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PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS AND UPDATES 
The University of North Dakota’s Nurse Anesthesia 
Program (NAP) began in 1986. Since then, the 
program has graduated over 350 students who 
have become Certified Registered Nurse 
Anesthetists (CRNAs). The program has a long 
history of graduating high quality CRNAs who 
provide anesthesia services throughout the 
healthcare continuum ranging from small rural 
Critical Access Hospitals to large Level-1 tertiary 
hospitals.  

The program continues to have success and 
positive outcomes in a wide variety of areas 
including Certification Exam pass rates, a low 
attrition rate and a high post-graduation 
employment rate. Our most recent graduates 
averaged over 900 anesthetic cases and more 
than 2500 hours while in the program. 
(Accreditation requirement is 600 cases and 2000 
hours respectively). 

A huge milestone for the NAP was the completion of the accreditation process in 2020/2021. The UND NAP 
was fully accredited by the Council on Accreditation of Nurse Anesthesia Educational Programs (COA).  

We were reviewed for accreditation in 2020 and received the maximum 10 years until 2030. Thank you to 
all faculty, staff, students and clinical partners who participated in our accreditation visit. 



  

HEALTHCARE FOR OUR STATE AND REGION 
North Dakota, along with the rest of the country is facing a major healthcare challenge--how to meet 
the needs for anesthesia-related services for the people in this state and others. As a rural state, North 
Dakota faces additional challenges and is dependent on CRNAs to provide services for obstetrics, 
trauma stabilization, pain management and overall access to safe and cost-effective anesthesia-related 
services.  

To meet the demands for CRNAs not only in the state of North Dakota and surrounding region, UND’s 
NAP has made a purposeful effort to grow the program’s enrollment. In August 2022, 22 students began 
the program as the class of 2025. This brought the total number of enrolled students to 60 for the 
academic year. This is the largest number of students ever in the program.  

To meet the needs of our expanding enrollment, it is vital that the program increase the number of 
clinical opportunities. We are happy to introduce the following clinical sites to our clinical site portfolio: 
Sanford-Sioux Falls, SD, Tri-County Health, Wadena, MN, Avera St. Luke’s Hospital, Aberdeen, SD,  
St. Luke’s Hospital, Duluth, MN and Avera-McKennan Hospital, Sioux Falls, SD. 

A SPECIAL THANK YOU TO OUR PRECEPTORS AND CLINICAL PARTNERS 
I want to send a special thank you to all our preceptors and clinical sites for sharing their expertise, 
time, and talents teaching and mentoring our students. A special thank you to those CRNAs who also 
serve as Clinical Coordinators for our Program. Our program continues to be successful because of 
the role our clinical partners play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SIMULATIONS 
The UND NAP provides a unique state-of the art 
teaching and learning experience with simulation.  

Students throughout the NAP graduate curriculum, 
utilize the Clinical Resource and Simulation Center 
(CRSC) to support the achievement of course and 
program learning objectives. 

The centerpiece of our simulation program is a new 
full-body, high fidelity simulator that mimics the 
anatomy, physiology and responses to treatment, 
similar to that of a human patient.  

 

 



  

FULL SCOPE PRACTICE 

 The program is putting a focus on Full 
Scope of Practice with an emphasis in 
the following areas:  

• Invasive line placement 
• Point of Care Ultrasound 

(POCUS) 
• Simulations and regional 

anesthesia 

This past spring, the NAP partnered 
with the UND School of Medicine and 
Health Sciences to offer an inter-
professional POCUS experience. It was 
an excellent opportunity to work and 
learn collaboratively alongside our 
physician colleagues. 

Nurse Anesthesia students working with the anesthesia simulator.  

UND School of Medicine and Health Sciences anatomy cadaver lab. 



  

FACULTY FOCUS 
 
  

In 2021, Dr. Kevin Buettner was selected by 
North Dakota Governor Doug Bergum to serve a 
second term on the North Dakota Board of 
Nursing. Dr. Buettner just recently started his term 
as the President of the North Dakota Board of 
Nursing.  

This appointment demonstrates Dr. Buettner's 
talents and expertise regarding APRN issues 
goes beyond the walls of our educational 
program and his clinical practice.  

