
The emerald has a terrific folklore throughout history and in many cultures. The emerald has represented such 
attributes as: active intelligence, the promise of good luck, the ability to enhance one’s well-being, as well as 
the color of Venus, who was the goddess of beauty and love. The green of the emerald is the color of life and of 
the springtime, which comes round again and again. Therefore, it is most fitting for recognition of excellence 
in the school district. Three awards are given annually to acknowledge some of the key attributes of excel-
lence in the education profession. Awards include Heart Award, Leader Among Us and Innovator of the Year.
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Your Premier Technology Solution

970-854-2201 • 866-854-2111 • www.pctelcom.coop
High-Speed Internet, Telephone, Business Solutions, 24/7 Technical Service

Technology will never 
replace great 
teachers, but in 
the hands of great 
teachers it’s 
transformational.

—George Couros

Thank you to all of the 
staff members in the Holyoke 
School District. We appreciate 
all you do for our community!

GOOD
TEACHER

A

IS HARD TO
FIND

AND
IMPOSSIBLE

TO
FORGET

Darrell Tomky 
& Jeff Tharp

41518 Hwy 6
970-854-3800

Congratulations
to the 2020 Emerald 

Award Winners:
Lynn Schneider
Christy Shafer

Nic Balog
Country Treasures
        Floral & More

201 E. Denver, Holyoke, CO
countrytreasuresfloral@gmail.com
970-854-6000

Designed with You in mind

Thanks
 a Bunch

Congrats to Lynn, Christy and Nic, 
and thank you to all the school staff 
members who make a difference 
throughout the year!

Member FDIC

CONGRATULATIONS TO ALL THE NOMINEES FOR THE 
HOLYOKE SCHOOL DISTRICT’S 
EMERALD AWARDS.
Our future is in the hands of our educators and we honor the work you do!

HOLYOKE 133 North Interocean Avenue, 970.854.2291 • bankofcolorado.com
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Powell Seed LLC
Aaron Powell  — 970-520-6771 — apowell@pctelcom.coop

You don't 
need a cape 
to be a hero. 
You just need to care.

You don't 
need a cape 
to be a hero. 
You just need to care.

School staff members 
are all superheroes 
in our book. Thanks 
for all you do!

BRANDT CHIROPRACTIC CLINIC
246 S. Interocean, Holyoke — 970-854-3398

(n) /tee-cher/
A multi-tasking educational rockstar 

who lives to inspire and loves to encourage. 
They’re kind of a big deal.

[See also: mentor, world-changer]

Teacher
A big shout-out to all employees at Holyoke School District! And Dani

970-854-2254 • chsgrainland.com

GREAT
JOB!

WAY TO
GO!

KEEP
IT UP!

A big congrats to 
the 2020 Emerald 
Award winners! 
We’re proud 
all that you do!

970-854-FOOD
112 E. Carnahan, Holyoke

Whether you're making

LESSON 
PLANS
or

MEAL PLANS
we appreciate what 
each staff member 
contributes to our schools.
Thanks for all you 
do for our kids! 

http://www.pctelcom.coop/
mailto:countrytreasuresfloral@gmail.com
mailto:apowell@pctelcom.coop
http://colorado.com/
http://chsgrainland.com/


THE HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE | THURSDAY, APRIL 23, 2020      2020 EMERALD AWARDS     3

BY DARCI RODRIGUEZ
THE HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE

Lynn Schneider says it’s fun 
to go to work every day, and 
with her around the Holyoke 
Elementary School building, 
it’s fun for other staff and 
students to go to work and 
school too.

“Every morning, the hall-
way at Holyoke Elementary 
is filled with smiles and good 
mornings. The positive, up-
lifting vibe is almost always 
led by Lynn Schneider,” said 
Allie Balog, one of Schnei-
der’s peer nominators.

The Heart Award, one 
of three Emerald Awards, 
demonstrates that many are 
in the education profession to 
make a difference in the lives 
of others.

“Sometimes, it’s just the 
little things that can make a 
difference,” said Schneider.

The longtime school em-
ployee is known for going 
out of her way to bring sweet 
treats, decorate the hallways, 
give a word of encouragement 
and organize celebrations for 
staff — all while challenging 
students to be the best they 
can be in her reading inter-
vention classroom.

“She constantly thinks 
about everyone else and never 

puts herself first. No matter 
the task at hand, Lynn does 
whatever it takes and does it 
with a happy heart and a huge 
smile on her face,” said Balog. 
“I am so blessed to work with 
someone that can always find 
the positive in every situation 
and never settles for medio-
cre.”

Nominator Marcia Dalton 
echoed those sentiments. 
“Lynn is that rare breed of 
educator — she not only is 
here for our students, but 
she is also an amazing staff 
member who truly makes a 
point to greet you in the hall 
every day and ask how you 
are doing.”

