previous job on a confident high 
note—this unsolicited advice was not an option. 
She weighed her options and took out another 
loan. At the age of 26, she referred to this as 
blind faith and optimism. 

The Wedding Tree was downtown in the Def 
Ear location on 4th Street. The owner of the 
building was John Desmond, owner of a national 
company called Desmond’s Formal Wear. Lash 
was able to get a deal on rent by promising not 
to sell tuxedos. As the new owner, Lash called 



 

 

every customer to ask what they liked and 
what they didn’t about their Wedding Tree 
experience. She deduced that she should rent 
tuxedos, too, for an all-encompassing approach. 
She couldn’t rent or sell menswear at this 
location, so she took out another loan to buy 
out her lease and moved to the 418 Main Street 
building. Lash rented it from late 1998 and 
purchased it in 2004. 

The newly acquired 
building was the impetus 
for all future growth. This 
building would become an 
essential part of the brand 
known as Our Building of 
Love. This old and beautiful 
structure begged to be 
loved, respected, and cared 
for, but also used to its 
fullest, glorious potential. 
Everything was invested back in the building 
and the employees. The second floor houses all 
things bridal; the first floor is for men’s formal 
wear rental and sales, prom, bridesmaids, 
mothers, and pageants. There is generous room 
for in-house alterations, steaming, and pressing 
services, as well as customer storage on the 
lower level. Today, the Wedding Tree is multiple 
floors, more than 17,000 square feet, boasts 25 
dressing rooms and 2,500 dresses. 

In 2014, the third floor YMCA basketball 
court was renovated and converted into a 
breathtaking event space; in other words, a 
perfect place to get married. The event space 
is another branch of the business called the 
Court Above Main. The Wedding Tree is now a 
full-service bridal boutique in a one-of-a-kind 
historic and beautiful setting. Lash’s vision of a 
Building of Love is complete. 

Lash’s philosophy regarding local business as 
the lifeblood of a community inspired her to 

purchase the La Crosse Wedding Expo. She 
added the annually published magazine as 
a manageable way to showcase other small 
businesses. During the pandemic, Lash provided 
free advertising opportunities. The dark days 
of COVID inspired Lash to compile modified 
wedding packages to accommodate restrictions 
for the Court Above Main. She also offered 
customizable Micro Wedding packages; simply 
choose from various value-added options 
for a flat fee. Another popular choice was 
getting married in a small, intimate setting 
and scheduling a party or reception and vow 
renewal for a later date. 

In addition to investing in the building, Lash 
invests in her employees, offering wedding 
planning certification and business training 
of all types. Whether she is there or not, 
Lash knows the business is in good hands. 
Conducting business for over two decades 
prompted Lash to update her service motto, 
“The customer is not always right,” which is 
refreshingly honest and a nod to how much 
she trusts her employees. 

A gift for sales and a talent for public relations, 
Lash credits Western for her business acumen. 
The quality instruction by people who had 
careers in the field and the respect they had 
for their students left a lifelong impression on 
Lash. She states that she learned and honed 
her people skills in a sales class. But actually, 
she has an innate sense with people—she’s 
observant, empathetic, relatable, and exudes a 
trustworthy aura. She knows the best thing to 
say in any situation; it’s her gift. She is a fierce 
advocate for women with a keen sense of right 
and wrong. We would be lucky to have her on 
our side. Debra Lash is a true gift to Western 
alumni and our greater community. Lash is still 
deciding what she is going to do next. Watch 
this space. 
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“Small businesses hold a 
community together.” 

—Deb Lash 
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Alumni NewsAlumni News 
Distinguished Alumni 
Western Technical College’s Alumni Association bestowed this year’s Distinguished Alumni Award 
to Eric Chrisinger, President and CEO of Co-op Credit Union in Black River Falls. Chrisinger is a 1980 
graduate of Western’s Marketing program. 

He began his career at Co-op Credit Union as a branch manager 
in 1981, becoming executive vice president in 1988, and finally 
President and CEO in 2008. During that time, Chrisinger led many 
local organizations; he is a former board member for the Black River 
Falls Area Foundation and a Rotary Club member. He has also assisted 
with several community initiatives through Co-op Credit Union. 

Chrisinger has a solid connection to the College and its Foundation. 
He previously served on the Western Foundation Board of Directors 
and has been instrumental in securing financial support for future 
Western students. He remains a strong advocate for two-year 
education, often praising the essential foundational skills that 
prepared him for success in life. 

