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Gene Ambroson 
Gene Ambroson’s presence on the Morningside campus began in 1986 when 
he accepted the Director of Public Affairs position. He transitioned into other 
positions before retiring in 2017 as the Director of Alumni Relations, serving 
for 31 years as a loyal and faithful advocate of Morningside. A common thread 
to many of the relationships he nurtured while on campus revolved around 
music, and his influence has been vast and far reaching. 

Ambroson became an extension of the music department through travel and 
alumni relations, and his connections helped forge relationships all over the 
world. He traveled with Morningside’s student music ensembles, both 
internationally and within the United States. As a music ambassador, his 
many connections and relationships were critical to making trips and tours 
possible by helping arrange venues for performances, lodging, and meals. 
Through it all, he was dedicated to providing Morningside students with an 
excellent experience while engaging with alumni. When Morningside started 

the Greek fraternity Acacia in 1995, Ambroson become the employee sponsor to the student organization. 
He led this team on campus and helped instill the values of the national fraternity and the life lessons of 
teamwork, leadership, and brotherhood. Ambroson also encouraged these men of Morningside to support 
their alma mater as alumni. 

In addition to helping promote music at Morningside, Ambroson was a keyboard extraordinaire for a tri-
state rock and roll band, The Velaires. The band, which was inducted into the Iowa Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame prior to Gene's arrival, was inducted into South Dakota Rock and Roll Hall of Fame during his 
tenure. After focusing on choral music and other musical ventures, Gene returned to the rock music scene 
in the late 90s. He currently resides in Sun City, AZ. 

 “Gene Ambroson has had a great effect on many lives at Morningside, but none more strongly than the 
Morningside Choir and other music groups who have toured in the States and abroad. From planning the 
trip itineraries, to serving the needs of students, alumni, and staff on those trips, to resolving all travel 
issues great and small, no matter the country or language barriers he encountered, Gene was invaluable,” 
said President John Reynders “His love of music, and his own great talent, is obvious from his role as 
keyboardist for The Velaires. But Gene’s greatest asset to the Morningside Music Department was his care 
and passion for all things Morningside, and that resonated with so many of us. I am one of many who can 
honestly say my life is enriched by Gene’s careful planning and participation in all of Morningside’s great 
music events.” 



Tom Gerking 
 

Tom Gerking, the son of the late Bob and Mary Gerking, is a native of 
Lawton, Iowa where he attended Lawton-Bronson Community School and 
graduated in the spring of 1986.   
 
After high school, Gerking traveled to Iowa City to attend the University of 
Iowa where he was an elementary education major and participated in 
marching and concert band. He transferred to Morningside in the spring of 
1987, becoming a music education major. He was a member of Concert 
Choir, Chamber Singers, Concert Band, Jazz Band, and Marching Band. He 
was also a member and president of Phi Mu Alpha Sinfonia Music 
Fraternity, the president of the Morningside Chapter of the Collegiate Music 

Educators National Conference, and served as a state officer for CMENC. While at Morningside, he 
studied voice with Harlan Buss and Mark Schnaible and sang under the direction of Dr. Harry Moon. He 
was inducted into the Omicron Delta Kappa Honor Society and received the Morningside Outstanding 
Male Senior Award. 
 
Gerking is currently in his 32nd year of teaching vocal music at Westwood Community School in Sloan, 
Iowa. At Westwood, he directs the High School Concert Choir, Mixed Chorus, Treble Clef Chorus, and 
Bass Clef Chorus. In addition, he leads the junior high mixed chorus as well as teaches 6th grade general 
music. He leads three show choirs at Westwood: The Rebelaires, Voices in Motion, and 6th Dimension. 
He also leads the fall musical and madrigal dinners. Singers under his direction are consistent performers 
in the IHSMA All-State Music Festival as well as the ICDA Opus Honor Choir Festival. Several soloists 
and ensembles from Westwood have been awarded the Outstanding Performance Award at the IHSMA 
State Solo/Ensemble Festival held each spring. Choirs under his direction have received numerous 
Division I ratings at the IHSMA State Large Group Festival. Gerking has also coached the Westwood 
football, basketball, and wrestling cheer squads as well as led Westwood’s award-winning Sudden Impact 
Dance Team, All-Male, and Co-Ed Dance Teams. He has sponsored the Westwood Student Council where 
he also was a presenter at the state student council conference. Gerking was also a volunteer track and 
field coach. He currently is advisor to the Westwood National Honor Society and is the senior class 
sponsor. 
 
In addition to his work at Westwood, Gerking is currently serving as the Northwest District Chair for the 
Iowa Choral Directors Association and Chair of Chairs on the ICDA Executive Board.  He was chair of the 
2006 Fall Symposium and Co-Chair of the 2007 Summer Symposium. He served as the Opus 7-8 Bass 
Clef Chorus Conductor in 2011 and is currently serving as chair for that specific choir for one more year. 
He has been a member of the IHSMA DAG Committee and has served as an adjudicator for both the Iowa 
and Nebraska High School Music Associations for over twenty-five years. 
 
Gerking has also choreographed show choirs from the elementary level to the collegiate level. He has 
served as a staff member for summer show choir camps at Show Choir Omaha!, Buena Vista University, 
SNJ Studios, Butler Community College, and the University of Southern Mississippi. He continues to 
serve as a show choir adjudicator and clinician throughout the country. He has also served as conductor 
for several conference and district choral festivals throughout the state of Iowa, and he serves on the 
music ministry team at Immaculate Conception Catholic Church in Sioux City. 
 