Sunshine Committee 
brightens everyone’s day

As head of the Sunshine 
Committee at the elementary 
school, Schneider is a vital 
part of boosting moral and 
creating a positive culture 
among staff members.

She said teachers don’t have 
a lot of time to connect with 
each other during a normal 
school day, so the eight or 
so people on the Sunshine 
Committee “give teachers a 
chance to enjoy just spending 
time together.”

In-school activities include 
treats in the teacher’s lounge, 
hallway decorations and 
secret Santa programs, and 
things outside of school range 
from dinners and painting 
parties to picnics and movies.

The committee also recog-
nizes big life events — re-
tirements, masters degrees, 
weddings, babies, birthdays 
and even hard times — with 
goodie bags, cards or parties.

“This gives me a chance to 
let people know I care about 
them,” said Schneider. It 
brightens her own day when 
she brightens someone else’s.

Both of her parents were 
teachers, and she said she 
came from a very caring and 
nurturing home. She admits 
she’s not the most outgoing 
person, but she’s a good lis-
tener and she’s good at using 
little things to show people 
she loves them.

“She truly does not have a 
mean bone in her body and 
is one of the most positive 
people I know,” said Dal-
ton. “She always gives me a 
birthday card, and I’m pretty 
sure she does a lot of random 
acts of kindness around our 
school. She is kind and com-
passionate and always there 
when someone needs a word 
of encouragement or a helping 
hand.”

Schneider acknowledged 
that many, many staff mem-
bers pitch in to Sunshine 
Committee projects even if 
they’re not on the commit-
tee. And since positivity is 
contagious, she’s seeing more 

random acts of kindness pop 
up around the school all the 
time.

Schneider gently raises the 
bar for reading students

Growing up with parents 
who were teachers, “that’s 
all I’ve ever wanted to be,” 
Schneider said.

She helped her mom, a first 
grade teacher, get her class-
room prepped, correct papers 
and more. And every once in a 
while she and her brother got 
to go in to work with their dad, 
a college professor. He even 
acquired a blackboard and 
some playground equipment 
for them so they could “play 
school” in their playhouse 
with the neighborhood kids. 

“They truly loved teaching, 
and that definitely rubbed off 
on me,” said Schneider.

She started her career at 
Holyoke Elementary School as 

a fifth grade teacher in 1982. 
She also spent many years in 
a third grade position before 
accepting the reading inter-
ventionist job in 2014.

Schneider mainly works 
with students in first, second 
and third grade who need 
some extra, very targeted help 
with reading instruction.

With only one to six stu-
dents in her classroom at a 
time, Schneider said she gets 

to know the kids really well. 
“I get to focus on what that in-
dividual student needs. That’s 
the exciting part.”

The other fun part for her 
is getting to work closely 
with several of the classroom 
teachers.

“Lynn has created oppor-
tunities for many students, 
and they are encouraged and 
pushed to succeed because of 
her kind spirit and determina-
tion to help whoever walks 
through her door,” said Balog. 
“She never asks a student to 
complete anything they are 
not capable of doing, and at the 
same time, she raises the bar.”

Schneider said that it’s im-
portant to work with students 
at a “challenge level,” not a 
“frustration level.” When 
they begin mastering skills, 
“their confidence level goes 
through the roof,” and that 
confidence carries over into 
their classrooms.

As a reading teacher, 
Schneider works hard to be in 
tune with the student’s body 
language and tone of voice to 
see how hard she can chal-
lenge them on each particular 
day. While they don’t have a 
lot of time for chatting, she 
also makes it a point to ask 
them about their day, and she 
gets to know more about their 
personal interests just by 
what they choose to read.

Every once in a while she 
has the students look back at 
the progress they’ve made, 
and they say, “Look how far 
I’ve come!”

“Lynn works with each of her 
students in helping them find 
success in school. She loves her 
students and would do anything 
for them,” said Dalton.

Schneider loved being a 
classroom teacher, but she’s 
always loved reading too, so 
she’s really embraced her 
new role over the last several 
years. She’s enjoyed having a 
more direct and more pro-
found impact on the students. 

“My heart gets so filled by 
them,” she said.

Another new role for 
Schneider is the coordinator 
of the after-school opportu-
nity center. She makes sure 
teachers are lined up to help 
fifth and sixth graders who 
need some extra help with as-
signments after school. 

Again, it’s an opportunity 

for Schneider to work one-
on-one with students. She 
said she has a great team of 
teachers, and the majority of 
the kids have a good attitude 
about the AOC.

After all she’s done at the 
school, how will Schneider 
sprinkle kindness on students 
and staff in the future? Let’s 
just wait and see.

CURRENT POSITION: Reading inter-
ventionist

HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE EDUCA-
TION: Maurice-Orange City High School, 
Orange City, Iowa, graduated in 1978; 
Northwestern College, Orange City, Iowa,
graduated in 1982 with a Bachelor of 
Arts in natural sciences and elementary 
education.

