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Students work closely with staff 
at Purdue University Calumet’s 
career services office to find 
internships and strengthen 
workplace skills. “Right now, 
students are struggling with 
identifying potential internship 
opportunities,” shares director 
Shelly Robinson.

By Symone C. Skrzycki I
t’s summer 1975 and a trio of teenagers is sitting in a booth at their favorite restaurant, 
swapping stories about their recent high school graduation. Over hamburgers and fries, 
they reminisce about the last four years and talk about their futures. One of the teens will 
attend college in the fall. The others decide not to pursue further education and will soon 
trade their bellbottoms for different attire when they start full-time jobs.
 Fast forward to 2010. One of those friends is unemployed (another faces an uncertain 

future) due to downsizing at the factory where he has worked for the last 35 years. Encountering 
setbacks in his job search, he’s learning that a high school diploma – even coupled with years of 
industry experience – isn’t enough anymore. 
 New technologies and changing workforce demands have created an environment where, 
along with a high school diploma, college degrees and certifications are widely considered basic 
requirements by employers. Today, internships, networking and ongoing training are invaluable 
tools many businesses expect potential and current employees to utilize.
 In Northwest Indiana, several colleges are working closely with area employers to provide 
training across the region.
 “It’s critically important that universities are sensitive to market needs and that they take a 
very clear path in preparing students with the skills (thinking and technical) to meet those 
developing needs,” asserts David Rowland, associate provost and dean of the Graduate School 
and Continuing Education at Valparaiso University. 
 Shelly Robinson, director of career services at Purdue University Calumet (PUC), adds, 

“When employers look to hire, they’re looking for the total package. Critical 
thinking skills, communication skills, being up on technology – those are really an 
expectation. And it didn’t used to be that way. If (an individual) is coming in as an 
entry-level employee with only a (college) degree, that’s not enough anymore.”

The world as a classroom
 Located in Hammond, PUC has made hands-on learning part of the curriculum, 
requiring all students to participate in two experiential learning classes. In addition, 
its career services office provides assistance with resumé and cover letter writing, 
interviewing skills, job search techniques and more.
 Robinson says one of the most important roles the center plays is educating 
displaced workers about current technologies.
 “The manufacturing and steel industries are two areas (in Northwest Indiana) 
that have been greatly affected,” she reflects. “Unfortunately, some of those jobs 
might not come back. And even as the steel mills reboot, it will be more high-tech 
and advanced manufacturing. That leaves a large chunk of the workforce needing 
more training and re-education.”
 In Rensselaer, the Career Development Center at Saint Joseph’s College (a 
liberal arts school) conducts a variety of workshops; invites students to browse 
through its “Career Closet,” where they can find donated clothing to wear to 
interviews and networking events; and hosts job fairs.
 “This year, since we know there are many hiring freezes in place, we have 

invited employers to the annual career fair to simply talk to the students about their industry or 
organization in anticipation of openings in the next few years (rather than including only 
companies that are currently hiring),” explains director of career development Donna Brody.
 Further north, students in the College of Business Administration (CBA) at Valparaiso 
University are experiencing the “sink or swim” concept as part of a program that emphasizes 
networking and mentoring among regional executives.
 Sophomores and seniors are required to participate in what is called the Assessment Center. 
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During half-day sessions, students make presentations based 
on various workplace scenarios (e.g., making budget cuts and 
dealing with conflict) to local business professionals (called 
assessors) who provide oral and written feedback. The 
exercises illustrate strengths and weaknesses in areas such as 
teamwork, communication and problem solving. Participants 
register for the sessions just as they would any other class.
 “The students have the opportunity to get firsthand expert 
advice from people who are actually out there working in the field 
on a day-to-day basis,” states Jan Gurband, manager of experiential 
learning at the CBA. “What they get from our assessors are things 
that really can’t be taught or assessed in a classroom setting. 
And, if assessors are looking for employees or interns, this provides 
them an opportunity to have an experience with our students.”
 Rex Mudge, director of human resources at grocery 
retailer Strack and Van Til, has taken part in several sessions.
 “It’s an interesting program because it puts the students on 
point and lets assessors give them critical feedback from a business 
perspective,” he observes. “It’s really intense for the students to 
get to walk away with the community business leaders giving 
them real-life feedback on their skills and presentations.”

Expect the unexpected 
 Headquartered in Highland, Strack and Van Til operates 
30 stores throughout Northwest Indiana and the Chicagoland 
area. Recently, the company partnered with Indiana University 
Northwest (IUN) – located in Gary – to develop a crisis 
management program.
 “We interviewed a number of store managers and asked 
‘What are some of the crises store managers face?’ and put that 
into half-day training,” recalls Bill Gregory, executive director 
of the Center for Management Development at IUN.
 The result? A program unveiled last summer that helps 
employees prepare for emergencies such as power outages and 
flooding. Two training sessions have taken place thus far, with 
10 to 15 managers participating in each.
 Mudge notes that although it’s too early to evaluate the 
program’s success, feedback has been positive. 
 “Hopefully when (a crisis) occurs, people 
will harken back to ‘We talked about that in class 
and here are the things we need to be aware of’ 
as they make their decisions.”
 IUN has provided additional training on 
topics such as diversity and generational differences.

