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35 years

of service

Northern Hills Training Center

in Spearfish celebrates anniversary

By KAIJA SWISHER
Black Hills Pioneer

SPEARFISH — The
Northern Hills Training Center
started in 1976 with six clients.
Celebrating its 35th anniversary
this month, the center now
serves more than 140 people
with developmental disabilities
in a variety of living and work-
ing environments.

Fred Romkema, the CEO of
Northern Hills Training Center,
has been at the helm of the
organization since its inception
and said he is privileged and
proud to be so.

“I thought I would do it for a
year or two ... and 35-years
later, I'm still doing it,” he said,
adding that he's never regretted
it for a second.

~ Barb Oates, Lucille

Hart, Dale and
Doris Bruns and
Fred Romkema
were the founding
members of the
Northern Hills
Training Center in
1976. The center
celebrates its 35th
anniversary this |
month. /
Courtesy photos

“I thought it was the right
thing to do, and I still think it's
the right thing to do,”
Romkema said.

In 1976, he was a speech
therapist for the Spearfish
schools, and he remembers that
a group of parents provided the
impetus to start a committee to
examine opportunities for peo-
ple with disabilities. A national
trend had started to get people
with disabilities deinstitutional-
ized, or moved out of institu-
tions, into community-based
programs, and thousands of
people moved out of institu-
tions at the time. i

In South Dakota, people with
disabilities were housed in
Redfield or Custer, but the
group in Spearfish, composed
of founding members Barb
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Northern Hills Training Center in Spearfish celebrates 35 years of serving people with develop-
mental disabilities. Its programs provide residential, vocational, service coordination and nursing
care, as well as many activities, such as a hiking club, pictured here.

Oates, Lucille Hart, Dale and
Doris Bruns and Fred
Romkema, wanted to provide
another alternative. Romkema
said the group met for 18
months, and he was then asked
to be the director for the orga-
nization.

It opened its doors on
Memorial Day, 1976, at a four-
bedroom house at 1005 Canyon
St. in Spearfish. Later, in
January of 1977, the committee
saw the need to provide a work-
shop for clients, and the center
began using the Snappers Club
in Spearfish City Campground
as a space. Later, the organiza-
tion purchased the lot next to
the house on Canyon Street,
and Romkema assisted in the
construction of a workshop
there.

In 1980, a new facility for
the organization was construct-
ed at 630 S. 32nd St. Three
additions were added during the
organization's stay there, but in
2003, a new facility was built at
625 Harvard St., where the cen-
ter's headquarters remain today.

Two of the first clients are
still with Northern Hills
Training Center, and there are
now more than 140 staff
employed by the private, non-
profit organization.

“Spearfish has been very
good for the program,”
Romkema said, adding that the
organization has continued to
grow with the community. “It's
been very supportive of our
mission.”

The program, serving clients
from around the Northern Hills

and South Dakota, continues to
have a waiting list, and
Romkema said that the organi-
zation has provided a healthy
and safe environment for peo-
ple for 35 years.

“I would never have dreamed
that we would be this large 35
years ago,” he said, adding that
he thought having 40 clients
would be a huge milestone
when the center first started.

The center provides eight res-
idences throughout the commu-
nity, though many clients rent
their own apartments, and some
live with family.

Carl Edwards is the director
of information technology and
the admission coordinator for
Northern Hills Training Center.
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