PAST JOB EXPERIENCE: Holyoke School 
District: fifth grade teacher 1982-1994, 
third grade teacher 2002-2014, reading 
interventionist 2014-present.

FAMILY: Husband John (retired, member 
of Holyoke City Council, Heginbotham Trust 
Board and PC Telcom Board of Directors), 
stepdaughter Christie and husband Eric 
Stein of Fort Collins; grandsons Lucas and 
Isaac Stein of Fort Collins, stepson Chad of 
Holyoke, daughter Rachel (graduate student 
at Brandeis University in Boston).

HOBBIES: Reading, counted cross-stitch-
ing, cooking, travelling, walking.

ROLE MODELS: My parents who taught 
me to love learning and love teaching! My 
mom was a first grade teacher, and my dad 
was a college professor. My brother is also 
a college professor. So teaching definitely 
runs in the family.

FAVORITE HOLYOKE SCHOOL 
MEMORIES: Working in fifth grade with 
Mr. Gribben: We did a one-room school 
house unit for several years. We took 
field trips to a couple of the schoolhouses 
still in the area and to the Phillips County 
Museum and Sterling Museum to tour 
their schoolhouses as well as having 
teachers from the community who had 
taught in one-room schoolhouses come in 
and talk to students about that experience. 
We also had a day where the students 
(and both of us) dressed in period clothing. 
We played games students would have 
played at recess, churned ice cream, made 
homemade butter and even built a model 
of a sod house.

Working in third grade with Mr. 
Baumgartner: Field trips to Old Town in 
Burlington were always a highlight as 
students loved getting to experience 
Colorado’s past by touring all the historic 
buildings and getting to ride the carousel.

Reading intervention: Having the 
opportunity to work with all teachers in the 
building and being able to focus specifically 
on what each of the students who come to 
me need. It is so exciting to see the growth 
students are able to make in their reading 
due to the targeted instruction I get to pro-
vide and the amazing support they receive 
from their classroom teachers.

Sunshine Committee: Special events 
like Read Across America Week, Secret 
Santas, and celebrations for special awards 
or accomplishments by members of the 
staff are always the best! It is so much fun 
to get to work together!!!

FAVORITE HOLYOKE MEMORIES: I will 
never forget how welcomed I felt when I 
first came to Holyoke. Everyone I met was 
warm and friendly and went out of their 
way to make me feel a part of the com-
munity from the very beginning. My best 
memory, of course, is meeting John!

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT: First 
Baptist Church and P.E.O. In the past, I 
have also served on the Dragon’s Wagon 
Preschool Board and the Heginbotham 
Library Board  and was a volunteer visitor 
for Baby’s First Steps.

LYNN SCHNEIDER
HEART AWARD

Spread kindness like confetti

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
Lynn Schneider’s reading intervention classroom at Holyoke El-
ementary School is warm and inviting, with plenty of books to read, 

encouraging messages, a variety of comfy and standard seating 
options, and colorful reading instruction posters on the wall.

Positivity is contagious when students, staff are around Lynn Schneider

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
Lynn Schneider not only organizes the annual Dr. Seuss-themed 
Read Across America Week, she plays the part too!

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
From an ugly sweater contest to a crazy hat competition, Lynn 
Schneider can be found participating and encouraging other staff 
members to do the same at the annual Christmas celebration.

‘Sometimes it’s 
just the little 

things that can 
make a difference.’

Lynn Schneider
Heart Award winner

‘They are 
encouraged and 

pushed to succeed 
because of her 
kind spirit and 

determination to 
help whoever walks 

through her door.’
Allie Balog

Award nominator

‘She is kind and 
compassionate and 
always there when 

someone needs 
a word of 

encouragement or 
a helping hand.’

Marcia Dalton
Award nominator

Regent Park & Carriage House

The more that you READ,
the more things you will KNOW.

The more that you LEARN,
the more places you'll GO.

Dr. Seuss

Congratulations to the three Emerald Award winners.
You inspire us all to continue learning and growing.

816 S. Interocean • Holyoke
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BY BRENDA JOHNSON BRANDT
THE HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE

“Leaders look ahead, and 
Christy Shafer is no differ-
ent,” said English as a second 
language teacher Yesenia 
Bencomo.

With a vision for student 
success, motivation, service-
oriented approach, empathy 
and willingness to take risks, 
Holyoke Elementary School 
paraprofessional Christy 
Shafer was named this year’s 
Leader Among Us, as nomi-
nated by Bencomo.

Working with English lan-
guage learners in grades K-3 
is Shafer’s official role as a 
paraprofessional in the school 
district.

One of her favorite roles 
involves her work with a 
kindergarten reading group 
each day.

While kindergartners typi-
cally rotate teacher groups 
each unit, Shafer holds on to 
the non-English proficient 
students for several rotations 
to give them a chance to get 
used to coming to school.

