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Northwestern Alaska Career and Technical Center 

As students look 
on, career and 
technical instructor 
Mark Fredrickson 
explains how to 
operate heavy 
equipment 
training simulators 
at the NACTEC 
Sim Center.

Northwestern Alaska Career and Technical 
Center (NACTEC) is shaping thousands of 
students’ career choices. Cat® Simulators are 
playing a role in the futures of many.

An Inspired Program
Situated in beautiful Nome Alaska, the center is 
a joint venture between the Bering Strait School 
District (BSSD) and Nome Public Schools (NPS). 
NACTEC is designed to provide Bering Strait 
School District and Nome Public Schools high 
school students with the necessary resources and 
skills for employment opportunities, the pursuit of 
postsecondary education, and independent living 
skills through instruction in four focus areas: 
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career and technical skills, career exploration, life 
skills and work readiness skills. The programs run 
for two-week sessions and students live on campus 
during that time.
Introducing a heavy equipment program was 
first considered after Doug Walrath, Director of 
NACTEC, received feedback from around the 
community asking what NACTEC could do to not 
only address the need for heavy equipment training, 
but also address the segment of the student 
population that was disengaged with standard four-
year college tracks, and more likely to continue their 
education in the vocational trades. After receiving the 
feedback Walrath and his team had to figure out what 
to do with it. In March 2010, representatives from 
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Students confer over simulator training results at the 
NACTEC Sim Center located in Nome, Alaska.

NACTEC were in Anchorage visiting the King Career 
Center and saw the set-up they had with Cat heavy 
equipment simulators. “We saw the engagement of 
the students that got a chance to sit at the simulators 
and operate them,” says Walrath. That was a decisive 
moment and propelled the team to take action to build 
their own simulator user lab. 
In order to get the eight simulators, NACTEC 
partnered with Bering Straits Native Corp. and 
SIU Alaska Corporation (a for-profit subsidiary of 
Norton Sound Economic Development Corporation). 
Both partners coming on board made it possible for 
NACTEC to purchase the simulators. The team 
believes that the simulator part of the program will 
impact students for many years to come. NACTEC 
added a two week program for students to attend from 
surrounding remote areas to participate in heavy 
equipment career development. First they had to 
decide on how to fit the simulators into the program. 
Because the simulators are a core element, easy 
access was a must. The team also knew they wanted a 
self-study element to the user lab. Once the simulators 
arrived, the team decided to place them in an unusual 
spot: the dorm area. “We used to have an air hockey 
table, a foosball table and a ping pong table. We 
replaced those tables with eight simulators. This al-
lowed us to expand the instructional day without the 
students even realizing that was what we had done,” 
chuckles Walrath.  
Nathan Pitt, Distance Education Facilitator for 
NACTEC adds, “We also discovered that the 
simulators provided a natural, social learning 
environment.” As the students would naturally gather 
around a foosball table to watch, we saw the same 
thing happen with the simulators. One of the key ideas 
is to have the simulators in a less formal learning 
environment to encourage exploration. That’s what 
NACTEC programs are about—exploring.  Pitt 
explains some of the peer-to-peer dynamics he’s 
discovered. “There may be one student operating the 
equipment simulator, but two more are standing over 
the operator’s shoulder. For the student that is shy or 
timid; or has a fear of failure or of not knowing what 
to do, he can sit back and watch, ask questions, and 
learn what to do by watching his peer,” explains Pitt. 
Or on the flip side, there is often a student who is on 

the simulators all the time and that is the student who 
is giving advice and telling others how to operate the 
equipment simulators. NACTEC wants to create a 
peer-to-peer learning environment, and the simulators 
help accomplish that goal.

Career Exploration
The Center features between 20 and 25 two-week pro-
grams a year covering many different vocations. The 
team coordinates with communities to market those 
programs. The students fly in and stay for two weeks 
(24x7). NACTEC markets the programs to an area of 
over 80,000 square miles. Many students hear about 
the Center by word of mouth. NACTEC holds sessions 
for junior high and high school kids alike with all kids 
flying in and living on campus. The NACTEC team 
has the kids on a structured regiment. During the days, 
the students get up at 7:30 for breakfast, then room 
inspections, then survival swimming (because all the 
kids live in villages around water), then transition into 
Red Cross First Aid instruction. From 11:00-4:00 they 
are immersed in their core vocational training; and 
from 4:00-5:00 a career skills block to help them 
develop a personal learning and career plan that 



