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Interview with UWRF’s New Dean of College of Arts and 
Sciences; Dean Yohnk
Theodore Tollefson
theodore.tollefson@my.uwrf.edu

Editor’s Note: Theo is a former editor of 
the Promethean and student of UWS. 
He transferred to River Falls before the 
2018-2019 school year and is currently 
the Editor-in-Chief of the UW-River Falls 
Student Voice.

The 2018-2019 academic year has wel-
comed many new faces to the University of 
Wisconsin-River Falls campus. One of these 
new faces is the Dean of College of Arts and 
Sciences, Dean Yohnk. Yohnk previously 
spent his time as the Dean of Academic Af-
fairs of Graduate Studies at the University 
of Wisconsin-Superior for two years before 
deciding move south to River Falls. 

Yohnk began his professional experience in 
post-secondary academics as a theatre pro-
fessor almost 30 years ago. During his time 
at Viterbo University in La Crosse, Yohnk 
was chair of the theater department for ten 
years, he then moved onto work as a theater 
professor at University of Wisconsin-Park-
side for nearly ten year period. Then in 2010, 
Yohnk was asked by UW-Parkside to become 
the Dean of Arts and Sciences, which gave 
him the responsibility of overseeing 32 of the 
34 total academic departments. 

In 2014, Yohnk applied for the position of 
Dean CEO at the University of Wisconsin-
Barron County, so he could have a job where 
he was closer to his family. Yohnk remained 
at UW-Barron County for two and a half 
years, then when the UW system had smaller 
colleges merge, Yohnk applied for the Dean 
job at UW-Superior where he was Dean of 
Academic Affairs of Graduate Studies for 
two years. Which leads up to his time now 
arriving at the University of Wisconsin-River 
Falls. 

Yohnk had several reasons for coming to 
UW-River Falls from UW-Superior, the first 
of which was so he could be closer to family 
once again. Yohnk also stated, “I have been 
aware of the great work that the faculty and 
staff do with students at UW-River Falls. 
Twenty five years ago I made my first visit to 
campus to see a theater production here and 

evaluated for the Kennedy Center Ameri-
can College Theater Festival. From that 
time I had seen that great show, I was able 
to remain in contact with various faculty 
and staff and leaders from UW-River Falls. I 
was always impressed at the work they were 
achieving with students. I think it’s an excel-
lent university with faculty and staff that are 
really dedicated to student success, student 
learning, students achieving their goals dur-
ing their time here and after graduation.” 

Yohnk spoke also on what he likes about 
River Falls as a town, stating, “I think the 
campus is very, very beautiful. I find River 
Falls to be a nice small town near a very 
large, great city. I think I’m really taking 
advantage that I can live in a small town with 
a relatively large university which has a great 
spirit to it. Then within a half hour I can be 
in one of the most exciting cultural metro-
politan areas in the center of the country.”

As the new Dean of College of Arts and Sci-
ences, Yohnk’s duties are to work with faculty 
and staff to make sure they are providing 
the best possible array of programs, with the 
best courses, taught by the best instructors. 
As Dean of this College, Yohnk’s goal is to be 
constantly saying, “What do students need 
in order to be successful? To learn, to grow, 
to develop, and to achieve successful lives 
and the careers they are seeking? For me, I’m 
very student focused. So when we’re talk-
ing about how we innovate and change our 
programs, how we might update our curric-
ulum. It’s always going to be about what will 
prepare students for their future lives and 
careers. Which we may not even know now.” 

With the future always being uncertain, 
especially today with the ever developing 
technologies, Yohnk intertwines these facts 
with his goals for what he wants to do as 
Dean of College of Arts and Sciences of this 
university. “My goal as Dean is to make sure 
we give you the critical skills, whether it’s 
reading, writing, effective communication 
skills in all modes. Critical thinking, creative 
problem solving skills that you can apply in 
all the jobs you are likely to have in your life. 

So we cannot train you for a job, because 
we don’t know what the job may be for you. 
My idea is that we’re always trying to give 
the skills for whatever jobs you have going 
forward.”