“Our goal for NEP students 
is for their well-being — for 
feeling safe and comfortable 
in their environment,” said 
Shafer.

In nominating Shafer for 
Emerald Award recognition, 
Lynn Schneider acknowl-

edged the impact Shafer has 
as one of the first school em-
ployees to meet these brand 
new students.

“Can you imagine how 
frightening it would be to 
be in a new place with a 
new culture, surrounded by 
other students who may have 

known each other for years, 
in a classroom full of people 
all speaking a language you 
don’t understand?” queried 
Schneider.

She noted that Shafer’s 
smiling face and kindness in 
her voice have to be a huge 
reassurance to these students 

to help them know they are 
welcome and cared for.

Bencomo pointed out that 
Shafer advocates for each one 
of her students and truly sees 
the whole picture.

“She quickly becomes an 
advocate for them and for the 
rest of our ELL students, as 
well as a constant cheerleader 
and source of encourage-
ment,” added Schneider.

Shafer is quick to let 
students know how much 
confidence she has in them 
and how excited she is to see 
them succeed.

“Christy understands 
the diverse needs of people 
around us and does not 
hesitate to provide support or 
compassion,” said Bencomo, 
adding she is constantly en-
couraging students to reach 
for their goals.

Schneider pointed out that 
the kindergarten year sets 
the tone for a student’s entire 
school career and learning 
to read is a huge part of that. 
“Christy shows such patience 
in working with these young 
learners. Her warmth and 
caring are vital in helping 
our brand new learners de-
velop their own love of school 
and love of learning.”

“Once they’re comfortable 
with their surroundings, they 
just skyrocket from there,” 
said Shafer with pride for 
her students’ progress and 
achievement.

“She is a strong voice in 
planning for reading groups, 
she makes sure there is fol-

low-through in anything she 
is a part of, and you will often 
find her working through 
breaks or after school,” said 
Bencomo. “Her motivation is 
contagious to those around 
her!”

After the 90-minute reading 
block each morning, Shafer 
works with Bencomo the rest 
of the day as they each take 
30-minute classes with ELL 
students to help with reading, 
writing, math and speaking/
listening skills.

Extending her bilingual 
skills in the building, Shafer 
covers the front office dur-
ing secretary Natali Goytia’s 
lunch break.

“It’s a busy day, but a fun 
one,” said Shafer after de-
scribing her daily role at the 
elementary school.

Family supports, influences
“I certainly don’t do this for 

the paycheck,” said Shafer. 
“I’m lucky to be married to 
someone who understands 
that I just love my job.”

Shafer started at Holyoke 
Elementary as a volunteer in 
a first grade classroom. She 
looked forward to the weekly 
visits and from there was 
encouraged to apply for the 
paraprofessional position. 
It’s job she’s held for 14 years. 
“And I haven’t looked back,” 
she added.

Shafer’s husband, D.J., 
serves as parts manager at 
Central Plains Equipment in 
Holyoke, and they live on the 
Shafer family farm 6 miles 
east of town.

Born in Holyoke, Shafer 
grew up in a bilingual home. 
While her parents (Oscar and 
Estella Dominguez) primarily 
spoke Spanish, they raised 
their children to answer in 
English. Shafer understood 
Spanish but didn’t really 
start speaking it until her 
adult life. She did speak to her 
grandparents in Spanish be-
cause they didn’t understand 
English.

Describing her dad as her 
key role model, Shafer said 
he came to the United States 
from Mexico in his early 
teens, and it was not an easy 
life.

“But he did very well for 
himself,” praised Shafer, not-
ing that he became a citizen, 
obtained his GED certificate 

and learned the English 
language.

“My mom was a different 
kind of inspiration,” added 
Shafer. “She taught us to help 
people when needed. Both my 
parents will give the shirt off 
their back to those who need it.”

Shafer also shares
compassion with staff

Following family tradition, 
Shafer is a ray of sunshine 
at Holyoke Elementary as 
she plays a key role on the 
Sunshine Committee, helping 
build morale in public educa-
tion.

Schneider applauded Sha-
fer’s role on the committee for 
making sure staff members 

receive cards and small gifts 
for their birthdays, as well as 
cards of encouragement when 
needed.

“She is always the first to 
volunteer to help out when 
something special is being 
planned or when something 

needs to be done,” said 
Schneider.

Whether it’s sending cards, 
decorating the front lobby, 
coordinating snacks for the 
lounge or performing ran-
dom acts of kindness, Shafer 
acknowledges that working 
on the Sunshine Committee 
is one of the most fun things 
she does.

Shafer is clearly a catalyst 
for positive encouragement 
of both students and staff, but 
she is quick to acknowledge 
Schneider for her genuine 
contribution to positivity in 
the school. “She is the ring-
leader of sunshine activities,” 
added Shafer.

“I am so humbled that Lynn 
and Yesenia nominated me 
for this. They’re two of my 
best role models,” said Shafer.