“The Alumni Association and Alumni Board are pleased to have Eric 
represent Western through this award,” said Stephanie Knutson, 

alumni relations coordinator at Western. “He is an exceptional example of a strong leader both 
professionally and in his community. As a proud Western alum, he is very passionate about the 
value that Western provides to the region.” 

Western’s Distinguished Alumni Award recognizes dedicated service to the community or nation, 
leadership, personal growth and achievement, professional achievement, and contributions to the 
Western district. 

Golf outing—save the date 
Wow! We had close to record-breaking participation at our 
Annual Scholarship Golf Outing on May 26. We are grateful 
for everyone’s support of this event, and we couldn’t 
have asked for a more perfect day. The proceeds from this 
event go directly to our student scholarship fund. Your 
contributions to this event make it possible for students to 
complete their education and put their learned skills to use 
in our communities. 

A special thank you also goes out to the Golf Committee: 
Mary Jo Stokes, Pat Cavadini, Vlad Tsoy, Kathy Brudos, and 
Lynn Lenz, as well as the Foundation team: Mike Swenson, 
Jacqueline Schreiner, and Jaime Fortier for all your help 
pulling this event together. 

Save theSave thedate!date!
Save thedate!

The 2022 Scholarship Golf Outing ison Wednesday, May 25, 2022. Don’tmiss this opportunity to support ourstudent scholarship program whilegolfing on Cedar Creek CountryClub’s beautiful course. If youare interested in participating orsponsoring this event, please visitwesterntc.edu/golf or emailWesternAlumni@westerntc.edu
Scholarships changestudent lives! 

Thank you to our primary event sponsors this year! 
Without your generosity, we wouldn’t award as many scholarships as we do. 

Gold Sponsor: Silver Sponsors: Bronze Sponsor:Platinum Sponsor: 
Baird HSR Associates Market & Johnson TUMMAKwik Trip/ 

Kwik Career 
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Alumni News 
With great appreciation 

On behalf of the 
Alumni Association 
Board, we extend a 
heartfelt thank you to 
Mary Jo Stokes ’86, 
’73, ’71, for her years 
of service as an alumni 
board member and 
dedicated supporter of 
Western. Mary Jo has 
served on the Alumni 
Association Board for 
the last three years, 

and we are grateful for her hard work. We will 
miss Mary Jo at our regular meetings, but we 
are glad that she will continue to serve on our 
golf committee. 

Thanks for everything, Mary Jo! 

Get that job! 
The Alumni Association Board and the Career 
Services department are partnering again to 
provide another virtual Get that Job event. 
Our virtual Get that Job event in February was 
well attended—we had such positive feedback 
regarding the format that we are offering 
another session this fall. 

Part One: 
September 21, 2021, at noon via Zoom 

Part Two: 
September 28, 2021, at noon via Zoom 

This series focuses on resume best practices, 
online profiles, interviewing tips and tricks, 
and insight from local organizations about 
what they look for in qualified candidates. 
Find out how to set yourself apart. If you are 
interested in attending, please email 
alumni@westerntc.edu. 

Congratulations Employer Sp tlight:
to all Spring Western launched its first-ever Employer Spotlight event. 

These events are a way to provide connections betweenand Summer 
Western students and local employers in a relaxed lunch-

Graduates! and-learn format. Employers give a 30-minute presentation 
and then hold a 15-minute question and answer session. 

We are thrilled to welcome you to 
the Alumni Association! Although Wieser Brothers 
not a traditional commencement presented to 

ceremony, it was a memorable one! our Building 
We encourage all alumni to keep in Construction and 
touch; we love to hear what you are Cabinetmaking 

up to after graduation. program 
students. They 

You can make any contact gave an overview 
information updates here: of the business, 

https://www.westerntc.edu/form/ advancement 
update-and-share-your-news or opportunities, 

email updates to the and current job 
following address: openings within 

WesternAlumni@westerntc.edu the organization. They provided insight on what makes 
a candidate standout in the interviewing process as well 
as what specific skills they are looking for. This career 
networking and information event was successful, and we 
look forward to connecting Western students with many 
other area organizations and industries. 

Our goal is to host at least five Employer Spotlight 
events this fall and continue throughout the year. For 
more information, please contact our Career Services 
Department: careerservices@westerntc.edu 
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?? We track down retirees to get an update 
on life after Western. 

