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By B.J. Hollars
Special to The Country Today

If you’ve entered Putnam Heights 
Elementary School in Eau Claire 
any time over the past 28 years, 
there’s a good chance you were 
greeted by Dayna Smith. Likely 
with a smile. And very possibly by 
name.

Since August of 1992 she’s 
served as the school’s secretary, 

a job whose duties far tran-
scend the office managerial 

role one might expect. 
Dayna is part-teach-

er, part-counselor, 
part-confidante, and, 
when called upon, 
even part-nurse. 

While the school now has a health 
care assistant, for several years, 
if a student suffered a bump, or a 
bruise, or a scrape, or a fever, Dayna 
always had just the fix.

But when COVID-19 stuck, not 
even Dayna had the solution. One 
mid-March afternoon she waved 
goodbye to Putnam Height’s 430 
students. She hasn’t seen them 
since. Such a lack of closure has 
made her decision to retire all the 
more difficult.

“It’s hard because I miss being 
able to see the kids,” Dayna says, 
“though on the flipside, if we were 
together, I would really struggle to 
keep my composure in these last 
days. People are so, so kind here,” 
she adds.

And that kindness begins with 
Dayna.

Twice now, I’ve endured the 
tear-jerking experience of dropping 
my kindergartners off for their first 
day of school at Putnam Heights. 
The kids were fine, though I’m 
pretty certain I stopped traffic with 
my blubbering. Thankfully, Dayna 
was there to soothe both students 
and parents. As the mother of two 
daughters, she’s well versed in 
parental anxieties. In an effort to al-
leviate them in others, Dayna made 
it her business to try to learn every 
parent’s name.

Just ask Larry Jolivette, who last 
saw Dayna while dropping his son 
off at school in 2001. 

The heart, soul of Putnam Heights Elementary

B.J. Hollars

Hollars is the author of several books, most recently ‘Midwestern Strange: Hunting Monsters, Martians, and the Weird’ 

and ‘The Road South: Personal Stories of the Freedom Riders.’ He is a professor, arts advocate, husband, father, son 

and dog walker. Follow him on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook @bjhollars.
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By Courteney Jacob
The Country Today

When Mark Stephenson, director of 
UW-Madison’s Center for Dairy Profit-
ability and dairy policy specialist with 
UW-Extension, forecast last fall that dairy 
producers would see $20 milk this year, 
he couldn’t have factored the COVID-19 
pandemic into the equation.

But even as the pandem-
ic has thrown many other 
plans and predictions out 
of skew and although the 
dairy outlook dimmed for a 
time, that part of Stephen-
son’s forecast is looking 
like it might hold true after 
all as dairy stages a steep 
comeback.

During the June 16 Pro-
fessional Dairy Producers 
of Wisconsin Dairy Signal 
webinar, Stephenson said 
that he considered his 
forecast holding up in light 
of COVID-19 not as an “I 
told you so” moment but 
rather as akin to “a blind 
pig (that) stumbles across an acorn.”

“Twenty-dollar milk, I would have nev-
er guessed for these reasons,” Stephenson 
added.

Stephenson’s thoughts prior to 
COVID-19 and based on reasoning at that 
time had leaned toward hitting the $20 
mark toward this fall, he said. Now, even 
with the market’s deep trough in April, 
$20 Class III milk could be reality by the 
end of this month.

The kind of recovery that the dairy in-
dustry has seen in a short amount of time 
is “nothing short of phenomenal,” added 
Jim Mulhern, president and CEO of the 
National Milk Producers Federation.

The last 100 days have been tumultu-
ous for the industry, Mulhern said, but it 
does appear that dairy will indeed see a 
V-shaped recovery from the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Despite COVID-19, Mulhern said, dairy 
may still have the kind of year it came in 
looking for after struggling with several 
years of depressed prices.

There’s cause for optimism that dairy 
prices will be able to sustain the gains that 
have been made since the market bot-
tomed out.

“Grocery store sales and a return to 
home cooking have been phenomenal for 
dairy,” Stephenson said, noting that’s an 
area that has yet to tail off.

Those retail sales have helped offset the 
loss of food service outlets at least some-
what, even if they can’t make up for food 
service losses entirely, Mulhern said.

Restaurants reopening — and restock-
ing — as well as a sense that things might 
be heading back to a kind of “normal” 
have also helped optimism, Stephenson 
said.

Dairy is 
bouncing back, 
but obstacles 
still remain

By Nate Jackson
The Country Today

F
armers are getting older 
while participating in 
one of the most danger-

ous occupations in the country.
More than 2 million full-

time workers were employed 
in production agriculture in 
the U.S. in 2018. In 2017, 416 
farmers and farm workers died 
from a work-related injury, re-
sulting in a fatality rate of 20.4 
deaths per 100,000 workers, 
according to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Preven-
tion’s The National Institute 
for Occupational Safety and 
Health.

The average age of all U.S. 
farm producers in 2017 was 
57.5 years, according to the 
U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture National Agricultural 
Statistics Service Census of 
Agriculture. That was more 
than a year older than the aver-
age from the previous survey 
in 2012.

As many farmers contin-
ue to live and work on the 
farm well beyond typical 
retirement age, Jeff Bend-
er, director for the Upper 
Midwest Agriculture Safety 
and Health Center, said a 
goal of UMASH is to have 
those involved in agriculture 
— which as a profession has 
more older workers than any 
other profession or industry 
— to be aware of the impact 
of aging and ways to prevent 

injuries.
Randy Koller, a dairy farmer 

in Pepin County, said he has 
seen the way aging has affect-
ed him and his farm.

Koller, 56, said after grad-
uating from high school, his 

father, who was approaching 
65 at the time, told him to be 
smart with how he was doing 
things on the farm and to take 
care of his body.

‘Do more with less’
Health officials offer resources for  

aging farmers in a risky occupation

Photo by Caroline Yang for HuffPost

A nursing student at UW-Eau Claire took a blood sample from a farm worker during a health 
screening.

Stephenson

Mulhern
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Randy Koller runs a small dairy farm on 280 acres near Durand in 
Pepin County.
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