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By Steve Stuebner

The North Idaho STEM Charter
Academy team captured first place
in the Idaho Envirothon in April
2024 for the second year in a row.

The five-member team had a strong
oral presentation on stage about
the current issue topic “Renewable
Energy for a Sustainable Future,”

in which they proposed a new
energy portfolio for a fictional small
community called “Envirotown.”
And they also took 1st place in three
out of four of the main core topics —
Wildlife, Aquatics and Soils.

Gooding Team #1 and Malad tied for
top honors in the 4th main category
— Forestry.

North Idaho STEM'’s oral
presentation showed a high comfort
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The North Idaho STEM Charter Academy team celebrates their victory at the 2024 Envirothon competitiion at the Living
Waters Ranch in Challis. From L-R, Micah Collins, Nicolas Gronlund, Colton Burnside, Jessalyn Myers and Keira Barnhart.
(photo by Chris Ennis/Life on the Range)

level by all 5 team members

in public speaking and crafting
innovative, science-based solutions
to the current issue topic. They
paired a novel sand-battery storage
system with hydroelectric power
and a bio-digester as part of their
sustainable, renewable energy
solutions for Envirotown.

“These kids have been practicing
public speaking since they were in
first grade,” said Michelle Carlson,
their advisor and North Idaho STEM
science teacher following the event.

Envirothon is a science-based
competition about natural resources
that forces students to think hard
and craft quick solutions with only a
few hours of preparation time. That
creates a lot of pressure and stress
for the teams to craft an innovative
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solution to the current issue topic
while also ensuring that all five team
members participate equally in the
presentation.

Immediately following their victory,
the Life on the Range video crew
interviewed the North Idaho STEM
team.

How’s it feel to get the win?
“Amazing!”

Scary? “Oh yeah, my hands are
still shaking,” said Keira Barnhart.
“We’ve really grown as a team. It's
been an amazing year.”

“The Envirothon competition is
great, it’s a lot of fun,” added
team-member Colton Burnside,
who confidently sported a Stetson
cowboy hat during the team’s
presentation. “We don’t play any
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Students learn about soils from Brett Kannenberg, far right, with the Caribou-Targhee National Forest. Below right, the

soils pit. (photos by Steve Stuebner)

sports like football or basketball,
instead we do more knowledge-
based competitions,” he said.
“We’ve done the Idaho State
Forestry Contest at Farragut State
Park the last couple of years,

and we also do a lot of robotics
competitions such as First Tech
Challenge and First Lego League.

“Those are a lot of fun, we work

a lot on our presentation skills at
those, learn a lot about engineering
and programming, it’s a lot of well-
rounded stuff that kids enjoy.”

Later this summer, North Idaho
STEM will compete in the

2024 International Envirothon
competition at Hobart and Smith
Colleges in Geneva, New York,

July 28-Aug. 3. Students from the
United States, Canada, China and
Singapore will be participating in the
event. They are sponsored by the
Kootenai-Shoshone Soil and Water
Conservation District.

Eleven teams from throughout
Idaho participated in the annual
educational event at the Living
Waters Ranch in Challis. The Idaho
Association of Soil Conservation
Districts is the primary sponsor

of the event. Local conservation

districts sponsor the teams involved
in the event.

Other participating teams in 2024
were:

*Two teams from Pocatello High
School, one sponsored by the
Portneuf SWCD and one sponsored
by Bannock County Farm Bureau.

eThree teams from Gooding H.S.,
sponsored by Gooding SCD, Wood
River SWCD and Camas SCD.

*Two teams from Idaho City H.S.,
sponsored by the Squaw Creek
SWCD.

*One team from Malad H.S.,
sponsored by the Oneida SWCD.

eNorth Gem H.S., sponsored by
Caribou SWCD.

eMackay/Lost River E-Rangers,
sponsored by the Butte SWCD.

Chris Banks, a Chesterfield rancher
and long-time chairman of the event
as the owner of Conservation Basics,
said organizers were pleased to host
another successful competition.