Where Are 
They Now

Alumni News 

Barb Ebner 
What was your role at Western? 
I was a marketing and fashion instructor during my time at Western. I 
started teaching when I was 28 and continued to do so for 30 years. I 
was also the DECA advisor for Western—our students competed on a 
local and national scale and did very well. 

What have you been enjoying most about retirement? 
I am very much enjoying sleeping in and spending time with my 
husband and our dog. It’s been lovely to do what we want to do 
exactly when we want to do it. That was often not possible with both 
of us working and traveling for work frequently. 

Have you been involved at Western since retirement? 
Yes! I spent a few years serving on an Advisory Committee, which was very rewarding. I continue to 
help students prepare for DECA competitions. I love staying involved where I can. 

What did you like best about Western? 
I was incredibly fortunate to work under outstanding leadership during my time at Western. We felt 
very supported by leadership throughout the college. We had autonomy which allowed us to make 
changes and improvements to our programs; this created a fun and inclusive atmosphere. 

What are you most proud of during your time at Western? 
I am most proud of taking the Marketing program through DECA and making it a powerhouse! 
We were a force to be reckoned with, and other schools tried to emulate what we were doing 
because of our success. We always had state DECA officers involved in competition planning. It was 
rewarding to see how the students developed after each competition. The competitions built their 
confidence and helped them with their education and career goals. They also did even better in the 
classroom as a result of their involvement in DECA. It was a gratifying experience for the students 
and me. 

Tell us about your most memorable experience at Western 
To me, the most striking thing is the camaraderie shared with other instructors in the Business 
Division. We got along so well, celebrated everyone’s successes, and supported each other. I also 
have the privilege of keeping in touch with some of my students with whom I am still friends. I have 
very fond memories of my time at Western and loved teaching! 

Congratulations 
on your 
retirement! 
Congratulations to Assistant 
Chief Rob Abraham ’92 on 
30 years with the La Crosse 
Police Department. Assistant 
Chief Abraham is a Western 
graduate and the 2017 
Distinguished Alumni Award recipient. 

Wishing you all the best in your retirement. 

Alumni Association Board 
opening! 
As a Western Alum, have you thought about 
how you can get involved at Western? We 
have the perfect opportunity. Our Alumni 
Association Board currently has two 
openings. If you are interested, please 
complete the online application: 
www.westerntc.edu/alumni-board-app 

The application deadline is September 1, 2021 
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Classnotes 
1970 
Michael Wall, Welding, Celebrating 50 years in business 
as founder and owner of Coulee Signs and Welding, Inc. 

1974 
Ivan Short, Agriculture, Sadly, I lost my wife, Julika, 
August 5, 2019 after 57 1/2 years of marriage. 

Harvey Wood, Marketing, Has owned Wood Sales and 
Service in Black River Falls for 40 years and uses his 
Western education daily!  

1975 
Mary Meene, Dental Assistant, Retired in 2020 after 33 
years as a nuclear medicine technologist at Gundersen 
Health. 

Evelyn Miller, Accounting, During my working career 
I spent 22 years as a tax accountant and managed 
shipping centers. After I retired in 1997, I volunteered to 
prepare taxes with AARP Foundation Aide Services. 

1976 
Mathias Servais, Diesel & Heavy Equipment Tech, 
I retired in 2018 after working 42 years as a heavy 
equipment tech for St. Joseph Equipment. 

1977 
Donald Stoeckly, Auto Body, Recently retired but 
currently serve as President of Don’s Towing & Repair, 
Inc., which I’ve owned for over 30 years starting in 1978. 

Dorothy (Linrud) Stoffregen, Nursing, Retired in 
2019 after spending 42 years working as an RN in the 
operating room at Gundersen Health System. 

1980 
Susan Voves, Health Information Tech, Retired in 2020 
after working 40 years as a Health Unit Coordinator at 
Gundersen Health System. 

1981 
Michael Peterson, Food Marketing, Supermarket 
Management Marketing, Has worked as a licensed real 
estate broker for 31 years. 

Katherine Solum, Accounting, I have spent the last 40 
years using my accounting degree in my career. I recently 
retired after serving 15 years as Vice President at WNB 
Financial formerly Winona National Bank. 

Richard Strigel, Electroencephalographic Tech, I have 
been working as an EEG Technician since graduating in 
that same program in 1981. 

1982 
Ted McKeeth, Mechanical Design Tech, I have spent 
36 years at Lockheed Martin, most of those years as a 
project manager. 

1983 
Steven Peth, Bio-Medical Electronics, In 2021, I 
received my bachelor’s degree in management from the 
University of Phoenix. 

