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Feeder Schools in English and Spanish 
 

The Situation 
Feed cost is the largest single expenditure on a dairy, 
accounting for 50 to 60% of the total cost of 
producing milk (1). The dairy feeder is a key player 
in determining success and profitability on the dairy. 
Exemplary effort and performance by the feeder can 
result in superior herd performance, high feed 
efficiency, improved hoof health and low incidence 
rates for metabolic disorders. In contrast, poor 
feeding management can reduce milk production per 
cow, increase feed losses, increase lameness, 
increase metabolic diseases, reduce reproductive 
performance, compromise safety on the farm, and 
increase the environmental impact of the operation 
(2). Exemplary performance doesn't just happen; 
rather it is driven by effective training, motivation, 
and communication between the key players on the 
dairy feeding team (herd owner, herd nutritionist, 
and feeding crew). On-farm training programs for 
feeders are limited in number and scope. The 
University of 
Idaho 
Extension 
faculty 
identified a 
need for 
training 
programs to 
increase feeder 
knowledge, 
improve job 
performance, 
increase safety awareness, and enhance 
uniformity of daily tasks. Hispanic workers 
comprise 85% or more of the Idaho dairy 
workforce, most of them with little or no 
proficiency in English. It is also common to 

have feeders who are proficient in English, with no 
knowledge of Spanish. Based on this situation, it 
was determined that training programs for dairy 
feeders should be offered in both languages. 
 

Our Response 
The University of Idaho Extension developed the 
“TMR/Mixing Feeding School.” This workshop 
consisted of a one day event held in both English 
and Spanish in late September 2007 at the Gooding 
County Extension Office, and in late March 2008 at 
the Franklin County Extension Office. The 
workshops included presentations on nutrition and 
metabolic diseases, Total Mixed Ration (TMR) 
mixing techniques and Standard Operation 
Procedures (SOP), feed bunk management, dry 
matter determination, particle size determination, 
farm safety, and nutrients and the environment. Most 
of the audience in the Gooding location represented 
dairy workers from the Magic Valley, and consisted 
mostly of employees from medium to large dairy 
operations. Most of the participants in Franklin 
County were owners or managers of small to 
medium size dairies. Presentations were adapted at 
each workshop to meet the expectations of both 
types of audiences.  
 

Program Outcomes 
In total, 17 participants attended 
the Spanish workshop, and 12 
participants attended the English 
workshop. To assess impact, we 
distributed a one page 
questionnaire at the end of the 
school to each attendee in 
Gooding County. Attendees were 



 

 

asked to indicate how often they used each practice 
before attending the school, and how often they 
planned to use the practice as a result of what they 
learned at the feeder school. Participants in the 
Spanish version of the feeder school indicated they 
preferred to use a pre/post test format for evaluating 
their knowledge. The same one page questionnaire 
(previously used in Gooding) was used for the 
English School that was conducted in Franklin 
County. The Spanish questionnaire was, however, 
replaced by a pre/post test. This test had 18 
questions that covered various aspects of feeding 
management and was administered at the beginning 
(pre-test) and end of the class (post-test). Scores 
improved from 33.3% correct (pre-test) to 71.1% 
correct (post-test), indicating a significant increase 
in knowledge. Based on the questionnaires 
responses, significant improvements in planned 
practice adoption were also observed in the English 
workshop (Table 1) for eleven out of twelve 
categories, and for the overall school.  
 
Table 1.  Mean practice adoption rate before and after 
attending the feeder school (n=7). 

 
Practice 

adoption1 Paired t-test 
Practice Before After Significance 
Measure silage dry matter weekly 3.5 2.7 0.004 
Use feedbunk scorecard for feed calls 2.6 2.1 0.200 
Remove feed refusals from bunk 1x 
daily 2.6 2.0 0.030 
Monitor mixing time for each ration 
batch 2.1 1.7 0.078 
Visually check TMR uniformity in the 
bunk 1.4 1.0 0.078 
Calibrate mixer scale on weekly basis 2.7 2.0 0.046 
Watch for signs of mixer overloading 2.3 1.7 0.030 
Occasionally check refusals for feed 
sorting 2.1 1.7 0.078 
Care about environmental impact 2.1 1.3 0.078 
Try to reduce emissions 2.3 1.4 0.078 
Talk to coworkers about farm safety 2.1 1.3 0.017 
Use personal protective elements 
All categories 

2.9 
2.4 

1.4 
1.7 

0.025 
< 0.0001 

1Scale: Always = 1, Usually = 2, Seldom = 3, and Never = 4  
 
To assess learning, we also asked each attendee to 
indicate how much they may have learned from the 
workshop. The feeder school received an overall 
rating of 3.2 (Table 2) on a 1 to 4 scale (1 being 
nothing new and 4 being a lot). 
 

Table 2.  Mean evaluation for each topic at the Feeder School. 
School Topic Mean Ranking (n = 9) 
The Rumen 2.78 
Mixer Operation 2.44 
The Feedbunk 2.44 
Measuring Dry Matter 2.56 
Particle Size Separator 2.78 
On-farm Safety 2.22 
Nutrients and the Environment 2.44 
Overall Feeder School 3.22 
Scale: Nothing new =1, Some new knowledge = 2, A lot = 3, and A great deal = 4  
 
Based on these responses, attendees increased 
knowledge and understanding of feeding 
management. Furthermore, attendees planned to 
adopt or increase frequency of adoption of several 
key feeding management practices. In the end, this 
educational program will increase revenues on 
dairies through improved feeding management, 
increased milk production, decreased feed cost, 
decreased metabolic diseases, decreased death loss, 
cows staying on the dairy longer, and reducing the 
number of culls. 
 
Sources: (1) VandeHaar, G., and N. St-Pierre. 2006. 
Major advances in nutrition: relevance to the 
sustainability of the dairy industry. J. Dairy Sci. 89:1280-
1291. (2) National Research Council. 2001. Nutrient 
Requirements of Dairy Cattle. 7th  rev. ed. Natl. Acad. 
Sci., Washington, DC. 
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