“I'm super excited. This is one of my
favorite things to do, and one of my
favorite times of year,” Banks said.
“When we get the opportunity to
bring students all across Idaho to
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Students learned about bugs and aquatics from Matt Schenk
with Idaho DEQ. Right, Schenk nets some bugs in the creek at
the Living Waters Ranch. (photos courtesy Ron Patterson)

participate in Envirothon, to me it’s
one of the premier competitions,
not only in the state of Idaho but
also across the nation.

“It’s an opportunity for the students
to come and participate in a
competition that prepares them for
careers, and the environmental/
agricultural/natural resources fields.
To me, they go hand in hand. It’s

a great opportunity in a beautiful
setting and location here in Challis.”

Idaho Envirothon organizers are
hoping to attract more teams from
around the state to the Envirothon
in the future. The Life on the Range
crew is producing a new video about
the event in hopes of spreading the
word throughout Idaho about the
Idaho Envirothon and pique the
interest of environmental science
teachers and students statewide to
participate in a unique educational
opportunity.

“Since 2020, our participation has
really dropped off,” Banks noted.
“We were seeing on average 18-
20 teams coming across the state.
I think our highest was 24 team:s,
prior to Covid. We really want to
bring that back up.

“We want as many teams from
across Idaho to come enjoy the
setting and participate in this
program, and just kind a get their

hands dirty while
they’re learning. We
really want more
kids involved in this
program.”

Banks sees the
Idaho Envirothon
as potentially
being attractive
to student teams
that participate
in the Idaho State
Forestry Contest, (what other state
competitions should we mention
here?)

Becky Freiberg says the Envirothon is
an amazing opportunity for students
to learn while being outdoors

next to a live stream and steep
mountains. She’s the Gooding High
School science teacher and advisor
who brought three teams to the
event.

“When | first came to the
competition, | was hooked,” she
says. “I loved that there was a lot of
teamwork involved. It’s an academic
contest, the kids get excited about
it, they get nervous about it. | think
they learn a lot while they’re here.
They take that message home. I've
had many students go on to careers
related to natural resources like this,
so it’s pretty exciting.”

Learning about natural resources in
the field outdoors is key, she said.

“The outdoor component is very
helpful. You hear about things in

a textbook, but when you get to

go outside and touch it, and feel

it, climb into the soils pit, use the
increment borer in the trees, they
see it, they interact with it, and they
start to appreciate it more.”

In the first day of the competition,
the student teams move from

one station to another in the core
science areas — Soils, Aquatics,
Forestry and Wildlife —and learn
from an expert about those topics
for 40 minutes. Then the team
works together on a quiz about that
topic before moving on to the next
station.

The teams can prepare in advance
of the competition by studying up
on those topics outside of school
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hours and in environmental science
classes.

We asked the North Idaho STEM
team what they’re going to do to
celebrate their victory. They looked
up at the mountain above and said,
“Go for a hike!”

How do we get more Idaho kids to
participate in Envirothon?

We asked the students from the
various teams why they chose to
participate in the Envirothon, and
how we could get more students,
teachers and schools to participate
in the Envirothon?

Mary Plumlee, Idaho City Team #2

This was Plumlee’s 2nd year at the
Envirothon. She’s a junior at Idaho
City High School.

“The first year, | loved it. | was really
nervous coming into it, but it was
really incredible. You have a whole
new perspective on the world.”

Why did you get involved?

“My teacher suggested | should

try it. | grew up around natural
resources my whole life, a lot of
people are against logging, but in
my family, logging is like picking the
big carrots out of a carrot patch, so
the small ones grow. And so | took
forestry, and I've always loved being
around it ever since. | want to work
for the Forest Service when | grow

Page 4

up, yeah.”
Where do you want to go to college?

“l don’t necessarily want to go to
college. | want to go into firefighting.
“Last year | met a guy who trained
smokejumpers, and it gave me a
whole new perspective on what |

could do when | was older. He trained

three female smokejumpers; | didn’t
know that it’'s a common thing. |
heard you have to do 7 pull-ups, oh
yeah, | can do that.”