1986 
Nancy (Balliett) Onstad, Nursing, I have worked in 
nursing for 40 years, 20 of these years as an RN. First at 
Miller Hospital in St. Paul, MN and after at Black River 
Memorial in Black River Falls. 

Mark Viner, Visual Communications, My degree in 
Visual Communications provided a solid foundation 
for obtaining my bachelor’s, masters and PhD. In 2020, 
I celebrated obtaining tenure as Associate Professor 
of Educational Technology at Eastern New Mexico 
University. 

Refer a Student to Western 
Do you know someone looking to pursue 

their education who would be a great fit at 
Western? We’d love your help identifying 

the next generation of Cavaliers. 

Refer a student by clicking “Request 
Info” at www.westerntc.edu 

Indicate you’re filling out the form for 
someone else by checking the box at the 

top of the form. After submitting the 
form, one of our admissions coaches will 

reach out to the student. 

1987 
Sarah Servais, Medical Administrative Spec, In 
November 2020, I became a first-time grandparent! 

Joseph Smet, Refrigeration Servicing, In April 2021, 
I was promoted from a Training Consultant to a Gas 
Operations Supervisor at WEC in Appleton, Wisconsin. 

1989 
Kevin Millard, Visual Communications and CIS Network 
Specialist, I used my Visual Communications and Network 
Specialist degree for the past 33 years at WXOW TV. 

Blaine Wuensch, CIS Programmer/Analyst, I have 
worked for over 30 years in IT at Wisconsin Physician 
Service. 

1990 
Debra (McLees) Lash-Stangel, Marketing-Retailing, 
Owner of The Wedding Tree since April of 1996.  

Jeanne (Erickson) Tippery, Nursing, Retired in May of 
2019 after 30 years at Gundersen Lutheran as an RN. 

1991 
Paul Schmitz, Machine Tooling Technics, In 2021, RBI 
Entities moved headquarters to the Carlisle Building in 
Sparta. RBI entities include; fabrication, assisted living 
and construction. RBI has been serving their machining 
community for over 25 years. 

Lori Trim, Accounting, I have one grandson and 3 
granddaughters all under 7 years of age. 
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Classnotes 
1993 
Lynette (Hansen) Schmitz, Early Childhood Education, 
In 2021, RBI entities moved headquarters to the Carlisle 
Building in Sparta. RBI entities include; fabrication, 
assisted living and construction. RBI has been serving 
their machining community for over 25 years. 

1994 
Howard Wilson, Electromechanical Tech, After obtaining 
a four-year degree in agriculture and working in that 
field, I returned to Western. My 1994 degree helped me 
work as a electromechanical tech for more than 20 years 
prior to retirement in 2015. 

1995 
Darlene (Bischel) Seaman, Nursing, I have been in 
nursing for 25 years. I have a Master’s Degree in Nursing. 
I am the RN Care Manager at the Tomah VA Medical 
Center. My associate degree in nursing from Western, 
was a fabulous launch pad for my career. 

Andrea (Langreck) VanDyken, Medical Administrative 
Spec, I have used my medical administrative specialist 
degree I obtained at Western in my career for a total of 
20 years. 

Ronald Moilien, Welding, ’82 Farm Operations, Since 
graduation from Western I have spent 25 years in the 
welding field. 

1996 
Debra (Snyder) Shove, Accounting, My husband and I 
rebuilt our home in 2021 after a fire. 

1997 
Sheryl Rupprecht, Interior Design, In 2020, I retired 
after 25 years of owning and operating Hidden Valley 
Design, Inc. I am thrilled to announce that my daughter, 
Nikki Benzing, purchased the window treatment business 
and is continuing to serve the community. 

1998 
Matthew Nundahl, Police Science Tech, ’95 Criminal 
Justice-Law Enforcement Academy, In December of 2017 
I received my Bachelors of Arts and a minor in Training 
and Development from Winona State University. 

1999 
Christopher Steindorf, Welding, I have worked in the 
welding field since graduating from Western. I have been 
promoted a couple times. For the previous 5 years I have 
worked as Senior Estimator at Mid-City Steel, Inc. 

2000 
Kent Wendorf, Farm, Business & Production 
Management, I have been a self-employed farmer owner 
since 1990 in Viroqua and recently started working part 
time at Nelson Agri-Center. 

2001 
Ryan Mueller, Printing & Publishing, We bought a house 
in 2021 in the Denver area. My wife and I have 2 sons age 
3 and 9 months. 