Leading in a way that is 
quiet and reserved, Shafer’s 
actions are clearly noted as 
she supports groups, pro-
vides the tools needed for a 
successful event or lesson, 
and recognzies the efforts of 
others.

From her days of teaching 
catechism when she was a 
stay-at-home mom, Shafer 
has used the following quote 
from Mother Teresa as a 
staple for her life. “Not all of 
us can do great things, but 
we can do small things with 
great love.”

Shafer’s “small things” 
at Holyoke Elementary rise 
above the standards and ring 
out as worthy of leadership 
honors.

‘Christy
understands the 
diverse needs of 

people around us 
and does not

hesitate to provide 
support or

compassion.’
Yesenia Bencomo

Award nominator

‘She is always the 
first to volunteer 
to help out when 

something special 
is being planned or 

when something 
needs to be done.’

Lynn Schneider
Award nominator

‘Once they’re
comfortable with 

their surroundings, 
they just skyrocket 

from there.’
Christy Shafer

Leader Among Us

Shafer leads with vision for success

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
Christy Shafer and ESL teacher Yesenia Bencomo complete a lesson 
a couple of years ago with English language learners. The group is 

pictured clockwise, from front left, Emiliano Susano Trujano, Shafer, 
Bencomo, Jacqueline Garcia and Keylen Quezada.

“Always Be Kind” is the translation of the Spanish message that ESL 
paraprofessional Christy Shafer demonstrates daily.

ESL paraprofessional Christy Shafer is right at home in a classroom setting but also assists the school 
district in other settings with her bilingual skills and willingness to help.

A memory match game with cards is utilized by Christy Shafer in the 
kindergarten English as a second language program.

CURRENT POSITION: Elementary K-3 ESL 
paraprofessional

HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE EDUCA-
TION: Graduated from Holyoke High 
School 1997, attended Aims Community 
College.

PAST JOB EXPERIENCE: Interned at 
Melissa Memorial Hospital as a high 
schooler, summer school teacher for Family 
Ed, summer paint crew for Re-1J, summer 
school instructor for Re-1J.

FAMILY: Married to Dallas Shafer Jr. (high 
school sweetheart); daughter, Kaitlyn 
Shafer, college student at LCCC in Wyoming; 
son, Aidyn Shafer, high school sophomore; 
four dogs.

HOBBIES: Camping at the lake, traveling, 
collecting seashells from different beaches, 
cooking, baking, reading, fishing, volun-
teering, attending my children’s activities, 
spending time with family and friends.

ROLE MODELS: My parents, Oscar and 
Estella Dominguez.

FAVORITE HOLYOKE SCHOOL MEMO-
RIES: I feel blessed that I was raised in 
Holyoke and went to school with small 
class sizes. I am still in touch with many of 
the people I went to school with and have 
lifelong friendships with them.

FAVORITE HOLYOKE MEMORIES: I 
have had lots of wonderful memories as a 
graduate myself, a staff member and as a 
parent. One memory I cherish is organizing 
the Pink-Out for my daughter’s volleyball 
team. We raised awareness for breast can-
cer and money for the hospital foundation. 
Another memory I hold dear is the success 
of our ESL end-of-year barbecues. Our ESL 
parents and students are amazing and 
attend this end-of-year event to celebrate 
all accomplishments.

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT: Older 
involvement — Taught religious ed for 10 
years at St. Patrick’s Catholic Church, Cinco 
de Mayo board member (no longer an 
event in Holyoke), HHS volleyball Pink-Out 
fundraisers chairman, music smorgasbord 
volunteer, Dragon’s Wagon Preschool 
board member.
Current involvement — Member of St. 
Patrick’s Catholic Church, elementary 
school Sunshine Committee member, Re-1J 
FFA alumni member.

CHRISTY LYNN
SHAFER
LEADER AMONG US

101 W. Denver, Holyoke, CO • 970-854-3109
www.hcfcu.org • Your Future is Our Future NMLS #811861

Thanks
for helping
our 
kids Shine

The staff members 
at Holyoke schools 

really brighten our day. 
Congratulations

 to the three Emerald 
Award winners this year!

‘Her motivation 
is contagious 

to those 
around her!’

Yesenia Bencomo
Award nominator

http://www.hcfcu.org/
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It’s not just that he’s a 
great conversationalist or a 
particularly personable guy, 
though. Behind each conver-
sation is genuine care for his 
students as people and a deep-
seated belief that the bottom 
line of effective education is 
forming relationships.

Something else you should 
know about Balog is that he 
is almost sickeningly modest. 
When asked about his rela-
tional approach to teaching, 
he brushed it off as simply be-
ing “human nature” and “nat-
ural part of the job.” Though 
he makes it look effortless, 
Balog’s colleagues certainly 
recognize that his approach is 
something special.

