


crunch the numbers on grain deliver-
ies after touring the facility.

At the elevator, HighLine Grain 
Growers’ Marvin Clinesmith is as en-
thusiastic as the kids around him.

“It’s a wonderful deal in these com-
munities when we make sure kids are 
part of who we are and what we do,” 
Clinesmith points out.

Larger vision. On top of the im-
mediate lessons in math and science, 
Douglas hopes some of the students 
begin seeing a place for themselves in 
some aspect of agriculture.

“Kids can really form a larger vision 
of themselves when they see a larger 
vision of their community,” she says.

The involvement of the community 
is vital, Douglas adds. For her first ag 
day in the winter of 2017, she convened 
a five-person steering committee that 
included the school superintendent, a 
farmer who also serves on the board 
of education, and agribusiness leaders. 
Beyond the planning group, dozens of 
people volunteered to share their time 
and expertise during the event.

“I’ve never had a ‘no’ when I ask 
people, ‘Will you come into the 
school?’” Douglas notes. “People want 
to be part of the learning community.”

Community involvement also 
makes a world-class STEM program 
possible on a small-school budget.

“If we didn’t have our volunteers, 
we couldn’t afford to do it,” says 
Shauna Schmerer, Almira’s school su-
perintendent. “There are districts that 
spend tens of thousands of dollars on 
curriculum. We’ve got the soils. We’ve 
got the seeds. We have the best in the 
field, people who do this every single 
day. Our farming equipment people 
bring out farming equipment, so we 
aren’t renting anything. We spend less 
than a thousand dollars and these 
kids get exposure they’ll remember 
all their lives. How do you beat that?”

Takes a village. Throughout the 
day, students chatter excitedly. Dani, a 
third-grader, is entranced by the ani-
mals in the rotational pasture beside 
Pinar’s house. Payton, a fourth-grader, 
is impressed by how combines sepa-

rate wheat from chaff. Eighth-grader 
Casan, whose father drives a spray rig, 
is proud to see other kids learn some 
of the things his dad shares with him. 
And second-grader Ariana walks ob-
servers through her Lego grain eleva-
tor, which features a traffic light and 
multiple defenses against mice.

Schmerer smiles as students and 
volunteers set up for the next session.

“Everybody says it takes a village,” 
she points out. “Well, it takes a small-
town community.”

In fact, Susan Douglas figures a 
farm town like Almira may just be the 
perfect place to teach STEM.

“I don’t think we have to spend a lot 
of money to bring in the best technolo-
gies,” she says in the shadow of a trac-
tor. “We’re surrounded by them.” �

�Top left: Students paint with five local soils. 
Bottom left: Dennis Pinar (in soil pit) fields 
questions on soil health. Above right: Almira 
students get a close-up look at canola leaf 
cells. Hands-on experiences are key to learn-
ing science and math, says Douglas.
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