Looking to change careers 
or find a new opportunity? 

Employers are posting hundreds 
of jobs daily on Handshake, 

Western’s online career platform. 
All Western alumni can create 

a Handshake account at 
joinhandshake.com. 

Need help creating your account 
or updating your resume? 
Contact Career Services at

 608-785-9440 or 
careerservices@westerntc.edu. 

24/7 online access to over 3.5 million job listings  

2002 
Sarah (Mueller) Mathison, Health Information Tech, 
I have used the Health Information Tech education in 
my 20 years working in HIM and as a trauma registrar at 
Gundersen Health System. 

Brittnie (Eckman) McMahon, Graphic Design, I recently 
celebrated 10 years as owner of Imagine Designz located 
in Eau Galle, Wisconsin 

2003 
Allan Marx, Farm, Business & Production Management, 
I have used my farm business & production management 
education in my 40 years as a self-employed farmer. 

2004 
Tiffany Morrell, Nursing, I had my first child on February 
17, 2020. 

2007 
Charlotte (Oehler) Stange, Nursing, ’06 Practical 
Nursing, ’02 Central Service Technician, ’01 Surgical 
Technologies, I received my bachelor’s degree in nursing 
in 2014. I work at Tomah VA as a nurse clinical manager. 

2008 
Kelley (Mitzner) Schallert, Clinical Lab Tech, After 
graduation, I obtained my master’s degree in Clinical Lab 
Science in 2020. 

2010 
Jessica Plaunt, Mechanical Design Tech, In 2020, I 
received my master’s degree in Mechanical Engineering 
and currently employed by General Dynamics Electric 
Boat as Senior Quality Engineer. 

2012 
Scott Martell, Respiratory Therapist, ’08 Machine Tool 
Operation, ’07 Welding, I married Jessica Pastick August 
21, 2020. 

Esther Meiners, Disability Support Spec, ’85 Marketing-
Fashion Merchandising, ’77 Nursing Assistant, I have 10 
grandchildren - 8 granddaughters and 2 grandsons. 

Kolby Walker, Landscape Horticulture, I have owned 
Walker Lawn Care & Landscaping in La Farge, WI for over 
20 years. 
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Classnotes 
2013 
Jeff McCullick, Electronic Systems Installation & 
Maintenance - IEM, The education I received from 
Western in electrical systems, helped me further my 
career which allowed me to achieve a lifelong goal of 
becoming a private licensed pilot. 

Paige (Berger) Welch, Business Management, I had a 
baby girl named Oakley in January of 2021. 

2014 
Gordan Murphy, Machine Tool Operation, I am the first 
engineering student to transfer from Western to Viterbo 
as of Spring 2021. 

David School, Bio-Medical Electronics, I have three 
children with one on the way. 

Andrew Zuelke, Criminal Justice-Law Enforcement, ’09 
Accounting, I have triplets age 7 and a daughter, Rayla, 
age 8 months. 

Are you or someone you 
know planning to attend Western?  

Check out the 
Western Foundation scholarships: 

westerntc.edu/scholarships 
Many are available! 

2016 
Jessie Thornsen, Electromechanical Tech, ’15 
Electronic Systems Installation & Maintenance-IEM, 
’10 Electrical Systems Installation & Maintenance, 
I graduated in December 2020 from University of 
Wisconsin Stout in Project Management. I worked 
as a Electromechanical Tech since graduating from 
Western in 2016. 

Stephanie (Westerman) Zuelke, Medical 
Administrative Professional, ’15 Medical Assistant, ’09 
Administrative Assistant, I have triplets age 7 and a 
daughter, Rayla, age 8 months. 

Remember When... 
This is the 1981 welding class. 

Do you recognize anyone? We would love to hear from you. 

Do you have a photo to share? 
Contact the Alumni Office at 608-789-6083 or alumni@westerntc.edu 
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In Memoriam 
Ernest J. Berg 2/25/2021 
1976 CETA Combination Welding  Ed Winga 

Earlier this summer, Dr. Edward Winga 
Michael L. Bruha 1/4/2021 passed away after a brief illness. Dr. 
1997 CIS Programmer/Analyst  Winga was a great friend of Western 
Orlin L. Clark 6/22/2021 Technical College. He was instrumental 
1965 Electronics  in starting the Respiratory Therapy 

program and served for many years 
William K. (Lloyd) Clements 3/6/2021 on the Western Technical College 1975 Data Processing  

Foundation Board of Directors. 
Eugene C. Danielson 4/25/2021 Countless students benefitted from 
1979 Data Processing  his generous support of scholarships 

and his excellent teaching.  He will beMichael J. Dascher 3/26/2021 
1975 Refrigeration Servicing  deeply missed by so many. 