HHS science teacher Ashley 
Clayton pointed to a specific 
example in her nomination 
of Balog for the 2020 Emerald 
Awards. When taking some 
ribbing for being a Cleveland 
Browns fan, Balog turned 
the conversation around into 
meaningful dialogue about 
character traits displayed by 
professional athletes. 

“It has been my observation 
that the success of an educa-
tor lies in their ability to 
build relationships with the 
learners in their care,” Clay-
ton said. “And Mr. Balog is 
one of the best I have had the 
privilege of knowing when it 
comes to building relation-
ships with his students. 

Of course, Balog would 
tell you that he’s really just 
a “huge nerd” so it’s easy to 
geek out over movies and 
athletes and pop culture. 

It really doesn’t stop there, 
though. Balog leverages 
these shared interests and 
conversations into a rapport 
in the classroom. As a result, 
students respect him, listen 
to him and find themselves 

willing to engage with him 
on topics of social studies as 
well.

“One of the greatest innova-
tions that I see with Mr. Balog 
is how well he connects and 
relates to students,” guidance 
counselor Angela Powell said 
in her nomination letter.

 Of course, all of that would 
be meaningless if Balog didn’t 
have anything to teach the 
students once he had their at-
tention. But of course he does. 
Maybe it comes back to being 
a nerd, but Balog approaches 
social studies with fervor. 

“Not only does he demon-

strate a masterful skill set 
when it comes to building 
relationships, but his huge 
heart and passion for his sub-
ject matter make his class one 
that students look forward to 
each day,” Clayton said.

Knowing how to spark stu-
dents’ interest, Balog often as-
signs work that comes across 
like a game. 

“Bing Bing,” as the students 
affectionately call it, is a 
game show that Balog hosts 
in his class before giving 
tests. Really it’s a review of 
material that will be on a test, 
but the “Family Feud” style 

format appeals to the stu-
dents’ competitive side. 

Clayton pointed out that 
when students excitedly 
prepare for Bing Bing, they’re 
often seemingly unaware of 
the amount of studying they 
are doing. The innovative 
review makes the learning 
process easy and engaging for 
students. 

In his world history class, 
Balog’s students do a research 
project that is presented as a 
top-secret mission. Of course 
Balog won’t take any credit 
for it because the project is 
based off of one assigned by 
teachers before him. But he’s 
tweaked it over the years, 
and it’s an innovative way 
to keep kids learning during 
the springtime, when sports 
and clubs frequently have 
students in and out of the 
classroom.

 At the point of the curricu-
lum when they get to World 
War I, students do this project 
rather than a traditional 
research paper. Balog as-
signs secret orders, and their 
mission is to collect intel-
ligence. What they’re really 
doing is researching, but they 
don’t see it that way, Balog 
explained. They “infiltrate 
websites” and “spy on books” 
to answer questions. Every 
couple of days, they have to 
give Balog an update, but they 
can’t let their classmates see 
it.

Some students have really 
embraced the secret updates. 
Balog received one report 
baked into a cake. Another 
was in a locked suitcase that 
required a code to open.

As Powell witnessed 
students getting into the as-
signment, she said, “The cool 
thing about this project and 
many of Mr. Balog’s projects 

is that each kid could tell 
me what they were learning 
about, why they were learn-
ing about it and how they 
could apply it to their future 
work in his class or in their 
life.”

Even the decision to become 
a teacher is something that 
Balog takes relatively little 
credit for.

“I was really lucky,” he said. 
“My whole life I’ve always 
had incredible teachers.”

He was inspired by those 
teachers he had growing up, 
and as a result, he’s become 
the kind of teacher that 
inspires others — whether he 
recognizes it or not.

Balog has spent his entire 
nine-year teaching career 
in Holyoke School District, 
where he teaches seventh 
grade social studies, ninth 
grade world history and a 
senior sociology class. For 
many years he taught juniors 
in government and economics 
as well. Working with such 
a range of students is some-
thing he loves about the job.  

“The students I’ve had 
in Holyoke are phenom-
enal young men and young 
women,” he added. “I’m really 
very blessed to teach here and 
have the students I have. They 
make it easy for me.”

It’s something he sees as a 
testament to the community. 
He also gives credit to the dis-
trict that affords him small 
class sizes and opportunities 
to coach and sponsor a wide 
variety of activities outside 
of teaching. These days, he’s 
known as a football coach, but 
in the past he coached track 
and golf as well. Of course he 
views himself as underquali-
fied for such roles, but his 
athletes certainly never saw 
it that way, and neither did 
his co-workers. 

“Much more than teaching 
x’s and o’s, Mr. Balog is teach-
ing young men how to live 
life with integrity, passion, 
intensity and accountability,” 
Clayton said of his coaching.

From Balog’s perspective, 
coaching gives him time with 
students he wouldn’t other-
wise have. It’s important and 
valuable for him to interact 
with them in those settings as 
well as in the classroom.

