
More Than  
Amusement
With a childhood dream to build  
amusement park rides, Jazmine Darden 
entered Dunwoody already in possession 
of twin degrees in math and physics.

 Jazmine Darden took a rather nontradi-
tional path to the degree in engineering 
drafting & design she will receive from the 
Dunwoody College of Technology in May. 

She had already graduated from Augsburg 
College with twin degrees in physics and 
mathematics, fueled by a dream to build 
amusement park rides.

“That’s how I got into physics,” she 
says now. While friends chatted in line 
at Valleyfair and other amusement parks 
across the country, she would stare silently 
at the rides, trying to figure out how they 
work, what makes them go. 

After graduation from Augsburg, 
Jazmine took a job as an associate educa-

tor with the Minneapolis Public Schools, 
where she mentored students, then men-
tored the mentors. She also wrote curricu-
lum around a “bridge and tower” program 
that taught some 800 K-8 grade students 
the theory of engineering by building pop-
sicle stick structures and, later, more so-
phisticated projects made of balsa wood. 

Darden was working with inner city 
students in Minneapolis schools who she 
felt might benefit from thinking about a 
technical college education rather than a 
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Jazmine Darden is sometimes asked 
whether she will pursue graduate school. 
No, she says, “my associate’s de-gree is 
the best thing that I’ve done. I’ve learned 
more applied work here than I did in my 
four-year school.”
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four-year degree. So one day she “ran-
domly” stopped into Dunwoody and asked 
for a tour. 

“I honestly don’t know what brought 
me there that day. My main intent was 
that I work with these students. I’d heard 
a lot of good things about the school. I 
would drive by there twice every day, to 
and from work. I just stopped in there one 
day.”

After one tour and a meeting with E.J. 
Daigle, the school’s charismatic dean of 
robotics and manufacturing, she says, “I 
was like, oh, how do I sign up? This is 
where I need to be.”

Darden has spread the word to other po-
tential students who she thinks could ben-
efit from Dunwoody. Two of her former 
protégés are today top first-year students 
at Dunwoody. “I told them they should 
just tour (the school), she says. “I know 
you didn’t do well in high school because 
you weren’t challenged. Just check out 
Dunwoody.’” 

Aside from the instructional methods, 

Darden appreciates that Dunwoody holds 
students to high standards of excellence. “If 
tech schools have any chance of survival, 
it’ll be the ones that kind of follow closely 
in Dunwoody’s form of doing things where 
everything is properly certified; everything 
is incredibly strict. If you just want to laze 
about through things, just go to a normal 
college.” 

Many of her colleagues who are cur-
rently in master’s programs ask her if she 
intends to pursue a graduate school educa-
tion. No, she says, “my associate’s degree 
is the best thing that I’ve done. I’ve learned 
more applied work here than I did in my 
four-year school.”

As for the future, Darden intends to keep 
her options open. 

“I don’t have anything lined up. I have 
ideas that I want to pursue. I have re-

sources right now to try to be creative and 
do my own thing, rather than jump right 
into the corporate business. I want to take 
time for myself to really figure out what I 
want to do. 

She’s not nervous about her prospects. 
“Dunwoody has like a 98 percent place-
ment,” she says. “I think pretty much I 
could pick where I want to work, especially 
have two Bachelor’s degrees already.”

What about the amusement parks? “It is 
still a dream of mine,” she says. “We’ll we 
where we end up.”

A force to be  
reckoned with
After a service-related injury,  
a subsequent “hobby” led to  
renewed purposes in life. 

Jacob Rylander’s left index finger was 
taken from its tip to the wrist in an indus-
trial accident involving a Power Take-Off 
while he was in the Air Force. This miss-

ing limb ended up opening new doors. 
“After my amputation, I was depressed 

by the inevitable life and career changes 
I would have to make. I was inspired by 
others around me in physical and mental 
therapies who were overcoming their new 
demons and challenges. I picked up ‘mak-
ing’ as a new hobby and began to make 
it a point to work more with my hands as 
a means of therapy.” 

The hands-on nature of this diversion (he 
started with minor woodworking and 3D 
printing), coupled with educational pur-
suits, has grown into what has become 
a passion for custom fabrication.

“I was led to utilizing my GI Bill ben-
efits at Dunwoody because of its Yellow 
Ribbon status and its immediate immer-
sion- and lab-based coursework over lec-
ture- and theory-based curriculum. I love 
the hands-on interaction during my lab 
time as it provides me the opportunity to 
see the application of the order of opera-
tions and the significance it has in every 
manufacturing process.” Dunwoody’s 
facilitation of collaboration between its 

After one tour and a 
meeting with E.J. Daigle, 
the school’s charismatic 
dean of robotics and 
manufacturing, she says,  
“I was like, oh, how do I 
sign up? This is where I 
need to be.”

Jacob Rylander is planning to create Reveille, 
a veteran-based industrial makerspace focused 
on incubating veteran-owned and operated small 
manufacturing ventures.
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students and several manufacturers is also 
something the school “does an amazing 
job at.” 