Donald R. Felde 2/3/2021 
1991 Finance, 
1971 Auto Body 

John P. Frederick 4/4/2021 
1997 Air Conditioning, Heating, & Refrigeration Tech  

Layton R. Halverson 1/3/2021 
1972 Chemicals & Fertilizers  

Kelly M. Hass 3/24/2021 
2013 IT Computer Support Specialist  

Martin E. Heineck 6/15/2021 
2014 Electronic Systems Installation & Maintenance - IEM 

Gary Johansen 3/18/2021 
1997 CIS Microcomputer Specialist  

Mary E. Jones 1/8/2021 
1987 Nursing  

Cheryl L. (Rodenberg) Keivel 1/17/2021 
1999 Accounting  

Jeanne M. Kneifl 2/28/2021 
1967 Medical Assistant  

Lilah J. (Neumann) Kuecker 1/27/2021 
1974 Certified Nurse Assistant - Certificate  

Ronald R. Levendoski 6/19/2021 
1960 Mechanical Design Technology, 
1958 Machine Shop Tool & Die 

Margaret M. (Topel) Manecke 6/23/2021 
1992 Nursing  

Christina M. McCracken 2/17/2021 
1993 Administrative Assistant  

Steven C. McDonald 4/18/2021 
1966 Electronics  

Daniel R. Mossholder 1/7/2021 
2013 Supervisory Management  

Mark L. Nichols 4/15/2021 
1988 Finance, 1988 Accounting 

James Oestreich 3/15/2021 
1966 Auto Mechanics  

Michaealene M. Reedy 2/1/2021 
1980 Practical Nursing  

Karla J. Ronke 4/20/2021 
1993 Nursing  

Jason H. Ruud 1/11/2021 
2011 Accounting  

Randy J. Sagen 3/29/2021 
1977 Mechanical Design Technology  

Ronald J. Smethurst 5/11/2021 
1974 Air Conditioning, Heating, & Refrigeration Tech  

Jeffrey L. Starkey 3/1/2021 
1972 Retail Management, 
1972 Marketing - Retailing 

Rachel K. Tatu 6/21/2021 
2014 Nursing Assistant - Certificate, 
Certified Nurse Assistant - Certificate 

Doris I. (Jerome) Thorson 1/3/2021 
1983 Foods - Institutional  

Gary Tiedt 6/14/2021 
1982 Food Production Specialist  

M. Joyce (Thompson) Weise 1/26/2021 
1977 Nursing - Technical  

Lu L. Yang 3/12/2021 
1982 Accounting  

Western Staff 
Richard D. Ammerman 5/29/2021 

Lenna D. Campbell 1/31/2021 

Phyllis Jacobson 1/22/2021 

John M. Landro 1/22/2021 

William G. Welch 1/4/2021 
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_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

A publication for alumni & friends of Western Technical College 

WESTERNCONNECT 

We want to hear from you! 
Keep us up to date with changes in contact information and tell us 

what you’ve been doing since graduation. New job, baby, marriage, or 
honor? We’ll print it in an upcoming edition of Connect. Include your email 

address and the classnote will be sent to you before publishing. 

Mail to: Alumni Office, 400 7th Street North, La Crosse, WI 54601 
or complete online at: westerntc.edu/stay-connected 

Name ___________________________________________________________________________ 
First M.I. Last 

Name at Graduation (if different) _____________________________________________________ 

Program ______________________________________________________________ Yr. ______ 

Address __________________________________________________________________________ 

City______________________________________________ State__________ Zip_____________ 

Cell __________________________________ Landline _________________________________ 

Email ____________________________________________________________________________ 

Employer_________________________________________________________________________ 

Job title __________________________________________________________________________ 

Spouse___________________________________________________________________________ 

Spouse is a Western Alum o Spouse program/graduation year ____________________________ 

Additional news for college publication:________________________________________________ 

Western Alumni Association 
Western Technical College Coleman Center Room 130 

304 6th Street North, La Crosse, WI  54601 

alumni@westerntc.edu  608-789-6083  westerntc.edu/alumni  

https://westerntc.edu/alumni
mailto:alumni@westerntc.edu
https://westerntc.edu/stay-connected
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