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By HELENA DORE

Chronicle Staff Writer

Yields are down for crops 
of all varieties, harvests have 
come early and cattle are 
being sold in high numbers 
throughout Montana as 
drought continues to grip 
the state.

“(The low yields) are 
definitely impactful, and I’ve 
been hearing about it a lot 
over a very widespread area,” 
said Nicole Rolf, senior 
government affairs director 

for the Montana Farm 
Bureau Federation. “There 
are areas where farmers were 
not even able to get a crop 
in.”

On Tuesday, all of 
Montana was in moderate 
to exceptional drought, with 
portions of southwest and 
eastern parts of the state 
experiencing exceptional 
drought, according to the 
U.S. Drought Monitor.

Under exceptional 
drought — the worst 
drought classification 
issued — pasture loss is 

widespread and fire risk 
is extremely high. The 
dry conditions have hit 
farmers and ranchers hard, 
especially cattle producers 
on rangeland in eastern 
Montana, according to Rolf.

“A lot of people have 
been forced to sell cows just 
because of the shortage of 
forage, and that’s going to 
impact them far down the 
line,” she said. “Like, you 
can’t just make the grass 
grow, you can’t just bring 
your cows back.”

By LIZ WEBER

Chronicle Staff Writer

I
t all started with 
a meme posted 
in February to 

an Instagram page 
dedicated to all 
things Montana 
State University. 
The concept was 
simple: the lady at 
the bookstore that 
brightens the day 
of each student 
she interacts 
with.

In the seven 
months since, 
that one photo 
has morphed 
into a weekly 
Monday video 
series with viewers 
from around the 
country, multiple 
hashtags, stickers 
seen throughout 
Bozeman and an 
outpouring of 
appreciation for 
the woman who 
has worked at the 
university bookstore for 
the past 14 years, greeting 

everyone with unflagging 
kindness, enthusiasm and 
warmth.

To the people who know 
Pat Rule — known around 
campus simply as Pat — the 
almost-viral reaction that 
has spun out from that post 
is due to who she is and her 
interactions with anyone 
who walks through the 
MSU bookstore.

“She’s so sweet and she 
has so much personality. 
She just makes your 

day so much brighter,” 
said freshman Ameilia 
Skinkis, after purchasing a 
#MondayWithPat sticker 
at the bookstore one 
afternoon. “… She really 
cares, it’s not like the fake 
customer service. She really 
wants to know how you’re 
doing.” 

At her register, Pat greats 
each student with a smile, 
talks with them about their 
purchases and makes a 
personal connection with 

each person.
“She’s always super 

vivacious,” said Matt 
Waldum, a senior. “We need 
more people with upbeat 
personalities, especially in 
the times that we’re going 
through in the country.”

For Pat, she’s taken this 
newfound fame in stride. 
One minute she’s reflecting 
on the students behind 
the virility and the next 
she’s enthusiastically and 
genuinely expounding on 
the quality art supplies 
available at the bookstore 
and the new line of outdoors 
gear and apparel

“It’s been a riot,” Pat 
said. “But the kids 
thought it all up. This 
was all student-driven 
and such a surprise.”

It was the pages 
and pages of 
comments from 
students describing 
their own 
interactions with 
Pat that inspired 
MSU bookstore 
to start Mondays 
with Pat, where 
the friendly 
cashier, often 
with a bejeweled 
mask on, 
shares a short 
message of 

encouragement 
each week.

By LIZ WEBER

Chronicle Staff Writer

Bozeman School District is 
experiencing a critical staff shortage, 
impacting school lunches, bus routes 
and special education programs.

Like many employers in the state, 
school district administrators outlined 
the struggles to recruit and retain 
employees and discussed short and 
possible long-term solutions during 
Monday evening’s board meeting.

“Staffing is at some critical levels in 
certain areas,” interim Superintendent 
Casey Bertram said during the meeting. 
“… Special education paraprofessionals 
is the most significant need, as I see it.”

The district estimates it’s short 
around 153 employees, which includes 
both part-time and full-time positions.

Unfilled positions include 15 in food 
service, seven bus drivers through 
First Student, 15 special education 
paraprofessionals, 40 paraprofessionals 
for work like transportation and noon 
duty, 17 paraprofessionals for before 
and after school and four certified 
positions.

While the district has worked in 
the past few years to raise salaries for 
paraprofessionals and others as close 
to $15 per hour as it could, it’s short of 
where many hourly wages are in the 
area, said Human Resources Director 
Pat Strauss.

“All you have to do is drive down 
Main Street and see the recruiting signs 
for businesses offering $18 an hour to 
start,” Strauss said.

With the housing market increasing 
“astronomically” in the past two years, 
Strauss said it’s only gotten harder to 
keep employees in the district, with 
many young families moving elsewhere.

Although custodian services are 
down five positions, those are primarily 
the rovers who move from building 
to building as needed, said Mike 
Waterman, director of business services.

■ The story behind Montana State’s bookstore icon

The concept was 
simple: the lady at 
the bookstore that 
brightens the day 

university bookstore for 
the past 14 years, greeting 

the quality art supplies 
available at the bookstore 
and the new line of outdoors 
gear and apparel

“It’s been a riot,” Pat 
said. “But the kids 
thought it all up. This 
was all student-driven 
and such a surprise.”

It was the pages 
and pages of 
comments from 
students describing 
their own 
interactions with 
Pat that inspired 
MSU bookstore 
to start Mondays 
with Pat, where 
the friendly 
cashier, often 
with a bejeweled 

encouragement 
each week.

#BOBPATNATION

Students made stickers of Pat Rule that are for sale 
next to her cash register in the MSU Bookstore.

(Photos by Rachel Leathe/Chronicle)
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District 
facing staff 
shortages
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Bozeman High School students rush out the 

front doors of the high school in March.
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Area farmers and ranchers confronting low yields, hay shortages

Susan Duncan stands in the middle of her pasture on Tuesday. (Rachel Leathe/Chronicle)
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