Having only spent a few months at UW-Riv-
er Falls, Yohnk spoke on his time adjusting 
to his new job on campus. “Very well. People 
have been very friendly, very welcoming, 
very helpful in explaining unique processes, 
procedures, and traditions here, so I feel like 
I’m settling in very well.” 

In addition to his role of working with 
faculty and staff on how they can improve 
student learning outcome, Yohnk spoke on 
secondary roles with his job as Dean stating, 
“One of the things the Dean does is serves as 
a representative to the community, presents 
at various campus and community func-
tions, giving more information about the 
college and programs in the college. The new 
science, technology, and innovation center 
that is being proposed. It is making its way 
through the approval phases in the state. 
Once that gets approved in the next budget, 
part of my job will change greatly to help in 
the facilitation and construction of the new 
science, technology, and innovation center.” 

Finally, Yohnk spoke on advice he had for 
college students and how to get through the 
ropes of college life. “My advice to students 
would be to continually explore and try to 
learn more about the areas that you are pas-
sionate about. I really think as the older I get, 
the more I think about how college is a great 
opportunity for students to not do what their 
parents want them to do, not do what they 
think they should do in order to be suc-
cessful. Instead, to really take some time to 
reflect upon what their gifts, skills, interest, 
and passion are. So it’s really about asking 
what do you see yourself doing, not what do 
you think you’ll be. I do meet with students 
all the time and I am going to be forming 
a Dean’s advisory council for the college, 
which will have one representative from each 
of the departments in the college.” 

UWS Hosts Tri-State Honor Band Concert
Phillip Wilken
pwilken@uwsuper.edu

There was recently a phenomenal concert on 
campus, but the majority of the students who 
played in it weren’t in college. On October 
18th, the UW-Superior Campus was full of 
high school band students getting together 
for the annual UWS Tri-State Honor Band 
Festival. The students spent the day on cam-
pus getting a taste of the college atmosphere 
while preparing themselves for a concert that 
evening. 

This is not the only event that brings high 
school students onto the UWS campus. Ac-
cording to Zoe Scherer, the assistant pro-
gram associate of the UWS Music Depart-
ment, “We have four honors festivals… for 
each of our large ensembles… and the Tri-
State band festival is our largest event and 
it brings in about 200 high school students 
from Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Michigan.”

One can imagine that an event like this 
doesn’t just happen. Scherer said that the 
biggest challenge is logistics. There are many 
rooms that are needed for large and small 
groups throughout the day. “It’s not an easy 
task to have 200 hundred students have a 
lunch all at once together in one place but 
because of the work we do, we make that 
possible.”

The students are registered usually about 
three weeks in advance, when their music 
teachers register them with Dr. Pamela Bus-
tos, a faculty member of UWS who conducts 
the UWS Symphonic Band. 

This year, Bustos said that students have 
been chosen from 36 schools around the Tri-
State area. Before coming to campus, they 
have little experience with the music they’re 
playing. 

They work with both Bustos and a guest 
conductor for the whole day after arriving 
at around eight in the morning, and then 
perform a concert for the Superior public at 
seven or so that very same day. 

“The students walk into the room and they 
don’t know the people beside them,” said 
Bustos, “and then within 12 hours… they 
are playing a concert, united. They may not 
know each other’s names, but they know 
how to communicate with each other for a 
higher purpose.”

Tri-State isn’t just for the benefit of the high 
school students though. As great as the pro-
gram is, it also helps out the UWS campus 
with getting students interested in higher 

education. “It’s not just about recruitment, 
but its service,” Bustos said. This is a chance 
provided by the UWS campus for the stu-
dents to have experiences with others who 
share their passions and get them to consider 
a future at UWS. It also provides a great way 
to network for the high school band direc-
tors involved. “We’ve built a great commu-
nity of directors of those students, making 
[Tri-State] a very important tradition in their 
school year.”

Nov. 16, 17 @ 7:30PM
Nov. 18 @ 2PM

By Christopher Durang
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Vanya and Sonia and Masha and 
Spike preformed by UWS Theatre. 
Manion Theatre November 16 & 17 

@ 7:30 PM
November 18 @ 2:00 PM


