
Inver Hills Community College is nestled in the green, forested 
suburbs south of Saint Paul, Minnesota. Walking through its 
tree-lined campus, a visitor might be surprised to find out that 
it houses one of the most innovative Minnesota FastTRAC 
career training programs.

Antoinette McCarthy wouldn’t be surprised. She just completed 
the program this past fall, receiving her certificate as a nursing 
assistant after just one month of intensive, hands-on study. 

A young and vivacious mother of three, Antoinette had struggled 
to find a career in today’s competitive job market. For many 
years, she was unsure about the career she wanted to pursue 
– she knew that she wanted to be in the medical field, she just 
wasn’t sure where.

“I had attempted to pursue college before,” she said. “But I 
wasn’t as successful as I had hoped. I had been diagnosed 
with a learning disability. Once I found out about this program 
though, I was at the point of no return. Something had to work.”

Antoinette became attracted to the Certified Nursing Assistant 
(CNA) program at Inver Hills. Individuals with a CNA certificate 
earn, on average, nearly double what someone would at a 
minimum-wage job in the medical field in Minnesota. Antoinette 
chose the program at Inver Hills initially because it offered her 
the chance to get a certificate quickly, it prepped students for the 
state certification exam, and it was free. Once she was enrolled, 
she saw even more benefits to the program.

“I felt like it was designed for me,” Antoinette explained. “I had 
a cry for help and I didn’t know what to expect. The program 
was an eye-opener and reassured me that this is the direction I 
wanted to go in.”

In the program, Antoinette attended a month of full-day sessions 
with two parts. The first half of the day focused on the academic 
work that prepared her for the state exam; including practice 
tests, lectures, workbook exercises and academic tutoring. This 
portion was taught in partnership with instructors grounded 

in the academics, and instructors who were registered nurses 
themselves and had first-hand knowledge of the field.

The second part of the day was hands-on work in Inver Hills 
state-of-the-art nursing lab, working on dummies, handling real 
medical equipment and modeling situations that students would 
be faced with in a nursing job every day.

“In the nursing labs we had the equipment we would be using in 
the workforce,” Antoinette said. “We didn’t just know the names 
of equipment, we were able to touch – it was tangible.”

Antoinette completed the CNA program with flying colors. 
Going through this program helped give her the drive and 
enthusiasm she needed to make the decision to continue her 
schooling. This fall, Antoinette plans to enroll in the registered 
nursing program at Inver Hills. She knows that the CNA 
program has given her the skills will help her – not just with  
her continued schooling – but throughout her career.

“This program changed my life,” she said with a huge grin. 
“I actually got the experience I need in the workforce. I am 
actually doing something hands-on. Now, I’m not going to start 
something and not complete it, because I know what’s expected 
of me.”

The program at Inver Hills is an example of how workforce 
training touches the lives of Minnesotans of all walks of life. 
Antoinette sees herself as not just an individual who received 
training, but also as an example to others.

“Even with a learning disability, there’s nothing you can’t 
accomplish if you’re determined to make the change in your 
life,” she said as she looked around her old classroom. “I’m the 
biggest example of that. There was a point in my life I didn’t 
know what direction to go and there weren’t many resources  
for me. Now I have everything I need to be successful.”
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