At the end of the day, Balog 
truly feels fortunate to have 
taught in Holyoke for as long 
as he has. He started off ex-
pecting it to be a one-year gig, 
but now he couldn’t imagine 
teaching and raising his chil-
dren anywhere else. 

He’s thankful and humbled 
by his colleagues who nomi-
nated him to be Innovator of 
the Year, and as far as Balog 
is concerned, he owes every-
thing to Kyle Stumpf for tak-
ing a chance on him all those 
years ago. He’s appreciative 
of the incredible staff that he 
works alongside and the com-
munity that has supported 
him and adopted his family as 
one of its own.

CURRENT POSITION: High school social 
studies teacher/assistant football coach

HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE  
EDUCATION: I graduated from Lewis 
Palmer High School in 2006.
Undergraduate in history and secondary 
education from the University of North-
ern Colorado.
Masters in curriculum and instruction 
from the University of Northern Colorado.

PAST JOB EXPERIENCE: I worked at the 
Greeley Country Club as a college job and 
the Kings Deer Golf Club in high school, 
but Holyoke is the first teaching job I got 
after college 9 years ago.

FAMILY: I am married to Allie Balog. Our 
kids names are Carter, 2, and Cameron, 5.

HOBBIES: In the summertime I love to 
golf, and in the winter I love to ski, and I 
guess I consider coaching football to be a 
year round hobby.

ROLE MODELS: I am sure this is the 
most cliché answer that I can give, but 
my dad is my hero. I model myself as a 
husband and as a father from his incred-
ible example ... or I should say I try to 
emulate him as best as I can.
Professionally speaking my father-in-
law has to be my role model within the 
world of education, his professionalism 
and tireless devotion to students is an 
incredible example for me to follow. I try 
to model my approach to teaching, and 
coaching, on his passion and demeanor.

FAVORITE HOLYOKE SCHOOL  
MEMORIES: Every year’s senior gradua-
tion is special to me, even more so when I 
get to celebrate the graduation of a class 
that I have been able to teach from 7th 
grade through high school.

FAVORITE HOLYOKE MEMORIES: Wow 
... I have had incredible memories in Holy-
oke, some of my very best friends live here, 
I proposed to my wife here, we bought our 
first house here, we have had both of our 
children here, so that is a tough question. I 
would say that as it pertains to the school 
and the community, getting to be a part 
of the last year’s football team that went 
undefeated in the regular season and 
won our league will be a memory about 
Holyoke that I will never forget.

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT: I would say 
that the nature of my job is by definition 
“community involvement,” but outside of 
the district Allie and I have helped with the 
city golf course and are just beginning to 
become involved parents in our city’s rec 
programs as our kids become old enough 
(I coached some little league for Holyoke 
back in the day).

NICOLAS BALOG
INNOVATOR OF THE YEAR

Mr. Balog: man of the people

‘Not only does he 
demonstrate a 
masterful skill 

set when it 
comes to building 
relationships, but 

his huge heart and 
passion for his 
subject matter 

make his class one 
that students 

look forward to 
each day.’

Ashley Clayton
Award nominator

‘One of the greatest 
innovations 

that I see with Mr. 
Balog is how well he 

connects and 
relates to students.’

Angela Powell
Award nominator

BY JES-C FRENCH
THE HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE

Nicolas Balog has some-
thing of a reputation at 
Holyoke High School. It seems 
that regardless of a person’s 
unique interests, he can shoot 
the breeze with the best of 
them. Be it cult classics, FPS 
games or professional sports, 
he makes a point to connect 
with others over the things 
that matter most to them.

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
One of Nicolas Balog’s favorite things about teaching in a district like Holyoke is the opportunity to 
serve in a varierty of roles. Beyond teaching social studies, world history and sociology, he’s coached 

a number of different teams over the past nine years. One of which was the 2019 high school football 
team, pictured practicing, which had an especially memorable season for athletes and coaches alike.

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
Though the extracurriculars have played an admittedly large part in Nicolas Balog’s experience in Holy-
oke School District, teaching social studies is at the heart of it. Whether teaching his everyday classes or 
presenting at a regional career fair, as pictured, his passion for the subject is evident.

HOLYOKE ENTERPRISE FILE PHOTO
An endlessly good-natured guy, Nicolas Balog will do just about 
anything for the sake of school spirit and fostering relationships 
with his students. One day that may mean kissing a pig for FFA 
week. Another day it could be getting wrapped in toilet paper like a 
mummy for homecoming.

We can change the world and 
make it a better place. It is in 
your hands to make 
a difference.,,

,,

—Nelson Mandela

Thank you for the difference you 
are making in our students. We are 
proud to be Emerald Award sponsors!
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Highlights from this 
year’s nomination letters

In 2014, a Dragon Visionary Award was presented to Bret Miles, Superintendent

The Innovator of the Year award is open to any school 
employee who has taken a risk to implement a new 
initiative, program or strategy based on research or 
evidence of success. The purpose of this award is to 

demonstrate how we value innovation and 
risk-taking in this district and that it takes these 

pioneers in a district to make progress. 

