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Tuesday, April 3, 2012 

10 AM – 11:30 AM  CST 

Granite Falls Campus 
 

Introductions 

 

Phoning In:  

Jeff Knutson, Marquis Energy 

Brodie McKeown, Heron Lake Bioenergy 

Brandon Soine, Denco II 

 

Present: 

Chuck Neece, Farmers Union Marketing Association 

John Constant, Poet Energy 

Doug Erickson, Southern MN Beet Sugar Cooperative 

Mike Bauman, Granite Falls Energy  

Dennis Hampel, MN West Campus Dean 

Duane Carrow, MN West Director of Energy Programs 

Jeff Ecklund, MN West Biofuels A.A.S. student, second year 

Rose Patzer, MN West Biofuels Instructor 

Shannon Fiene, MN West Mathematics Instructor, meeting recorder 

 

 

Program Review.   

Biofuels Technology AAS (60 credits) – Six years ago, approximately 75% of the courses were offered 

in a face-to-face format.  Now approximately 25% of our classes are face-to-face which include labs that 

are difficult to offer online. 

 

The courses for the Ethanol Certificate and the Biodiesel Certificate (17 credits each) have not changed  

 

Energy Technical Specialist (ETS) AAS (60 credits)  – For our ETS programs with biodiesel or ethanol 

concentration areas, the courses are offered completely on-line. For our ETS students pursuing a wind 

concentration area, two of their courses are taken at the Canby campus. 

 

The differences between the Biofuels and the Energy Technical Specialist programs were discussed.   

 

Enrollment Trends.   
Enrollment data presents a positive trend for the ETS and our on-line certificate programs, but not for 

the Biofuels Technology AAS. 

 

Since the launch of the ETS degree, an increase in enrollment has occurred in our on-line courses. The 

data indicates that the college is encountering the sale of credits and not necessarily the sale of degrees.   

 

Dennis Hampel raised the question, how do we account for completers? Our system has benchmarks, 

and one is completers, so we need to be careful that we communicate that this could be an issue with 

funding.   

 



A discussion was briefly revisited regarding developing a diploma-type program that would include 

some of our hands-on courses such as the training simulator. If this is developed, customized training 

options/offerings for the lab-based courses will be necessary. 

 

The demographics of our students tend to include more incumbent workers and displaced workers than 

traditional aged college students. 

 

Marketing efforts.  
Chuck Neece asked how our program is advertised.  Currently, a larger focus has been toward traditional 

high school age students through various presentations and outreach programs.  

 

The program marketing efforts will change and the focus will be re-directed toward industry to include 

the following: 

     ▪ A promotional video is being developed.  This will be available through MN West’s website within 

a month or two. 

     ▪ Making sure our energy-related educational programs are linked to renewable energy searches.  

Currently, Minnesota West programs are not listed as links when searches are launched. 

     ▪ Advertising in the industry magazines:  Ethanol Today and Biodiesel Magazine 

Although these advertisements are very expensive, pursuits will be made to purchase some advertising 

space in these publications. The question was raised whether or not we could do some co-op 

advertising/shared costs with our industry partners.  

     ▪ MN West plans to have a booth at the Fuel Ethanol Workshop conference in Minneapolis in June. 

     ▪ Program brochures will be updated before the FEW conference in Mpls. 

      

 

Program Suspension. 

This is not planned for the fall semester, but we need to initiate discussions about the topic.  The 

Biofuels AAS program is being supported by the ETS program. After this spring semester, we do not 

have students enrolled in the Biofuels AAS.  

 

The discussion about whether or not our program(s) add value to our students or to the workforce 

ensued.  Jeff Knutsen stated that his educated employees tend to be approximately one year ahead of his 

employees who have not gone through the ethanol certificate program. He added that they tend to go 

above and beyond, take initiatives, and pick up information faster.  Brodie McKeown and Brandon 

Soine agreed but acknowledged that not all employees are a “fit” within their plants, and that adding an 

academic pursuit can be a logistics problem for their employees. 

 

Workforce Needs. 
This area of discussion focused on modes of hiring and training.  John Konstant indicated that they are 

training employees themselves and tend to hire “farm boys”.   

Brodie McKeown discussed the Career Fairs at Marshall or Worthington that are geared toward high 

school students.  The students are either unaware or don’t have the skill set.  His plant has a few 

employees with degrees, but when they are hiring, they tend to look for people off the farm, or late 30’s 

early 40’s with some life skills. The plant personnel provide in-house training. 

 

The members identified some of issues and needs that contribute to hiring efforts including the 

following: 

     ▪ Location of the plant 

     ▪ Computer skills 



     ▪ Math skills 

     ▪ Mechanical skills / mechanical background 

     ▪ Competition with other companies for the same workforce 

     ▪ Finding the right employees with these skills (as listed above) 

     ▪ Make employees’ jobs more attractive via incentives for successful completion of this 

        education program (Biofuels On-Line Certificate) 

     ▪ Some jobs remain open for long periods of time 

     ▪ Educated students need to recognize that their skills are transferrable 

 

 

Energy Sector Workforce Assessment meetings. 
Duane Carrow led the discussion regarding the Energy Sector Workforce Assessment meetings. 

He stated that our new Chancellor recognizes the gap between industry and education.  Hiring will get 

worse with the baby boomers retiring.  High School assessments are the lowest (since 1954).  There are 

really big issues with under-skilled and underemployed people.  Industry is moving overseas to fill 

employment gap.   

 

For the state of Minnesota, the new Chancellor wants to conduct meetings throughout April and the first 

of May in 6 different areas.  For this group, the emphasis is energy.  Duane stated that it is critical that 

the plants have representation at these meetings. He continued that within our system, if we don’t have 

representation from the biofuels or other related industries, then the Chancellor may conclude they have 

what they need.    

 

Discussion items at these meetings will include the following: 

     ▪ Is the education system providing the skills that you need for your employees?   

     ▪ Are we supplying the right programs in the right areas to provide the skills that you need?   

     ▪ The issue of how instruction is given.  The current model is we take a high school graduate 

        that we train for two years and he is done.  The new model will be stackable credentials.  

        Students will enter and exit the program over 20 years.   

 

 

The meeting was adjourned at 11:30. 

Respectfully submitted by Shannon Fiene 