How do we get more people to
participate in the Idaho Envirothon?

“I think go to the schools and tell
them about it. Take the kids on

field trips. Learning about the
environment in a classroom is really
boring. Learning about it outside
when you’re next to the creek and
they’re teaching you about the bugs
in the creek gives you a whole new
perspective.”

Christian Tule Morales, Gooding
Team #2

Morales is a sophomore at Gooding
High School.

Why participate in Envirothon? “I

feel like it’s important to worry about

where we're at, the planet we're
on. It’s important to take care of it,
we’ve definitely tried to fix it, but it’s

becoming a bigger problem, you
know, climate change, we have to
address it. We can’t just let it sit
there and let our planet die.”

Last year, | got nominated by one of
my science teachers, Mrs. Freiberg.
She said | should get involved, and |
thought, why not? | love the planet,
| love to try new things, | like to do
good stuff as well.”

Have you thought about college
or career? | realize you’re only a
sophomore.

“or me personally, | want to be a
professional soccer player, that’s
what | want. But | like learning
about new things, the environment,
| love learning so, so | like it.”

How do you find time to study and
prepare for the Envirothon?

“| feel it’s important to love what
you do, you can’t just focus on one
thing, because then you’ll lose your
interest, your spark, in the things
you do. Even if I'm really devoted
to soccer, balance with school and
family, that’s also important.”

How do we get more students to
participate in Envirothon?

“The teachers/advisors need to
encourage kids from a young age,
to think about their planet, little
kids love to be outside, if they
could spend a little time learning
about what’s going on, that might
be helpful. The kids won’t really
worry about it, but once they’re
older, they’ll understand and they’ll
be like oh, we can do something
here, we can help here. That will
bring more community, a large base
around the Envirothon, and it’ll
bring more teams, more interest,
and then the opportunities that
the Envirothon can bring to you,
outstanding.”

More education? Starting when
kids are young?
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“It goes back to trying new things.

Why not? It won't hurt, you'll learn,
learning is the basis of life, you have
to learn, i

o cnon

Eliana Cecil, Mackay-Lost River
E-Rangers

Why get involved in Envirothon?

“l heard it had some really good
scholarship opportunities come
from it, and I've been interested in
different types of things like wildlife,
soil, and different things like that.
I've done some speech competitions
for the NRCS before, and they
recommended this to us, so here we
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are.
What do you think so far?

“It’s been awesome. Totally cool.
Yeah.”

Good learning opportunity?

“For sure, yes, a lot more than |
could have learned in any class, it’s
been very helpful so far.”

How do we get more kids to
participate?

“I would go to schools, honestly,

| would go into schools and tell
people about how much fun it s,
how interactive it is, | didn’t know
about until some people from NRCS
told me about it. | think if they
reached out to schools more, and

told them how awesome it is, it
would help a lot.”

“I'm always looking for ways to build
up my resume for going to college,
and I’'m looking to get into a STEM
career, so different STEM-related
things | could put on my resume,
definitely help. | met a kid from
Virginia who just went to nationals
with an Envirothon group, and

he said a bunch of colleges were
considering his application because
Envirothon is very prestigious, So
yeah!”

What would you do with your STEM
education?

“I want to be a pharmacist. Yep,
that’s the plan.”

Marcella Bills, Pocatello team #1

This is Marcella’s 3rd year on the
team.

Why get involved in Envirothon?

“I was part of Pocatello’s Earth

club, | care about the environment,
and | wanted to take some action
locally. This seemed like a cool
opportunity to learn more about
Idaho’s environment. It'd like to
pursue natural resources as a career
in some way, not sure how, but it’s
something I’'m interested in.”

Where are you applying for college?

“I' applied to the University of

Montana and Montana State, but |
haven’t committee yet. | don’t even
know what I’'m going to study, so
we’ll see | guess.”

