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Educators Rising members Jenna and Kjerstin read their book to elementary students at Dakota Prairie earlier this month. The middle 
school chapter of Educators rising in Brookings has 40 members.

Educators Rising
By Josh Linehan
The Brookings Beacon

BROOKINGS — Amid a nationwide 
and statewide teacher shortage that 
tops crisis numbers, a recent program 

designed to expose older students to 
teaching — and give them valuable 
memories and life experiences — is 
booming in Brookings.

According to advisor Jen Lacher-

Starace, the Brookings middle school 
chapter of Educators Rising has 40 
members in just its third year.

“It’s similar, I think, to FFA or 

See RISING, page 2

Miller named BHS teacher of  year
By Amy Cecil Holm
For The Brookings Beacon

BROOKINGS — Scott Miller arrives at 
Brookings High School long before the first 
bell rings in the morning. 

His reason? 

“I’m old, and I get up early,” he says. 
But it’s more than that. 
“If your door is open, kids magically show 

up,” he said. “A lot of kids will come in and 
work, but some come in because they want 

See MILLER, page 4

Beacon 
burning 
brighter
New employees 
to help us shine a 
light right here.

ou might have 
noticed, your 
Brookings 

Beacon is 
starting to look a little 
different.

Your support has 
enabled us to move 
ahead of schedule in 
building out this little 
local paper.

In addition to the 
high-quality color 
photographs and local 
journalism you’ve 
come to expect, today’s 
Beacon will feature a 
full sports section for 
the first time.

Please join us in 
welcoming Andrew 
Holtan as our new 
sports editor.

After spending the 
last six years plus as 
the sports editor at The 

Y

Step Out on 
Your Porch

See PORCH, page 8

Scott Miller
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Rising: Program for future teachers booms in Brookings
Continued from page 1

FCCLA, organizations 
people are more famil-
iar with,” Lacher-Starace 
said. “We’re just young-
er. And it’s definitely in 
response to a nation-
al teacher shortage,-
for sure. And there are 
statistics that say that, I 
mean some outrageous 
percentage, like 60% of 
teachers end up teach-
ing within 20 miles of 
where they grew up. So 
this notion that we can 
grow our own teachers 
is powerful, and we are 
acting on that.”

According to the most 
recent data from the 
National Conference of 
State Legislatures, South 
Dakota faces statewide 
teacher shortages at 
crisis levels in five of 17 
possible areas — career 
and technical education, 
elementary education, 
language arts, special 
education and science.

According to long-
time educators and 
administrators, jobs like 
special education have 
long been hard to fill. 
But statewide shortages 
in subjects like science, 
language arts and 
elementary education 
are a post-COVID-19 
phenomenon, and a 
harbinger of a tough road 
ahead.

There are only two 
ways to get more teach-
ers: Get them from else-
where or grow your 
own. And even after a 
brief push from former 
Governor Noem and 
the state legislature to 
improve teacher pay in 
the state, South Dakota 
has settled back to near 
the bottom of teach-
er compensation in the 
nation. According to the 

South Dakota Education 
Association, the average 
teacher salary in South 
Dakota was $56,328 
in 2024 — 46th in the 
United States.

That leaves the teach-
er pipeline in South 
Dakota to breach the gap.

The students from 
Mickelson Middle 
School who were reading 
to kids and helping with 
lesson plans at Dakota 
Prairie last week likely 
aren’t aware of all that. 
But they were having fun 
as part of their new club 
and giving back to their 
community at a young 
age — while also getting 

life experiences that will 
redound to their bene-
fit, regardless of wheth-
er they end up pursuing 
education as a career or 
not.

“Educators Rising is 
really about more than 
just being a teacher, and 
especially at the middle 
school level, where kids 
can’t really know what 
they’re going to grow 
up to do. Some kids 
know they want to be 
teachers, but Educators 
Rising really gives them 
the opportunity just to 
explore the profession, 
and there’s so much to 
what we do that they’ve 

all found things they 
love,” Lacher-Starace 
said. “So yes, we learn 
about teaching, but 
we also have planned 
just recreational activ-
ities for the middle 
school community. We 
did a movie night in 
December, and some of 
them got really excited 
about planning teacher 
appreciation events.”

********
The middle school 

chapter of Educators 
Rising in Brookings 
— there are anoth-
er 20-some students 
participating in a high 
school chapter — isn’t 
just large and growing — 
it’s active, as well. They 
recently attended the 
state Educators Rising 
conference West River, 
and Lacher-Starace 
was blown away by the 
response — and efforts.

