
 W hen Evelia Guerrero 
was an underclassman 
at Burlington High 
School, her anatomy 

teacher encouraged her to apply  
for a unique program. Offered in 
partnership by the high school and 
Gateway Technical College, the 
program takes promising students 
who are interested in health care 
fields and puts them through  
rigorous training to become  
certified emergency medical techni-
cians (EMTs).  

The application process involves 
an electronic application and 
in-person interview with members of 
the Burlington Rescue Squad. High 
school students who are accepted get 
trained through the EMT certifica-
tion course at Gateway Technical 
College. What makes the program 
particularly impressive is that stu-
dents are trained as they receive 
on-the-job experience with the Burl-
ington Rescue Squad. 

“We learn the skills in here [class-
room] and they let us practice in the 
field when we’re on call with them,” 
Guerrero said.

To officially work as an EMT in 
Wisconsin, you have to be 18 years 
old. But you don’t need a license to 
practice the skills you have been 
trained in to work with a certified 
EMT. For instance, students in the 
EMT training program are taught 

how to do patient assessments  
when the rescue squad arrives on  
the scene of an accident. The patient 
or patients are assessed to determine 
what treatment they need. The 
student will go through a patient 
assessment with a member of the 
Burlington Rescue Squad monitoring 
and mentoring the student. 

Before graduating, students take 
the national EMT certification test, 
and if they pass, become certified 
EMTs once they turn 18 years old. 

 | Part of the Team
The students who participate in  
the EMT program — known as 
BHS1 — are part of the team of  
the Burlington Rescue Squad. Just 
like regular members of the rescue 
squad, they are on call. The students 
are either on the morning shift  
(9 am-12 pm) or the afternoon shift 
(12-3 pm). When students are on 
call, they carry a radio and wear the 
bright green shirt that members of 
the Burlington Rescue Squad wear. 
Students who are on call also get  
a prime spot in the high school 
parking lot so they can quickly 
respond. 

“We’ll get paged out of class so 
sometimes you’ll see us running 
down the hallway,” Guerrero said.

When they get a call, students 
leave class, radio the Burlington 
Rescue Squad and either meet the 
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ambulance on the scene of the  
accident or meet the ambulance at 
headquarters and then leave for the 
accident. The work has opened the 
eyes of the students.

“As teenagers, we think Burl-
ington is kind of boring, but then 
you go out on call and you realize 
there is a whole other side of the 
town,” Guerrero said. “There have 
been a couple calls where it’s like 
‘Wow, if I wasn’t doing this, I 
wouldn’t know this is happening.’”

For instance, Guerrero and a few 
other students have gone out on calls 
for heroin overdoses. “It was eye 
opening to realize there is a problem 
with it in the community,” she said. 
The only calls that the students don’t 
respond to are those that involve 
classmates. 

 | Getting Started
Troy Everson is an anatomy teacher 
at Burlington High School and also  
a member of the Burlington Rescue 
Squad. When he came to the district 
in 1995, he noticed there was a need 
for volunteer EMTs.

“The days of complete, volunteer 
ambulance services were declining, 
simply because of the demands of 
training and the demands of daytime 
availability,” Everson said. “I also 
recognized that many of the long-
term volunteers with Burlington 
Rescue were not getting any 
younger.”

Additionally, as an anatomy 
teacher at Burlington High School, 
Everson had a number of students 
who were interested in the medical 
field. Students who are entering 
medical school or nursing school 
have to attain a certain number of 

hours in patient care. As Everson 
said, schools don’t particularly care 
how students get those hours as  
long as they have them. “I started 
thinking, ‘How can I get my students 
that experience?’” Everson said.

Everson quickly recognized an 
opportunity to connect the high 
school with the rescue squad that 
would benefit his students and the 
community. But, first, students would 
need to be trained. Burlington High 
School is fortunate in that it has a 
close partnership with Gateway 
Technical College. The college’s 
Health and Emergency Response 
Occupations (HERO) Center, which 
is dedicated to training EMTs and 
other emergency response profes-
sionals, is located right next to  
Burlington High School.

Everson went to the Burlington 
chief of rescue, the high school  
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principal and the director of the 
HERO Center and laid out his vision 
of an EMT training program for 
high school students. A partnership 
was formed that connected the three 
organizations.