He started in the welding program, 
will be transitioning to the Engineering 
Drafting & Design program this fall and, 
ultimately, will enroll in the Industrial 
Engineering program. “I hope the cumu-
lative knowledge base will assist me in 
growing my future business ventures such 
as “Handsome Hippo Design,” a custom 
fabrication outlet, and “Reveille,” a vet-
eran-based industrial makerspace focused 
on incubating veteran-owned and operated 
small manufacturing ventures.”  

“Reveille” will not be Jacob’s first 
business undertaking. He already has a 
long-standing involvement with a local 
nonprofit, Minnesota Emergency Services 
Partners (MNESP), which manages a 

specialized training curriculum and facil-
ity for law enforcement, tactical teams, 
and other public safety agencies.  

Though he left the military, he has 
found another setting where teamwork 
and dedication are keys to an individual’s 
success. “Something I’ve observed uni-
versally is that, during lab time, everyone 
is on the same playing field and works 
together to complete the project. We share 
success strategies and warn each other of 
potential failure points. While it’s techni-
cally all individual tasking, it’s the group/
team environment that evens out the learn-
ing process and builds more than a proj-
ect; it builds professional relationships and 
sets the performance standard.” 

With his efforts in nonprofit administra-
tion and the future projects he has on the 
horizon, it’s easy to see that this former 
“Outstanding Airman of the Year” (2012) 
has not forgotten one of the three core 
values of a US Airman; “Excellence in all 
we do.” 

An optimal  
educational investment
‘Best chance for a guaranteed job’ after 
graduation reroutes Ivy League dreams 

Like a lot of high school students, Al-
exandria’s Paige Hawkins struggled to 
answer, what next, or more specifically 
where next?

She had excelled in science and math 
since elementary school and devel-

oped an early interest in the workings 
of machinery. High school aptitude 
tests suggested a career in engineering, 
aeromechanics, or design. There was 
never a question that she would attend a 
four-year university. “That was the as-
sumption,” she recalls. “That’s what you 
always think when you finish up high 
school.” 

Her dream school, MIT, demanded 
more extracurricular activities than she 
had posted at Minnewaska High School 
and the $62,000 price tag far exceeded 
her budget. She considered North Dakota 
State, but opted eventually for Alexan-
dria Community and Technical College, 
in part to stay close to home and help 
her single mom care for two younger 
siblings. 

#stcloudgreater

www.ci.stcloud.mn.us

St. Cloud Economic Development Authority

Cathy Mehelich, Executive Director 

cathy.mehelich@ci.stcloud.mn.us

320.650.3111

Your First Stop for 
Business Locations, 
Financing Resources 

and Development 
Opportunities                                                                   

> Two Premier Industrial Parks
> 5 to 80 Acre Lots
> Shovel Ready Sites
> Access to I-94, U.S. Hwy. 10,                        
   MN Hwys. 15 and 23 and 
   St. Cloud Regional Airport
> Fastest Growing Labor Force   
   in MN and Nation (MN DEED)    

During lab time, everyone 
is on the same playing 
field and works together to 
complete the project. We 
share success strategies 
and warn each other of 
potential failure points.

Paige Hawkins sees opportuni-
ties for women. “As much as it 
sickens me to say this, people see 
tech/trade work as ‘a man’s job.’” 
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“Alexandria had good reviews and 
an interesting course curriculum,” 
she says. “Logically it was the most 
economical choice, and also had the 
best chance for a guaranteed job after 
graduation.” 

The instruction at Alex Tech im-
pressed Hawkins, especially for how 
teachers link general education cur-
riculum to the specialties. Her physics 
teacher, for example, made sure to 
incorporate problems and themes that 
were directly relevant for Mechatron-

ics, her specialty. 
Hawkins’ love of the complexity in 

manufacturing fuels her enthusiasm 
for advancement in a career tradition-
ally dominated by men. “As much as 
it sickens me to say this, people see 
tech/trade work as ‘a man’s job,’ while 
women are groomed to seek out wom-
en-dominated industries, adding that 
half of her female high school friends 
pursued careers in nursing. 
   “Working in this field is like get-

ting the best parts of mechanics and 
engineering mixed into one industry,” 
she says. “An industry that makes the 
production of the entire world thrive.” 

Hawkins says she skipped the usual 
internships because she needed a pay-
check, and in March started working as 
an assembler at Brenton Engineering 
in Carlos, about nine miles northeast of 
Alexandria. She intends to stay there 
with the ambition of becoming a con-
trols engineer. 

“I do plan on further schooling. I’m 
not exactly sure where. I want to get 
some experience under my belt and—
fingers crossed—hopefully get spon-
sorship from my company.”   
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ADDING ACTUAL 
VALUE TO THE 
INSURANCE 
RELATIONSHIP

You should be getting more from 
your insurance agent than just 
great pricing on proper coverage. 
Marsh & McLennan Agency can 
also  help you reduce injuries, stay 
on top of compliance (OSHA, DOT, 
EPA, FLSA, ACA, etc.), and find 
and keep the right people.

Speak with a local manufacturing risk and insurance specialist:

Twin Cities
763 746 8000

Duluth
218 336 1540

MarshMMA.comOffices throughout 
the upper Midwest.

Our teacher made sure 
to incorporate problems 
and themes that matched 
scenarios we might face  
in our field and tried to 
link his lectures to what 
we were learning in our 
core classes.