 “I must give thanks to my amazing parents, Bob and Mary Gerking. They were and continue to be the 
greatest influence in my life. My mom always said, ‘If you are going to do it, do it the right way,’” said 
Gerking. “Others that have made huge contributions to my life are my Lawton-Bronson music teachers 
Minda Thompson, Stacy Gerhart, and Maureen Anderson; Russ Clifford whom I student taught with at 
Bishop Heelan, Dr. John Flanery, and many, many family members and friends that have been huge 
supporters and encouragers throughout my journey.” 



Terri McGaffin 
Terri Parish McGaffin started teaching as an adjunct in Morningside’s Art 
Department in 1990. Her first assignments were the Intro to Drawing 
courses, to which were added courses in Painting, Figure Drawing, 
Illustration, and Watercolor. She was hired as full-time faculty member in 
2004, and added a freshman course in writing composition and public 
speaking and the capstone course Senior Art Seminar to her teaching 
repertoire. McGaffin grew to know and appreciate the academic community 
at Morningside through service on various committees and 
interdepartmental interactions. In 2013, she was appointed Chair of the Art 
Department, a position in which she served until her retirement in 2019. 
McGaffin is now Professor Emerita and, in a full circle moment, she has 
returned to serving as adjunct faculty teaching Intro to Drawing. 
 
McGaffin has worked as a professional artist for many years and has a 

studio at Gallery 103 in the HoChunk Center. Her paintings are in the collections of the Sioux City Art 
Center, the University of South Dakota, MercyOne Siouxland Medical Center, Morningside University, 
and many private collections. She holds an M.F.A. in Painting from the University of South Dakota and a 
B.F.A. in Drawing and Painting from Drake University. She completed an Artist-in-Residency at Iowa’s 
Waubonsie State Park in March 2020 and another residency at Whiterock Conservancy in April 2021.  

 
Paul Niebuhr 

Dr. Randy Kohlenberg, Morningside’s Assistant Professor of Low Brass and 
Instrumental Music Education, was introduced to Paul Niebuhr his senior 
year at Benton Community High School in Van Horne, Iowa, by his cousin, 
Mrs. Donna Lahn, who worked in Student Services at Morningside. 
 
Paul, the youngest of five, grew up in a large musically gifted family. Mr. 
Steven Kness, Paul’s high school band director, fostered his love of music 
through Kness’ excitement and desire to help every student do their best. 
 
Kohlenberg’s interest in Paul never wavered when Niebuhr enrolled his 
freshman year as a music major at Dana College in 1982; and a business and 
agriculture major in the fall of 1983 at Kirkwood Community College. 
Kohlenberg listened to Niebuhr share his passion for music, especially jazz 
band.   

 
Niebuhr accepted Kohlenberg’s invitation to join Morningside’s Music Education Department in the fall of 
1984 after hearing of the program’s dynamic growth.  
 
After graduating from Morningside in May 1987 with a Bachelor of Music Education degree, Niebuhr ‘s 
32-year teaching career has included Sutherland (grades 4-12 bands); his alma mater, Benton Community 
(5th grade and high school bands); Ida Grove (6th grade and high school bands); and 21 years at Gehlen 
Catholic School (4th/5th grade through high school bands).  This fall, Niebuhr begins his third year at 
Bishop Heelan Catholic School, teaching 5th-8th grade band at Holy Cross-Blessed Sacrament School. 
 
His enthusiasm for music and collaboration with fellow Morningside graduate, Cliff McMurray, led to the 
Gehlen Catholic Jazz Clinic Festival. The Gehlen Catholic Jazz Clinic Festival provided musicians and 
educators from surrounding schools the opportunity to learn and perform with area and national 
musicians including Kevin Massey, Justin Kisor, Adam Schroeder, Chad Eby (one of Paul’s former 
students), Doug Beach, and Chris Vadala. 
 



Niebuhr’s honors include a history of maintaining and building programs; numerous Division “I” ratings 
and top placings; taking seven bands to national collegiate bowl games winning first place in Class 1A in 
the field show competitions; numerous students selected for the All-Iowa 8th Grade and Iowa High School 
Music Association’s All State Honor Bands; competing nine years at the Iowa Jazz Championships with 
placings as high second, which was also Sutherland’s last year before merging with Paullina and 
Primghar; and third with Gehlen Catholic. Niebuhr is a past recipient of the Morningside Teacher of the 
Year and a 2018 Excellence in Education Award recipient from the Diocese of Sioux City. 
 
Niebuhr says his greatest honor is seeing his are watching his former musicians perform at the collegiate 
level, as well as pursue careers in music education and/or professional musicians.      
 
Dr. Kohlenberg’s philosophy echoed Niebuhr’s high school band directors.  t is a philosophy he instills in 
his students today. “There will always be somebody better, somebody worse, somebody at the same level.  
What matters is if you love what you are doing. If so, share what you love, strive to improve, and help 
those you can.” Niebuhr added, “The Bible says, ‘Make A Joyful Noise!’  There is nothing more exciting to 
experience the ‘joy’ of a beginning musician.  The excitement and joy are immeasurable as a student 
begins their musical journey.  Just as miraculous is watching and assisting students improve to become 
more experienced musicians.” he concluded, “God has blessed me with a loving family – from my parents, 
siblings, and relatives to my wife Lisa and our three children, as well as countless colleagues, students and 
parents I have served alongside and/or taught. If people think I have been an inspiration to them; it has 
truly returned tenfold for our family.”  
 
 
 
 




