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McCard at graudation from Naval Nuclear Power Training Command (NNPTC) on the Charleston Naval Weapon Station in Charleston, N.C., October 2005.

Super Mom
Her children, ages 4 and 8, count on her for
everything. “Mom, I’m hungry. Can you get me
a snack?” “Mom, I’m bored. Will you play with
me?” With one arm, she scoops up her son, Aiden,
and plops him on her lap. She reaches with her
other arm to grab her daughter, Alexis, a snack,
and a smile grows across her face. Kathrine “Kat”
McCard enjoys each moment of being a mother
because six years ago, she was patrolling the
Atlantic Ocean on a ship with the U.S. Navy, away
from her home and family.
In addition to her single parenting role,
McCard is a senior at the University of Wisconsin
Oshkosh majoring in women’s studies with dreams
of one day becoming a certified midwife.

Marching to Her Own Beat
McCard was born in Dixon, Ill. in 1986.
Her parents divorced, and she moved to
Appleton, Wis., with her mom, a customer service
representative for J.J. Keller, and her younger
sister, Elaina, while her dad stayed in Illinois.
Her dad is a Marine veteran from the Invasion of

Panama - “Operation Just Cause” - and the Gulf
War.
At Appleton East High, McCard participated
in the school band and was involved in drama.
She marched in the drum and bugle corps for
two summers, which taught her precision and
discipline that she used in the Navy. She wasn’t
one of the kids who whined about schoolwork.
I’m a geek. I’m not afraid to admit it. I
freaking love school, and if I could be in school
forever and still get paid to go to school I would.
From the time I was little, I’ve always loved
school. I love to read, I love to write, I love math,
I love science.
I always thought I would finish college
first, and then go in as an officer, but when my
parents said they weren’t paying for college, I
figured I’d go in. I think I wanted to help defend
the country, but not as crazily as the people who
join the Army and the Marines. I wanted to be a
part of it but not front lines. Joining the Navy, I
thought I could get the best of both worlds.

Sept. 11, and my dad being a Marine and myself
[in the Navy] I’ve always had a sense of pride
for the Armed Forces. I’ve always known that I
wanted to be a part of the Armed Forces. I just
didn’t know when or how. I always thought I
would finish college first, and then go in as an
officer, but when my parents said they weren’t
paying for college, I figured I’d go in. I think I
wanted to help defend the country, but not as
crazily as the people who join the Army and the
Marines. I wanted to be a part of it but not front
lines. Joining the Navy, I thought I could get the
best of both worlds.

Top Secret

Even though she excelled in school, McCard
always knew the military would be in her future.
Three of four of her grandparents, her father
and many aunts, uncles and cousins were all a part
of the military.
I knew that if I went [to college] straight
out of high school there was no way I was going
to be able to pay for it, so my decision to join
the military was fueled by wanting the benefits
for school to be able to go to college, but I also
wanted real world experience first. I wanted to go
to college, but not right away. I knew that I wanted
something else first.
McCard thought she would be a nurse in the
military. She’s always dreamed of working in the
medical field. She briefly checked into the Army
and Air Force for nurse openings, but there weren’t
any. She decided on the Navy because she was
able to start basic training only eight months after
graduating high school.
The U.S. troops were already in Afghanistan
for a while before I enlisted. I completely believed
we had every right to be there. We had every
right to defend ourselves against what happened

McCard headed to the Military Entrance
Processing (MEPS) station in Milwaukee in
February 2004. Recruiters there approached
her regarding her Armed Services Vocational
Aptitude Battery, better known as the ASVAB,
test score. Since she got a perfect score, she was
asked to take another test. Another impressive
score. She was told she qualified to be a nuclear
engineer.
When I was first asked to take the job as a
nuclear engineer, no one had a lot of information
on what ‘Nukes,’ as we in the field call ourselves,
actually do. From the exam I took, I was pretty
sure the job wouldn’t be easy as most of the
questions were technical in nature.
[The Navy] pretty much said, ‘Hey if you
join our branch and do this job, we’ll give you
$12,000.’ To an 18-year-old right out of high
school, that sounded like a pretty good deal.
After MEPS, McCard got on a bus and
went straight to Chicago to begin boot camp.
Firefighting, pistol qualifications, shooting
the M16s, learning how to moor and unmoor a
ship, were all part of the things we learned. We
also learned basic first aid. As far as physical
training is concerned, we ran a lot. Sit ups,
pushups and jumping jacks were the focus as
those are the parts that are on the physical
training test. I was not in super shape when I left,
but I was decent. Boot camp wasn’t extremely
hard because my recruiter made sure that I was

McCard in class at UW Oshkosh 2013.

in shape and worked out with me whenever I asked
him to. I never threw up in basic. We did have a
girl in my division dislocate her shoulder doing
too many jumping jacks in a row.
I didn’t really know what to expect.
Everything you hear about drill instructors is that
they’re hard-core, and they’re evil and they’re
going to yell at you and scream at you. That
wasn’t my experience at all.
After completing boot camp, McCard had
about 20 minutes to visit with her family at the
graduation ceremony. They were excited she
achieved her goal but were sad she had to leave
so quickly. Following the ceremony, McCard flew
to the Naval Nuclear Power Training Command
(NNPTC) on the Charleston Naval Weapon
Station in Charleston, N.C., to study for two years
to learn nuclear theory and put it into practice
To be honest, it was really horrible
not having my husband around after
only being married for nine months. I got
used to being an essentially single mom.

