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An Equal Partner:  

Celebrating Katherine Jacobson’s Role in the Founding of  

National American University 
 

National American University (NAU) was founded more than 

75 years ago in Rapid City, South Dakota.  

 

Much attention has been given to Clarence Jacobson as the 

founder of National School of Business (NSB), as NAU was 

called back then, but he did not act alone.  

 

In honor of International Women’s Day, celebrated this year 

on March 8, Katherine Jacobson, Clarence’s wife, deserves 

recognition as the co-founder of NSB.   

 

“Toni Martin, a 1944 graduate of NSB, reminded me that 

Katherine played a very important role in our university’s 

history,” said Tamie Hopp, NAU’s Director of Alumni and 

Foundation Services. “She was absolutely right. We have not 

adequately focused on Katherine’s significant contributions. 

She is as responsible as Mr. Jacobson in founding the college 

and helping to ensure its longevity.” 

 

In 1941, Katherine joined her husband in opening their home 

to NSB’s first students and both served as the college’s first 

faculty.  

 

From that humble beginning, the college quickly outgrew the 

Jacobson’s kitchen table. They opened the college’s first 

campus on St. Patrick Street in Rapid City, and together they 

conducted NSB’s operations.  

 
 

“Katherine B. Jacobson was described as the business person, and this 

was at least in part because her husband Clarence traveled extensively 

during the summer months, and during other times in order to recruit 

new students,” wrote Guy Tillett in the book, “Milestones: The 70-year 

progression of National American University.” 

 

Katherine was well-educated and had teaching and higher education 

work experience. She had attended college at Augustana in Rock Island, 

Illinois; at the Minnesota School of Business; and at the University of  

A grainy advertisement from 1941 announces 
the opening of the new college and introduces 
Clarence Jacobson as the Director of National 
School of Business, and Katherine Jacobson as 
the Registrar. 

The first campus of National 
School of Business was located in 
the second floor of this building, 
as it looks today, in Rapid City, 
South Dakota. 
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Iowa. Prior to opening NSB, she had served six years as head of the accounting department at Black 

Hills Commercial College and taught public school for four years in Rock Island, all of which prepared 

her well to serve as the university’s first Registrar, teach students and handle the business side of 

operating the college. 

 

Some of the college’s earliest graduates also 

recall that Katherine was an equal partner in 

the running of the college during its first 20 

years. They described Katherine as more 

serious than Clarence, but also noted her 

compassion.  

 

“Katherine, had a reputation for offering firm, 

but kind, support to NSB students,” recalls 

Marjorie Zurcher, a 1949 NSB graduate. “Both 

Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson expected their students 

to be dedicated to their education and in return, 

offered them quality instruction.” 

 

“Katherine was serious, but very kind,” echoed 

Frances Olson, a 1950 graduate. “She was firm 

about the rules but also very kind in how she 

handled any infractions. She was preparing us 

to be professional women working in offices.”  

 

“Mr. and Mrs. Jacobson and our other instructors wanted us to learn. They wanted us all to become 

strong, good people. They cared,” said Toni Martin who, in addition to graduating in 1944, also 

worked for the Jacobsons at the college from 1955 until it was sold.  

 

Katherine continued to work with Clarence on building a strong foundation for the college until it was 

acquired by Harold Buckingham in 1962. Their business partnership, in which Katherine was an equal, 

put in place a solid foundation for the university’s future leaders.   

 

“Katherine certainly deserves more than a footnote in our university’s history,” said Hopp. “She helped 

put into motion 75 years of providing our students a caring and supportive learning environment. She 

was the first to set the tone and expectations which we continue to embrace to this day.”  

 

 

The 1949 National School of Business graduating class. During 
the college's early years, the students were mostly women 
preparing for professional careers. Later, returning veterans 
sought specialized business degrees to prepare for civilian life. 


