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Story and photos by Nicole Carlson

s a group of students in Norwood, Colo.,
shuffle into Catherine Kolbert’s seventh
grade science class making their way to their
desks, a topic scrawled on the whiteboard prompts
the first bit of discussion for the period.
“Name an energy source used to generate
electricity.”
The students shout out answers such as
“hydro,” “coal” and “solar” as they hastily scan the
Colorado Readers in front of them in an attempt
to locate additional responses. The Colorado
Reader — an eight-page student activity newspaper focused on agriculture and natural resources,
specifically electricity for this edition — was distributed to the students the day prior in preparation for the current discussion and subsequent lesson on electricity.
A similar scene is taking place in more than
1,500 Colorado classrooms as students from
fourth to seventh grade learn about electricity
through the information provided in the Colorado
Reader.
Published and distributed at no cost to educators by the Colorado Foundation for Agriculture
(CFA), the Colorado Reader was originally produced based on the fact that less than five percent
of textbook content was related to agriculture and
natural resources. And, what was provided left
much to be desired, according to Bette Blinde,
CEO of the Foundation for Agriculture.
“The content is often out-of-date, misleading
or incorrect,” said Blinde. “The Colorado Reader
provides a vehicle for getting current, accurate
information into the classrooms.”
The Colorado Reader is a product of
Colorado’s Agriculture in the Classroom, a subsidiary of the national program of the same name.
Through the program, each state organization
addresses agriculture education in a way best suited to its own needs. In Colorado, this is done
through the leadership of the Colorado
Foundation for Agriculture, a nine-member board
that answers to the state’s Commissioner of
Agriculture.
Blinde, technically the CEO, is more of a jackof-all trades for the organization.
“I’m the designer, promoter, fundraiser, delivery person and janitor,” joked Blinde.
The Colorado Reader is published and distributed during the months of September, October, November, January, February, March and
April and is funded primarily through grants and
the Adopt-a-Classroom program. CFA also produces other programs and products including
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posters, activity books and eLessons, and hosts the
Food, Fiber and More Summer Agriculture
Institute each June.
Designed for students in fourth
through seventh grades, the Colorado
Reader provides information for topics ranging from water to farming
and ranching to energy production.
In total, the Colorado Foundation
for Agriculture has distributed more
than six million Colorado Readers
throughout the state.
According to its Web site, the
CFA “develops, distributes and
evaluates educational programs,
such as the Colorado Reader, in
cooperation with industry groups,
government agencies and teachers
to help Colorado students better
understand the world in which
they live.”
At its inception, the distribution of the Colorado Reader
was focused primarily on communities along the Front Range. Later on, the
Colorado Foundation for Agriculture teamed up
with the Colorado Cattle Women, Colorado Farm
Bureau Women’s Committee and conservation
districts to call on schools across the state. This
action tripled the number of classrooms signed up
to receive the readers and resulted in a more even
distribution throughout the state and the current
allocation of more than 1,500 classrooms.

Tri-State’s involvement

Although Tri-State has been involved with the
Colorado Reader program for years — sponsoring
classrooms through the Adopt-a-Classroom program and providing supplemental content for various issues — the 2010-2011 school year was the
first for the association to outfit an entire edition.
The association’s communications department
researched the content for the publication and
accompanying teachers guide, provided photos
and worked with Blinde on the layout.
Last year, the content was based around basic
knowledge of electricity, including energy sources,
energy efficiency, electric cooperatives and safety.
This year, although much of the same messaging
and information is included, the focus is on relating electricity and math.
“Teachers were asking for real-life uses of
math, so we decided to bring that content into the
Colorado Reader to make that happen,” Blinde
said.

The 2011-2012
electricity Colorado
Reader, sponsored by
Tri-State, focuses on
explaining the relationship
between electricity and
math.
Opposite: A fourth grader
at Naturita Elementary
School (Naturita, Colo.)
patiently awaits his turn
to answer a question
posed as part of the
discussion around the
Colorado Reader.
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offered to the association’s member co-ops for use
at annual meetings and other events.
“The Reader provides a method for us to talk
about electricity in a friendly way that includes
school lessons within the classrooms,” said
Dennis. “Co-op managers can also use them for
school and safety programs when visiting
schools.”
Tri-State’s involvement with the Agriculture
in the Classroom program will further increase
this summer as the association is one of the sponsors for the 2012 national conference taking place
in Loveland, Colo., in June. Because the location
changes each year, according to Blinde, the conference won’t take place in Colorado again for
another 50 years.