The first EMT training course for 
Burlington High School students 
took place in 2012 and right away, 
students were interested. The class 
has always had between 15 and 24 
students. High school EMT training 
programs are not unique, but 
Everson said what sets apart the 
Burlington program is that students 

practice what they learn on call 
alongside certified EMTs. 

 | Inside Look at the Medical 
Field

The EMT training program, which 
takes place at Gateway Technical 
College’s HERO Center is not easy. 
It is the same rigorous EMT certifica-
tion course anyone would take to 
become a working EMT. To take  
the class as a high school student  
can be difficult. 

“It’s definitely a challenging 
course,” Guerrero said. “It’s a quick 

pace every day in the classroom 
whether it’s a lecture day or a 
hands-on day. You have to be  
constantly studying.”

In addition to the class, students 
are on call practicing what they learn 
in the classroom. 

“It’s hard, but it’s been really 
rewarding as well,” Guerrero said. 
“It gives me that inside look at the 
medical field and whether this is 
something I want to do or not.”

The partnership has benefited the 
Burlington Rescue Squad as well. 

“It’s boosted the ranks,” Everson 
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“It’s hard, but it’s been really rewarding as well.  
It gives me that inside look at the medical field and whether  

this is something I want to do or not.”
— Evelia Guerrero, a senior at Burlington High School



said. “Well over a third of the mem-
bership of Burlington Rescue is 
people under the age of 30, most of 
whom went through the high school 
program.”

The program has brought other 
unforeseen benefits to the rescue 
squad. Burlington has had an 
increase in its Hispanic population 
and several of the EMT students are 
fluent in Spanish. Everson said most 
of the Hispanic population in Burl-
ington can speak English but at a 
time of emergency you tend to go  
to the language you’re most com-
fortable with. 

“We’ve been fortunate that we 
have EMT students who are fully 
bilingual and able to provide emer-
gency service interpretation on the 

spot,” Everson said. “And there is no 
way you can put a price on that. They 
understand the language, they under-
stand the culture. They’re able to 
mentor my adult EMTs.”

Everson recalled an instance in 
which the rescue squad responded to 
a call where an elderly Hispanic man 
was having respiratory problems. 
EMTs couldn’t determine what 
exactly was wrong with the man. 
Evelia kneeled down and talked to 
the man in Spanish and was able  
to get a response. 

“Evelia looks up at us and says,  
‘I think he’s drunk,’” Everson 
remembers. “That wasn’t even a 
road we were going down so to have 
Evelia there was just huge.” 

 | Point of Pride
Each year, Everson said, Burlington 
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High School Principal Eric Burling 
sends him an email thanking him 
and his students for their service to 
the community. The students  
donate many hours to the rescue 
squad. Everson said that if all of 
those hours would be paid a 
working wage, it would add up  
to about $600,000 each  
school year. 

Everson said community 

members are also thankful for the 
program.

“I can’t tell you the number  
of times a parent or community 
member has pulled me aside and 

said thank you,” Everson said. 
“Parents will always thank you for 
doing this for our kids, the commu-
nity members will say thanks for 
doing this for our community.”

“My parents love it,” Guerrero 
said, who will begin the nursing 
assistant program at Marquette 
University in the fall. “They’re  
big fans of it. It’s really cool to see 
how appreciative parents are of it.  
I don’t think they could be  
happier. We’re giving back to the 
community.”

School district leadership is also 
proud of the program. Rosanne 
Hahn, Burlington school board clerk 
and WASB region 13 director, says 
the partnership and accomplishments 
of students are a point of pride.

“The Burlington Area School 
District has developed a strong  
partnership with Gateway Technical 
College, our health care providers 

and our whole community. We  
treasure these partnerships, and we 
are proud of our students.”

Some of the program’s first grad-
uates from 2012 are now entering 
medical school, a number are nurses, 
others are firefighters or paramedics. 
Many have or currently serve as 
volunteer EMTs with the Burlington 
Rescue Squad. Everson estimates 
that so far about 75 of his students 
received EMT certification through 
the program. While it is only open to 
high school seniors, Everson would 
like to expand it to high school 
juniors so that students could get  
a full year of on-call experience. 

“What I’d like to think is that  
we are preserving the future of  
Burlington by taking the best and 
brightest, training them and sending 
them away and then saying come 
home,” Everson said. n

Shelby Anderson is editor of Wisconsin 
School News.

Student Evelia Guerrero and teacher Troy 

Everson, a member of the Burlington  

Rescue Squad, check out one of the squad’s 

new ambulances. Everson helped create the 

high school EMT program when he noticed  

a lack of younger EMT volunteers.

About 75 Burlington students have received  

EMT certification through the program.
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Some of the program’s first graduates  
from 2012 are now entering medical school,  
a number are nurses, others are firefighters or paramedics.