operating a real live nuclear reactor. Regular
school hours were 6:30 a.m. to 4 p.m. and that
didn’t include studying or homework. Every
student had to maintain a 2.75 GPA, so a solid Baverage. If you didn’t, you were sent to work on a
ship that doesn’t use nuclear power.
Stepping onto NNPTC for the first time
was strange but only because the people there
had a lot more freedom than I was used to at
boot camp. I wasn’t really freaked out until I
walked into the school building for the first time
and realized there were guards at every door
making sure that you did not bring in or remove
confidential material from the school. The good
thing is, I made a lot of friends in school. Granted
we couldn’t talk about anything off of the base,
but when we were on campus we could talk about
a lot of it and having those friends there made it
easier. It was hard at first not to be able to tell
my mom what I was learning. My mom would ask
a question, and we developed this code where
I would be like, ‘Well I could tell you what I’m
learning, but then I’d have to kill you.’
The whole school is just intense. They’re
essentially throwing a four-year college degree at

McCard with her mom Sandie Brown (l) and her step-mom Nicole
Casamassa at her graduation from boot camp at the Great Lakes
Naval Station in Chicago (2004).

McCard with her dad Roger Brown and her daughter Alexis in 2005
at her graduation from the Naval Nuclear Power Training Command.

you in two years, and then throwing at least six
months of job training at you, and then saying,
‘Go, run the plant.’

Attention to Detail
McCard met her future husband (they are
now divorced) in May of 2004 through mutual
friends while living on the base. He also attended
NNPTC. They were married by October. They
moved off the base, and shortly after McCard
found out she was pregnant with their daughter,
Alexis.
Her husband was deployed to Virginia just
two weeks after Alexis was born. McCard was
still in school in South Carolina, so it was a tough
time.
To be honest, it was really horrible not
having my husband around after only being
married for nine months. I got used to being
an essentially single mom. The bad thing about
living 400 miles apart from each other is that you
have to budget for two sets of rent, monitor gas
for two vehicles without being anywhere near
each other and learn to communicate very well.

The worst part for me was not being able to find
childcare for my daughter when I started working
rotating shift work. At that point, I had to send
my daughter to live with my parents because I
couldn’t keep her without having daycare for her.
McCard and her husband both applied for
“separation for convenience of the Navy” because
they couldn’t both be in the Navy and raise their
daughter. Couples in the military can apply for
“separation for convenience” from the military if
they have a child because the military understands
it’s hard to raise a child this way. He was granted
“separation” because McCard was higher ranking
and had more qualifications.
McCard began working for the “PreCommissioning Unit” George H. W. Bush in
September of 2006 in Newport News, Va. A “PreCommissioning Unit” is a ship that has not been
I know that I wasn’t shot at; I know
that I didn’t have bullets flying inches from
my head. That doesn’t mean that my job
was any less important than theirs.

brought into service yet. McCard was working
near the ship preparing for what was to come
when the ship was ready. When she got onto the
ship, she had to start at one end of the system
and work her way to the other end. This way
she became familiar with the system in person
after studying it for months beforehand. McCard
understood the importance of her job.

good or bad. It has also been important for me
in that I am always thinking and questioning the
things around me. Being in the field I was in, it
was incredibly important to question everything
because if we made a mistake, we could kill a lot
of people. That has kind of stayed with me even
in my civilian life. I have a tendency to over think
things as well, but that isn’t always a bad thing.

We were basically learning the brand new
system, and it was a lot of work to learn how to
draw every single system in the plant. You had
to know where everything was. For the chemists,
we had to know what type of chemicals we had,
where they would be stored when we got to the
ship, why these chemicals were important and
what they did.

Daily Lessons

It’s scary because there is so much
responsibility attached to somebody in a job
like mine. A lot of our jobs are like that [in the
military] where one little mistake and you could
cost a lot of people a lot of money or their lives.
From January to April of 2007, McCard
was sent to the USS Eisenhower to complete
Temporary Additional Duties, which meant she
was going to work on an active ship to qualify
with more experience.
McCard worked 10-hour shifts in the plant
a day, and she only had five hours in between her
next shift. During the break, she had to decide if
she was going to eat or sleep. The Eisenhower
went out in the Atlantic to play war games
with the British, so everyone on the ship was
practicing their jobs. McCard was qualifying
as an engineering laboratory technician, so she
worked in the power plant testing radiation levels
in all of the water used on the ship.
Prior to leaving on the Eisenhower for
further job training, McCard was diagnosed with
a medical condition that hindered her ability to
work at full strength. After McCard returned
from her mission, she was put on limited duty in
October of 2007. She was medically discharged
from the Navy in 2008.
The Navy changed me in a lot of ways.
One of the biggest ways it has changed me is
to always take accountability for my actions,

If it was up to McCard, she would
require everyone to join the military for at least
two years because she believes it is a good
experience. McCard will pass down what she
learned while in the Navy to her children.
My daughter is always interested in what
I did while I was in the Navy. She is also very
proud to be able to tell people that her mom is
a veteran. We talk about it a lot because we do
have so many family members that are or were in
the military. I will always answer any questions
that they ask me about my military service as
long as I can, and I will encourage them each
to join, even if it is National Guard or Reserves.
My parenting style definitely reflects my military
service. I have a tendency to run my house as a
captain runs their ships. I’m pretty strict and feel
as if I always will be. I think they will get a lot of
lessons from my military service because a lot of
the lessons I learned stay with me every day, and
I try to live by them daily.
I’m very humbled every time that I’m in
a group of other veterans because I know that
my experience was completely different from
everybody else’s. I know that I wasn’t shot at; I
know that I didn’t have bullets flying inches from
my head. That doesn’t mean that my job was any
less important than theirs.
Kat McCard is scheduled to graduate from
UW Oshkosh in December 2013 with a Bachelor
of Science degree in women’s studies. She lives
in Appleton, Wis., with her two children.  
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