FROM 2010-2020
Nancy Kennedy, Literacy Coach

Summer Maloney, JH/HS Counselor
Christina Martinez, Elementary Art

Ashley Clayton, JH/HS Science
Chandra K. Parker, Second Grade

Karen I. Ortner, JH/HS FACS
Greg Wakeman, Grades 5-12 Band

Cristine Mallari, JH/HS Math
Nancy Miles, K-12 Special Education

Melanie  Wheeler, Grades 3-4 Language Arts
Nicolas Balog, HS Social Studies

FROM 2010-2020
Lynn Schneider, Third Grade

Kyle Stumpf, Elementary Principal
Luke I. Thomas, JH/HS Social Studies

Susan C. Ortner, JH/HS Principal
Angela N. Powell, HS English

Laura Loutensock, Elementary Technology
Heather Bieber, JH/HS English

Yesenia Bencomo, Elementary ESL
Shauna Brown, JH/HS Ag Education

Carly Daniel, Grades 3-4 Science
Christy Shafer, K-3 ESL Paraprofessional

Employees at Holyoke School District were invited to write nomination 
letters for their peers and fellow staff members. Representatives 

from sponsoring partners were also involved in the selection process.

The Heard Award recognizes employees who demonstrate 
exceptional caring for a student, a student’s family, a group 

of students or colleagues. The purpose of the award is to 
demonstrate that many of our employees are in this 
business to make a difference in the lives of others. 

FROM 2010-2020
Nancy Pillard, JH/HS Library Aide
Verónica Núñez, ESL Teacher Aide

Marcia K. Dalton, K-12 Vocal Music
Mary Austin, Title I

Kristie J. Pelle, First Grade

Maury Kramer, JH/HS Math
Albino Nuñez, JH/HS Custodian

Scott Dille, Elementary PE
Cyndi Bahler, Kindergarten

Rhonda Mehring-Smith, JH/HS Art
Lynn Schneider, Reading Interventionist

We are so proud of the 
award-worthy work our 
educators and staff members 
put forth on a daily basis. 
They lead by example, 
introduce new innovations 
and put their heart into their 
work. We thank them 
for rising up to 
new challenges
in difficult times
and for their 
dedication to the
Holyoke community.

Our

is theSTAFFSTAFF
Our

HOLYOKE SCHOOL
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130 N. Interocean • 970-854-2811
www.holyokeenterprise.com

READ ALL 
ABOUT IT

Holyoke School 
District has some 

of the best 
teachers around! 

Congrats to this year’s 
award winners. 

We’re so proud to 
be a part of this 

keepsake edition. 

FEDERAL DEPOSIT INSURANCE CORPORATION
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150 S. Interocean Ave., Holyoke, CO 80734 • 970-854-2227 • www.fpnb.bank
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We’re taking a time out to say 
thanks to all of the awesome 
team members at Holyoke 
School District. Keep up the 
hard work!

Together
Educating
Always
Motivating

Congrats to
Christy, Lynn
and Nic on your
Emerald Awards!

1001 E. Johnson St., Holyoke • 970-854-2241

Congrats
Nic Balog: Innovator of the Year
Lynn Schneider: Heart Award 
Christy Shafer: Leader Among Us

We are excited to celebrate and recognize the 
work of these three individuals in our school district.

HEART AWARD
Theresa: She is always looking out for her students. Theresa’s students are always happy, and 

you know they look forward to coming to school. She has so much fun with them, but they know 
their boundaries. You know that they feel cared for and that they are No. 1 in Theresa’s eyes. I 
know that she has a deep interest in her students and their families.

Juana: She shares in our joys, compliments our work, gets us what we need in a flash and all the 
while smiling. Juana smiles at the kids, speaks to them when spoken to and follows them cheer-
ing on their good behavior.  

LEADER AMONG US
Kristie: She builds trust with the students and staff at our school. She does this effortlessly 

through her smile and calming demeanor with the best interests of the students and teach-
ing styles of colleagues. She offers advice and different approaches to instruction. Kristie is a 
problem-solver and never gives up! She has challenged me with new ideas and venues to try.

HEART AWARD

INNOVATOR     YEAROF
THE

LEADER AMONG US

Leadership may come in many forms, such as many contributions 
to committees, mentoring, leading a group through a particular 

issue, speaking on behalf of others, finding a solution, advocating, 
inspiring or any form of leadership. The purpose of this award 

is to demonstrate that leadership comes at all levels.

PAST HEART AWARD WINNERS

PAST LEADERS AMONG US

PAST INNOVATORS OF THE YEAR

http://www.holyokeenterprise.com/
http://www.fpnb.bank/