“And I said, ‘Listen, 
our state conference is in 
Spearfish. We’re gonna 
have to raise money for 
two nights in a hotel. If 
you want to go to the 
State Conference, you 
are going to have to enter 
one of the competitions.’ 
And I thought that would 
take care of that, right? 
I thought I’d maybe be 
taking five kids,” she 
said. “Nope. Thirty 
four of them ended up 

competing.”
The competitions 

at the conference are 
designed to help kids 
explore teaching as a 
profession — writing 
lesson plans, job shad-
owing teachers or creat-
ing interactive bulletin 
boards for classrooms.

“It’s like here, all the 
things teachers do in a 
day. Take a snippet of 
it and practice it your-
self, and then it becomes 
competitive. By far, the 
most popular competi-
tion option for my kids 
was to write and illus-
trate their own chil-
dren’s books,” she said. 
“I think I had 25 of them, 
either on their own or 
with a partner, wrote 
and illustrated their own 
children’s book.”

The ER students have 
done numerous activities 
and projects through-
out the year, including 
a previous visit to help 
in classrooms at Dakota 
Prairie.

Lacher-Starace said 
even in a short day, 
she had older students 
bond with their young-
er proteges, to the point 
where she tried to send 
her kids back to “their” 
classrooms the second 
time.

And this time, 
the Educators Rising 

students got the chance 
to read aloud the chil-
dren’s books they 
wrote and illustrated 
for competition to their 
classrooms.

Two ER students, 
Jenna and Kjerstin, 
read their book about a 
penguin who moves to a 
new school and has to try 
to fit in to the enraptured 
elementary students.

That’s the kind of 
experience that can 
make a teacher for life.

But the Educators 
Rising program is 
providing much more. 
The group has been able 
to attend learning expos 
at all the colleges in the 
state, something that has 
opened eyes for the kids 
who might be teachers 
one day, but still need to 
be students, first.

“Kids get to come to 
campus for the day, and 
they get to meet univer-
sity faculty. They get to 
meet university students. 
They get to be in univer-
sity classrooms. They 
get to tour the campus. 
They get to eat in the 
dining hall, which they 
love, and that has been 
so powerful over the last 
three years,” Lacher-
Starace said.

“When I started this, 
I made an assumption 

Courtesy photo

The MMS students who competed at the state Educators Rising conference in Spearfish, Feb. 21-23. In addition to numerous individual awards, 
the Brookings group was awarded named a Gold Level Outstanding Chapter — the only middle school chapter in South Dakota to achieve this 
level of excellence. This is based on the students’ participation in activities that align with the Educators Rising framework: teaching, recreation, 
appreciation, fundraising, leadership, education and service.

See RISING, page 3
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Rising: Students raising funds to attend nationals
Continued from page 2

that kids from Brookings 
knew what it meant to 
be a college student, 
because of our proxim-
ity to the campus, and 
so many of them didn’t. 
We were at Augustana, I 
think this was last year, 
and this boy was walk-
ing around campus kind 
of by himself, and I said 
to him, ‘So what do you 
think of the day?’ And 
he says,’This is what 
college is like? He said, 
‘We get to walk around 
to different buildings to 
our classes, and there’s a 
Starbucks on campus, so 
if I don’t have class, I can 
hang out in the Starbucks 
and do my homework?’ 
And I said, ‘What did you 
think college would be 
like? Haven’t you ever 
been up to SDSU?’ and 
he said, ‘Only for foot-
ball games,’” she said. 
“I feel like this program 
raises kids aspirations, 
not necessarily to be 
teachers, but just to see 
themselves as college 
students. And that, for an 
eighth grader, is power-
ful.”

********
As with any new orga-

nization, the Educators 
Rising have run into 
stumbling blocks along 
the way, particular-
ly with fundraising 
to attend out-of-town 
events. But the children 
have plunged straight 
ahead. When they need-

ed money to go to the 
state convention, they 
started working the 
concession stands at 
high school events.

“All of the things that 
my kids have done this 
year have been initiated 
by the kids, and that’s 
what I mean about the 
leadership,” Lacher-
Starace said. “I think 
that’s one of the things 
that I’m most proud of, 
is the way that they have 
become leaders them-
selves.”

Now they could use 
some help fundraising 
for nationals in Portland, 
Oregon.

“Out of my 34 kids, 

20 qualified for nation-
al competition, and 12 
of them have already 
committed to going, even 
though it means coming 
up with $1,000 on their 
own. I mean, we’ll do 
some fundraising, but 
the school does not pay 
for anything for this,” 
Lacher-Starace said.

At nationals, the 
Brookings students will 
hear from the National 
Teacher of the Year.and 
have access to breakout 
sessions with teachers 
and college professors 
from all over the coun-
try.

The growth in the 
organization is strong 

statewide, as well, with 
60-80 kids from South 
Dakota planning to 
attend nationals, and 
more than 600 members 
from more than 60 
schools, statewide.