catsimulators.com

matches their interests with vocations that align 
with these personal interests. The students are 
networked with the Nome Job Center to learn how 
to search for jobs in the region. The people from 
the Job Center assist with resumes and interview 
skills to help the students become successful in 
their job search. From 5:00-7:00 the kids transition 
into the Life Skills portion of the program, where 
they are cooking and cleaning. From 7:00-9:00 
each day (plus time on the weekends) is when they 
can utilize the simulators. By 10:00 it’s lights out. 
“In every session we strive to get the students some 
type of certificate or dual credit so that their stay at 
the school furthers their education and training and 
makes them more marketable in the workplace,” 
shares Walrath.
This past year the heavy equipment program has 
been a pilot study for NACTEC. The team wanted 
to find out the level of engagement between the 
students and the simulators. The school draws 
students from 45 very remote villages to attend. 
The only means to get from one village to the next 
is by air. There are limited jobs in some of the 
villages, but there are heavy equipment-related 
jobs because of airport maintenance. “The kids can 
see in their own villages that outsiders come in and 
take these good paying jobs as heavy equipment 
operators. Realistically, they can train for these 
same jobs. For NACTEC, it’s important because 
we can create a trained workforce of local people 
for local jobs,” adds Walrath. 
Because the first year was the pilot, NACTEC 
hasn’t formalized the heavy equipment program. 
Currently it is a two-week heavy equipment 
exploration course. The students get direction and 
training on how to use the simulators and then 
it’s self-study from there. Pitt says they use SimU 
Campus™ Training Records Management software 
(the exclusive tracking program that runs behind 
Cat Simulators software) to track student hours and 
to find out where students spend their time. “What 
I hope to see with repeat users is preferences on 
certain machines. If a student goes back to one 
machine over and over, we can use information as 
a starting point to talk about what type of training 
the student might like to do to reach that eventual 
future career. 

School board members test the simulators during an open 
house held at the NACTEC Sim Center.

Students train on simulators to learn controls familiarization, 
hand-eye coordination and many of the same machine 
applications as those used on actual machines.

Students receive Red Cross emergency training as part of 
the NACTEC heavy equipment program.
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The long-term vision is larger. The school doesn’t 
have actual equipment to move to after the 
simulator training as yet, but the team plans to move 
the program in that direction. They look to get input 
and work with local resources in town to create this 
leg of the program. Funding will come from a tax 
credit program that the state of Alaska provides. The 
Education Tax Credit Program allows businesses to 
write off upwards of a quarter of a million dollars 
in taxes if they designate a small contribution to a 
vocational training facility. For example, a company 
that donates $50,000 gets a tax write-off of $250,000. 
The state legislature just increased that amount from 
$150,000 last year. For the same donation, companies 
can write-off more dollars. “We are hoping to partner 
with a company for one of these donations to 
purchase some actual equipment.  For businesses who 
are paying those kinds of taxes, they can keep some 
of the dollars local and invest it in students in the 
region,” shares Pitt.    

Training For Businesses
A more structured program will soon follow. “Much 
like the military trains with ‘Crawl, Walk, Run,’ we 
will crawl through training on the board with Chalk 
Talk; walk through training on the simulators to gain 
controls familiarization, hand-eye coordination and 
learn machine applications; and then run through it 
on the actual machine. All pieces together create a 
successful training cycle. 
The simulators are not only a great training tool, but 
come with a bonus of holding down costs: No vehicle 
costs, fuel or maintenance costs of actual machines. 
Pitt also got some great feedback on the simulators 
from a local contractor and inspiration for another 
way to utilize them at the school. “We held an open 
house and invited the public to come in and see what 
we’re doing with the simulators. Contractor Tumet 
Industries joined us and logged some hours on the 
simulators. It wasn’t long before they discovered that 
they could cut down on their operator training time,” 
says Pitt. The company is working on road projects 
around the region and believe if they can bring some 
operators in to learn controls and basic applications, 
they can really cut down the training time on the 

actual machines. Instead of training operators on the 
job, they can receive pre-training via the simulators. 
This fits right into Pitt’s vision of using the NACTEC 
Sim Center for outside training. They have, in fact, 
started in this direction. The school began some 
training with the Dept. of Juvenile Justice. They want 
to help those students looking for vocational 
training leading to a job. Pitt says the training so far 
has went really well with them. The students are 
definitely an at-risk population, and the team at 
NACTEC worked with the facility to find the right 
means of integrating training into the juvenile 
program. After the simulators arrived, the first 
weekend session held with Dept. of Juvenile Justice 
was focused on heavy equipment. “We started with 
four of the simulators and as students achieved skill 
level, we worked up to exploration on all eight of 
them. The session opened the door for these students 
to think about a future vocation. It showed students 
that there is something out there for them if they can 
get back on the right path. Here is a training program 
that can lead to a job,” says Pitt. This population of 
students has tuned out the traditional educational 
process of paper and bookwork. Pitt has already seen 
the positive effects of NACTEC’s work with this 
group of students. “There was one student I met as 
part of the Juvenile Justice Program, and after his 
release, he came back to study in one of the standard 
two-week sessions. To me that showed our program is 
paying off. We made a connection with the student 
because of our heavy equipment program,” 
relates Pitt.
NACTEC will continue connecting with all students 
ready to explore their futures. Cat Simulators will be 
a part of many of those learning and exploration 
experiences. 

Resources
For more information on the Northwestern Alaska 
Career and Technical Center (NACTEC), visit 
www.nacteconline.org. 

For more information on Cat® Simulators, visit 
www.catsimulators.com
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