Dr. Buettner has recognized and incorporated 
health care issues such as underserved 
populations, rural health care, and legislative 
issues into UND’s Nurse Anesthesia program.  

While some of these concepts are not always 
easily implemented, Dr. Buettner sees the 
importance of these issues as they relate to the 
profession of nurse anesthesia.  

Congratulations Kevin! 
 
 

Dr. Kevin Buettner selected as American 
Association of Nurse Anesthesiology Fellow 

 

Congratulations to Dr. Buettner on his recent 
acceptance into the Class of 2022 Fellows of the 
AANA. Fellows of the AANA are proven leaders in 
the nurse anesthesiology profession, dedicated to 
the advancement of clinical practice, education, 
research, and professional advocacy consistent 
with the high standards of the AANA.  

Dr. Buettner’s numerous achievements and 
contributions to advance the profession are evident 
through his service in appointed and elected 
positions at the AANA, NDANA, and the North 
Dakota Board of Nursing.  

He was honored as AANA Program Director of the 
Year in 2018. As an active educator, onsite program 
reviewer and clinician, he helps to shape the next 
generation of providers.  
 

UND Nurse Anesthesia Faculty Member elected 
as new North Dakota Board of Nursing President 



  

 

 

  Congratulations to our newest faculty member,  

Dr. Jennifer Harrison, who recently completed her Doctor 
of Nursing Practice degree.  

Dr. Harrison pursued her DNP degree over the past 2 
years here at UND while teaching in our program. She also 
maintains an active clinical practice at Altru Health System 
in Grand Forks, ND. She did all of this as a mom of four 
children. 

Jennifer continues be an integral part of our team and we 
could not be prouder of her personal and professional 
achievements.  

Congratulations Jennifer!  
 

UND NAP Faculty Member Obtains 
Doctor of Nursing Practice Degree 

UND NAP Faculty Member Awarded the VPAA Award for 
Excellence in Assessment. 

Dr. Amber Johnson recently received the Vice President 
of Academic Affairs (VPAA) Award for Excellence in 
Assessment from the University of North Dakota.  

Amber is an integral part of the assessment and 
evaluation process for the College of Nursing & 
Professional Disciplines and the entire University of North 
Dakota.  

The assessment and evaluation process is very important 
to the success of any institution. 

In addition, we would like to thank Amber for her hard 
work and dedication to the clinical experiences and to the 
issues of wellness our students receive. 

Congratulations Amber! 
 



  

ALUMNI SPOTLIGHT 
“A Mother’s Intuition” & “A Mother’s Inspiration” 
Nicky Underdahl ‘09 and Laken Kittelson ’21 are a mother-daughter CRNA duo who live and work in 
Minot, North Dakota. Nicky is a 2009 graduate of the University of North Dakota’s Nurse Anesthesia 
Program. Her daughter, Laken, followed in her mother’s footsteps and also attended the Nurse 
Anesthesia Program at UND and graduated in 2021 in the program’s inaugural Doctor of Nursing 
Practice cohort. Nicky and Laken took time out of their busy lives to talk about their individual journeys 
to become a CRNA and to reflect on their experience at UND. 

Nicky, why did you choose to become a CRNA at the University of North Dakota? 
“I was ready for a different challenge in my career and I knew that all of the CRNAs I met loved their 
jobs. I just knew I wanted to continue to pursue 
more challenges in my professional career. Laken 
was 13 years old when I went back to school, so it 
was challenging because Laken and Garhett (son) 
were busy with sports and school activities. My 
husband had to become a stay-at-home dad and 
take care of the household. It was challenging but 
worth it.”   

Laken, how much did your Mom influence 
you to become a CRNA? 
“I knew I wanted a career that had an awesome 
work life balance. I also wanted the autonomy, 
which CRNAs have within the profession. I saw my 
mom’s career and the change it made in my family’s 
lives and I wanted that life for my own family.” 