In Pierre this session, 
legislators finally passed 
a budget that includ-
ed a 1.4 percent bump 

for education funding. 
While that’s welcome 
news when compared 
to the flat alternative, it 
won’t keep up with the 
expected 3.7 percent 
inflation in 2026.

Lacher-Starace hopes 
the money woes might be 
solved by the time these 
middle school students 

are college students 
choosing majors. But 
either way, she’s not 
betting against them, 
whatever they choose 
to do.

“The state conference, 
we made it a field trip. 
So on our drive out, we 
stopped at the Dignity 
statue. Kids had never 
seen that before. We went 
to Crazy Horse and — 
I booked an hour and a 
half. I had to pull them out 
of there after two hours, 
right? They loved Crazy 
Horse. We went to Mount 
Rushmore, which is less 
impressive, but the kids 
— it was just awesome. 
Kids who’d lived here 
all their lives had never 
seen those places. Kids 
who are learning English 
as a second language, 
they’re taking pictures 
and buying souvenirs for 
their parents. So this has 
just given me opportuni-
ties to show these kids 
things they may never 
see again. You know, it’s 
really neat, and they’re 
amazing kids. I just don’t 
even get me started on 
these kids.”

Courtesy photo

Chloe Treml and Katie Richter (MMS 8th graders) wrote and illustrated a children’s 
book titled “Friends Along the Way,” which qualified for the national Educators Rising 
competition in Portland, Oregon, in June 2026. A total of 20 MMS students qualified for 
the national competition, and 13 of them are planning to attend the conference. Each 
competitor will need to raise $1,000 for this trip.

Josh Linehan/Brookings Beacon  

Advisor Jen Lacher-Starace watches as her members read their book about penguins.
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to have a conversation. 
If you’re accessible and 
they know you’re going 
to be there, they’ll come 
in and talk, ask ques-
tions. As long as you’re 
accessible and not judg-
mental, kids will open 
up and tell you what’s 
bothering them.”

Miller is also well-
known for starting his 
sociology classes with 
the same phrase — 
“What’s new and inter-
esting in the world?” 

From there, the discus-
sion could go anywhere. 
And, often, students 
taught themselves 
sociology without being 
aware that’s what they 
were doing.

His amiable, curious 
approach to teach is part 
of what earned Miller the 
2026 Brookings Teacher 
of the Year Award.

“Mr. Miller has been a 
phenomenal teacher and 
advocate for students at 
Brookings High School 
for a long time,” says 
BHS Principal Zach 

Thomas. “One of the 
most impressive things 
about Scott is that his 
passion for working with 
students has never faded. 
He has a unique abili-
ty to build strong rela-
tionships with students 
while also holding them 
to high expectations.”

Miller says the 
award is “awesome,” 
but just as rewarding 
was the nomination by 
his BHS colleague Jason 
Sebern. “He’s an incred-
ible teacher at the high 
school. When I found 

out [he nominated me], 
that made me even 
happier than when I got 
the award.” 

Miller started teach-
ing in Brookings in 1990 
at the alternative high 
school, where he taught 
social sciences and 
math. In 1993, he start-
ed teaching economics 
and sociology at the high 
school. As student popu-
lations fluctuated over 
the years, he expanded 
into what he calls “a fun 
range of subjects.” He 
now teaches personal 
finance and AP micro-
economics. 

Throughout his 
career, Miller also 
coached football, wres-
tling and track — includ-
ing serving as an assis-
tant coach for varsity 
football for 30 years and 
head varsity wrestling 
coach for 16 years. He 
spent nine years as the 
throwing coach for track.

Miller says joking-
ly that one of his “most 
impressive” coaching-re-
lated accomplishments is 
teaching driver’s educa-
tion for 25 summers.

He credits his high 
school freshman English 
teacher with inspiring 
him to become a teach-

er. “My English and math 
teachers in high school 
were incredible; they had 
a way of hooking you on 
their subjects,” he says. 

After high school, 
Miller attended USD in 
Vermilion, S.D., major-
ing in history education 
and math. He remem-
bers his student teaching 
experience in Vermilion 
as a strong “on the spot” 
teaching initiation, and 
he loved it. “It’s an easy 
profession 90 percent of 
the time because you can 
get kids to buy-in to the 
subject and be curious 
about it,” he says. 

Inspiring the “buy-in” 
is one of Miller’s main 
classroom goals. “If 
you can make kids curi-
ous, you can teach them 
just about anything,” he 
explains. “I enjoy teach-
ing sociology the most 
because it’s easy to get 
kids curious about things 
going on in the world. 
You’ve got to get them to 
want to know a little bit 
more, to want to learn. 
Get them to think, ‘How 
is this going to affect 
me?’ Show them rele-
vance, and they are going 
to buy in and learn.” 