Energizing curriculum
 One initiative underway at Ivy Tech 
Community College Northwest – which has 
campuses in East Chicago, Gary, Michigan City 
and Valparaiso – involves new statewide curriculum 
revolving around the energy industry. 
 Partnering with the Indiana Energy 
Consortium – formed by a group of utility 
providers in 2007 to prepare for the impending 
retirement of Baby Boomers and to enhance 
existing workers’ skills – Ivy Tech added several 

courses to its industrial technology program. 
 “It was getting harder to see entry-level candidates passing 
our basic aptitude tests (basic math, reading, etc.),” notes Kris 
Emaus, manager of training at NIPSCO (Northern Indiana 
Public Service Company) and consortium chair. “We knew we 
had to do something about it because a lot of our jobs require 
good solid math skills.”
 Students can earn career development certificates and an 
associate of applied science degree in three concentrations: 
power plant technology, natural gas technology and electric 
line construction. NIPSCO guarantees interviews to individuals 
who successfully complete career development coursework.
 The first classes were offered in January 2008. In Northwest 
Indiana, 150 students are participating. 
 “We hope it will cut our recruiting time and expense down 
and that the people we do hire will be a good fit,” Emaus remarks. 
“The retention will be longer and they’ll actually get put in a 
position that suits them, which means higher productivity down 
the road, we hope.”
 Another program at Ivy Tech was launched through a 
partnership with ArcelorMittal – a leading global steel producer 
and one of the region’s largest employers. Students participating 
in the company’s “Steelworker for the Future” craft training 
program can earn an associate’s degree in industrial technology 

Rex Mudge, director of human resources at Strack and Van Til, says 
crisis management training offered by Indiana University Northwest 
helped employees accelerate their critical thinking skills by preparing 
them for potential emergencies.

Ivy Tech students pursuing 
careers in the energy industry 
gain hands-on experience at 
NIPSCO’s training center in 
LaPorte (photo courtesy of 
www.tonyvmartin.com).
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with a focus on steel work and manufacturing, particularly 
electrical and mechanical maintenance. 
 “The steel industry has been, along with many of the other 
large industries, kind of the backbone of Northwest Indiana,” 
comments Bill Thon, executive director of workforce and 
economic development at the college. “What all these industries 
are seeing is that the high school diploma is basically (just) a 
requirement … and that’s a change in their approach within the 
last 10 years. Now, employers are saying, ‘That’s just the basics. 
Here’s what you really need if you’re going to be successful.’ ”
 Valparaiso University also has added offerings in recent 
years in response to employer needs. It introduced several 
graduate courses geared toward regional (Midwest and Great 
Lakes) opportunities in the following subjects: information 
technology and management, digital media and sports media. 
In addition, a doctorate of nursing practice program launched 
last year prepares students for leadership roles. 
 Rowland contends that each of these new programs can 

benefit the region. 
 “I think all of them are forward-looking programs,” he 
declares. “They’re all anticipating where the economy is going 
to grow and where the jobs are going to be. … Certainly 
within the state these are areas that will be growing.”

Looking ahead
 Mudge maintains, “The economy in Northwest Indiana 
seems to be suffering much more than the national average. I 
think this area is a bit more suppressed economically because 

For more ways to engage in partnerships with Valparaiso University,
contact Tom Cath, Career Center director, at 219.464.7101 or tom.cath@valpo.edu.

PARTNER WITH VALPARAISO UNIVERSITY
Employers turn to Valparaiso University to fi nd the most talented professionals in their fi elds.

Join us in building successful professional partnerships by:

•  Establishing internship opportunities for Valpo students  •  Offering student corporate visits to your place of employment  •

•  Participating in Valpo’s annual Career Fairs  •  Making presentations to student groups on campus  •

•  Assisting with interview preparation and networking  •

Experience eRecruiting, the most extensive national
job recruiting database for college students and young
professionals, is available to potential employers 
through our Valpo Connect service.

To register, visit www.valpo.edu/career/connect.

 I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Bill Gregory, Indiana University Northwest, at 
www.iun.edu

Bill Thon, Ivy Tech Community College Northwest, at 
www.ivytech.edu/northwest

Kris Emaus, NIPSCO, at www.nipsco.com

Shelly Robinson, Purdue University Calumet, at  
www.calumet.purdue.edu

Donna Brody, Saint Joseph’s College, at www.saintjoe.edu

Rex Mudge, Strack and Van Til, at www.strackandvantil.com

Jan Gurband and David Rowland, Valparaiso University, 
at www.valpo.edu

Role-play exercises give Valparaiso University students an 
opportunity to interact with local business leaders.

Continued on page 57
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we’re so reliant on industry, and I think that’s lagging behind 
the economy right now.”
 Still, he notes that partnerships among educational institutions 
and businesses are crucial to turning that dynamic around.
 “I think there’s a necessity that the local businesses and 

the local colleges have these kinds of relationships,” he 
stresses. “They’re teaching our future business leaders and as 
businesses, I think we have a responsibility to collaboratively 
work with the colleges on many different levels. I think it’s a 
really collaborative atmosphere (here).”

Great Expectations
Continued from page 44