Do you learn more about natural
resources competing here?

“Yes, 100 percent. You also meet

a lot of cool people here. On top

of the learning you make a lot of
connections, and | think that’s really
cool”

When does your team meet to study
for the Envirothon?

“We meet for an hour once/week
after school. We found a time that
works for everyone. We practice our
presentations, and we go through
forestry, wildlife, aguatics and soils.”

So you’re ready for the quiz before
the presentation even starts?

“l wouldn’t say we’re as prepared
as last year, | think we've done it
enough that we can wing it, | guess,
we should be good.”

Field trip to Challis a bonus?

“Yep, nice break from school,
especially the third trimester, can
relax for a couple of days and be
outside, instead of being in the
classroom.”

“| think it’s a really good opportunity
to learn about Idaho’s natural
resources, specifically. Idaho has a
lot of public land. A lot of people
don’t take advantage of it, this

is a good opportunity to learn

about what there is as well as job
opportunities.”

“I've grown up in the outdoors, I've
been in the Frank Church Wilderness
a lot, and | backpack and rock climb,
I’'m lucky in that way that my parents
have raised me.”

Zoe Doerr, Pocatello team #1

Zoe has been on the Pocatello
Envirothon team for three years.

“I'm involved because this is what |
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want to do with my life, work with
the environment and environmental
sciences.”

“The reason why | did it is because

| like this team, and it’s a good
opportunity for Pocatello to get kids
involved and out competing.”

How does this help with
environmental science?

“This helps a lot because this
focuses more on natural resources.
Natural resources are really
important when it comes to
conservation, so that’s been really
cool to see how all of this ties
together. And then competing here
and see what other people have
done and what their degrees are in,
and that helps inspire us, too.”

Are you applying for college yet?

“Yes, University of Idaho, ISU and
University of Montana. I'm trying to
lean toward Montana but I'll most
likely end up at the U of Idaho.”

Are kids missing out in Idaho by not

COMMISSION
Erik Olson, Chairman
Wendy Pratt, Vice-Chairman
Karen Sharpnack, Secretary
Blake Hollingsworth, Treasurer

Mitchel Silvers, Commissioner
Joan Cloonan, Commissioner
Richard Savage, Commissioner
Delwyne Trefz, Administrator

Page 6

competing in the Envirothon?

“I think they are missing out. It’s a
really great event to compete in and
do and learn about.”

How do you make time to prepare
for Envirothon?

“We started prepping in early
December, meeting once/week,
when everybody had time. We
spent a lot of time working on public
speaking, doing presentations to our
school board.”

Colton Burnside - N. Idaho STEM
Charter in Rathdrum

This is Colton’s 2nd year competing
in the Envirothon.

“The Envirothon competition is
great, it’s a lot of fun. It’s definitely
a nice competition to come out in
the middle of no where, hang out,
not worry about the stresses of the
world, and get out of school for a
couple of days.”

How does natural resources fit in

with STEM education?

“Natural resources are kind of the
science part of STEM. It’s definitely
different than some of the things we
do, but it’s a cool program. We focus
a lot on tech and engineering at

our school, but science is our main
focus, so it’s cool to see the science
programs open up more for students
at the school.”

How can we get more students to
participate?

“I think the biggest thing is publicity.
There’s a lot of people who might
really enjoy this, if they were able
to see what it’s like to be part of a
competition like this, but nobody
knows about it except the people
who have been going each year.”

“N. Idaho could come out in bigger
force in future years if the word was
spread a little bit better. Showing the
benefits of this competition and how
much the kids enjoy enjoy it, we
could get a better turnout from the
northern region of Idaho.”

Any idea what you’d like to do?

“I'd like to go into mechanical
engineering and designing farm
implements, something that stays in
the ag community, while continuing
my passion of building and working
on designing. | plan on going to the
University of Idaho, it has a great

ag program and great engineering
program. It’s going to be a great
choice for me.”

Steve Stuebner writes for
Conservation the Idaho Way on a
regular basis.
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