Nicky, what was your reaction when Laken 
told you she wanted to become a CRNA?  
“When Laken was a teenager, she always signed her notes to me as “Laken Underdahl, Soon to be 
CRNA,” so I knew that this was a goal of hers for a long time. She told me that she wanted a job like 
mine. I knew she was serious as she kept straight A’s in school. I was not expecting it as a mother, but 
I knew she would do it. It made a big difference to Laken that she could see I could balance a full-time 
job and maintain a family life.” 

Laken Kittleson 
Nicky Underdahl 



  

Nicky, what advice did you give Laken during school? 
“Focus on one foot in front of the other. Head up, chin up. Eye on the prize. Days are long, but the years 
are short and there is a big reward at the end.”   

Nicky, what advice did you give her once she graduated and became a CRNA? 
“Be prepared, do not let your guard down and always stay vigilant. Stay out of drama and be an 
advocate for your patient.” 

Nicky, what is your fondest memory of your experience at UND? 
“I enjoyed the small class size and the funny moments with classmates. Faculty wanted you to succeed. 
I learned so much at each different clinical site and each CRNA who precepted me.”   

Laken, when you look back at your time in UND’s NAP, what are your fondest memories? 
“Faculty celebrating the big and small victories. The CRNAs at different sites looked out for you, 
encouraged you and challenged you. I had really good connections with classmates and made lifelong 
friendships and still stay in regular contact with the other four girls in my class.” 

Laken, what do you admire about your Mother? 
“Her work ethic and no-nonsense attitude.” The compassion for her patients and commitment to the 
CRNA profession and her family.”   

Laken, will you encourage your children to become a CRNA? 
“Absolutely, I will encourage my two sons and daughter to become a CRNA!” 

 

 

 

 

ALUMNI OPPORTUNITIES   

 

  

We invite nurse anesthesia alumni to share updates and news for our next newsletter. 
Photos are always welcome. Please be sure to include your year of graduation. 

We would love to hear from you! 
Contact Jamie Sperle, DNP, CRNA 

james.sperle@und.edu  
Phone: 701-777-4521 
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In 2017, the University of North Dakota’s Nurse Anesthesia Program started its own 
endowment fund designed to benefit the program’s priority needs. Endowments can be 
gifts of cash, securities and other assets. An endowment can be initiated through one-
time gifts, estate gifts and multi-year pledges.  
Just an FYI, the state of North Dakota provides a generous tax deduction for qualified 
endowment contributions.  
Please direct any questions regarding our endowment fund to James Sperle. You can 
also speak with Hailey Huspek, Director of Development at the Alumni Association 
Foundation. Her phone number and email are as follows:  
701-777-5608  
haileyh@UNDfoundation.org. 
 
James Sperle, DNP, CRNA 
701-777-4521 
james.sperle@und.edu  
 
Additional alumni information can be found at the UND Alumni Association & Foundation 
at:   https://undalumni.org/ 
 
 

 

 

We would like to thank those alumni and friends who have 
given back to the University of North Dakota Nurse 
Anesthesia Program. Your generosity, loyalty and 
commitment are what has allowed this program to thrive 
through the years. 
 Please know your gift will actively be utilized to improve 
not only our program, but also the students who graduate 
from this program. We feel strongly that we graduate highly 
qualified & skilled Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists. 
Your generosity will ensure that this tradition continues.  
 

mailto:haileyh@UNDfoundation.org
mailto:james.sperle@und.edu
https://undalumni.org/


  

RECENT NURSE ANESTHESIA COHORTS 

 

 
 

CLASS OF 2021 CLASS OF 2022 

CLASS OF 2023 

CLASS OF 2024 CLASS OF 2025 



  

WELLNESS 

 

Nurse Anesthesia school requires a tremendous amount of time and dedication. It is a 
rigorous program.  
The Nurse Anesthesia program faculty work with their students concerning stress, burnout, 
frustration and challenges faced regarding life balance while in anesthesia school. 

  

WELLNESS DAY AT TURTLE RIVER STATE PARK 



  

PHOTO GALLERY 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Practice makes perfect! 
Students study airway management under 
the guidance of Dr. Kevin Buettner. 
  



  

 Dr. Kevin Buettner working with 
nurse anesthesia students in our 
Clinical Resource and Simulation 
Center. 

Nurse Anesthesia students 
under the guidance of Dr. 
Jennifer Harrison.  