Focus on community

Benefits in the classroom

Exercises such as converting percentages to
dollars for an illustration of the average use of
electricity in a U.S. home, configuring power
production based on capacity factors and reading
a mock electricity bill provide the students with
practical knowledge of the role math plays in
electricity.

Building a partnership

Working with the Colorado Foundation for
Agriculture was a natural match with Tri-State’s
goal of educating and informing students about
electricity, according to Gigi Dennis, senior manager of external affairs at Tri-State.
“We felt it was a great outreach tool to expose
younger students to the importance of electricity,
including the generation and safety aspects and
Bette already has the tool to get the information
into the classrooms in Colorado,” said Dennis.
“That’s why Tri-State wanted to partner with her
and the Colorado Reader program.”
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To expand the information throughout its
service territory, Tri-State is working with similar
organizations in Nebraska, New Mexico and
Wyoming to disperse the Readers to students in
those states as well. The publication also is being

A student in Catherine Kolbert’s seventh grade
classroom in Norwood, Colo., reads about electricity
in this year’s edition of the Colorado Reader.

A limited number of the Readers are still available
free of charge for educators in Tri-State’s service
territory. Contact Bette Blinde at bblinde@growing
yourfuture.org for the Colorado edition and Gigi
Dennis at gdennis@tristategt.org for Nebraska, New
Mexico and Wyoming. For more on the Colorado
Foundation for Agriculture, visit www.growingyour
future.com.

Tri-State partners with Chrysler to drive the future
As part of a cost share grant program sponsored by Chrysler and the U.S.
Department of Energy, Tri-State is field testing six heavy-duty Ram 1500 plug-in
electric hybrid trucks through March 2014.
The partnership was publicly announced in a ceremony at the Colorado State
Capitol on November 18, 2011. Governor John Hickenlooper drove one of the
trucks from his home to the Capitol that morning with Tri-State executive vice
president and general manager Ken Anderson riding shotgun.
The trucks were built for rugged use in the real world. Tri-State’s role in the
development process is to put them through their paces for the next three years
alongside the rest of the association’s rolling stock. They will be utilized by TriState’s fleet, maintenance and member services personnel.
Tri-State is the only organization in the Rocky Mountain West and the only
electric cooperative in the nation to be included in the program.

SPRING

Fourth-grade teacher Vicki
Phelps uses the Colorado
Reader in her classroom to
supplement the curriculum
required by the Colorado
Department of Education
and says the publication is
a “great addition to any
classroom.”

In Norwood, Kolbert’s students have moved
on from the question of the day and are now
tackling a pie chart that depicts the fuel sources
used to create electricity in the U.S. According to
the seventh-grade teacher, the topic of electricity
has been removed from middle school education
standards.
“There is a section for energy, but it doesn’t
specifically focus on electricity,” she said. “One of
the main ways students are exposed to electricity
is through the Reader.”
Just up the road in nearby Naturita, fourthgrade teacher Vicki Phelps reaffirms that statement. Like Kolbert, Phelps uses the Colorado
Reader in her classroom to supplement the curriculum required by the Colorado Department of
Education. In addition to the Reader, Phelps’ lesson plans include labs related to electricity, energy
savings exercises that the students complete at
home with their families and a field trip to nearby
Nucla Station, a 100-megawatt coal-based power
plant owned and operated by Tri-State.
“When we get to the power plant, the students understand better how everything works
because we have done the labs and used the
Readers,” said Phelps. “The students really enjoy
learning and doing the exercises in the Colorado
Reader. It’s a great addition to any classroom.”

In our next issue . . .
Students at Hotchkiss K-8 in western Colorado are bringing
energy savings to the classrooms and hallways of their school
through a continuing project that began with last year’s sixth
grade class. Through the students’ efforts, 150 LED tube lights
have been installed at the school with this year’s sixth graders
planning to increase those numbers.
Learn more about the project and how it is helping students
learn real-life energy lessons in the next issue of Network.
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