The main change 
Miller has seen through-

out his career in educa-
tion is the increased 
use of technology. His 
concern is the education 
system may not require 
enough critical thinking 
among students.

“They don’t have to 
think due to their abil-
ity to look things up 
with technology. I enjoy 
teaching kids how to do 
mathematical equations 
in their head and on 
paper, and it seems like 
once they get it down, it 
builds their confidence,” 
he says. “We shouldn’t 
take away their need 
to think by relying too 
much on technology.” 

He adds that it is 
important to help 
students understand that 
they don’t always need 
entertainment; it’s good 
to just spend time think-
ing. “You learn a lot by 
being bored in the class-
room,” he says. 

Even after a long 
career, Miller is not 
ready to move on  — 
despite becoming a 
grandfather just a few 
weeks ago. “I’m not one 
of those people who can’t 
wait to retire. As long as 
I continue to enjoy it, I’ll 
keep teaching.”

Continued from page 1

Miller: Keeps his focus on student curiousity

By Chuck Berry
Special to The Beacon

The ICE-OFF date at Lake 
Campbell was March 6, 2026, 
which meant that the Lake 
was ice  covered for 99 days 
since ICE-ON on November   
27, 2025. This is the 5th short-
est ice-cover time in   the 37 
years that the Lake Campbell 
Sportsmen’s Club have been   
collecting ice data.  

The Sportsmen have had to 
cancel or   modify their annu-
al ice fishing derby three of 
the   last four years because 
of ice safety concerns. 

Other short ice-cover 
times are 65, 86, 92, and 93  
days. The longest ice cover 
time was 157 days in 2021. 

Dates of freezing and 
thawing of Lake   Campbell 
ice have been recorded for 37 
years. The  Sportsmen oper-
ate the Ralph Town Memorial 
Ice Monitoring Program, 
which one of the Sportsmen’s 
Citizen Science projects.  

Ralph Town, a retired biol-
ogist living at Lake Campbell, 
began making ice notes in 
1989.  After Ralph died, the 

ice watchers continued his 
avocation. They use stan-
dardized methods at fixed  
transects across the Lake to 
determine ice-on and ice-off 
times so that their data are 
valued by expert cryospheric 
scientists.  

The Lake Campbell data 
are sent to the National Snow 
and Ice Data Center at the 

University  of Wisconsin, and 
to Journey North, a Citizen 
Science website where the 
journeys of migratory  species 
and seasonal change in their 
habitats in North America 
are recorded. 

Climatologists say that 
weather is a short-term event 
whereas climate trends can’t 
be  identified until there is 

30+ years of data. The 37-year 
data set at Lake Campbell is 
minimal  compared to nine 
lakes in the National data set 
that have 100 or more years 
of data. 

Scientists at the Data 
Center report that freeze 
dates have occurred later and 
thaw dates have  occurred 
earlier. ICE-ON, or “freeze” 
dates have shifted later at 
a rate of roughly half-a-day 
to one and-a-half days per 
decade. On-the-other-hand, 
ICE-Off, or “spring thaw” 
dates occur earlier by up  to 
24 days in the past 114 years. 

The Campbell ice data 
suggests that the number of 
days of ice cover has declined 
slightly over 37 years. 
However, the data are messy. 
The messiness is evident 
in the way Lake Campbell  
freezes and thaws.  

The November 27, 2025 
ICE-ON event was an over-
night, quick freeze-up, 
which sometimes  happens. 
However, the lake can also 
freeze-up and open-up and 
freeze-up again several times  

through December.  
The ICE-OFF, spring thaw 

date at Campbell is easier 
to determine because the ice 
usually  breaks up fast (usual-
ly in 24 hours), and after-
ward, the lake stays open, as 
was the case this year. 

Other Citizen Science 
projects that the Sportsmen 
have joined involve water 
quality and fish  and wild-
life, such as the Christmas 
Bird Count. 

The Lake Campbell 
Sportsmen’s Club is in its 
68th year of providing social 
events and outdoor educa-
tional information and activ-
ities to the Lake  Campbell 
neighborhood and Brookings 
area. For more information 
on the Sportsmen’s Club, 
contact  President Chuck 
Berry 680-1252. 

For more information 
on lake ice trends, please 
see https://nsidc.org/data/
lake_river_ice/, or the EPA  
website https://www.epa.
gov/c l i m ate - i nd icators/
climate-change-indicators-
lake-ice. 

Another short ice season on Lake Campbell

Courtesy photo

Another short ice season on Lake Campbell was recorded this year 
— Just 99 days. The Lake Campbell Sportsmen’s Club has had to 
modify or cancel its annual ice fishing derby each year during the 
past four because of ice safety concerns.


