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Our readers will hear much in coming
months about UMass Extension’s new
investments. Investments, you may
ask? Isn’t Extension grappling with
some of the most significant budget
cuts in its history? Isn’t this a strange
time to be investing?

This is precisely the time to be mak-
ing strategic investments that will
help us to target our efforts most suc-
cessfully - investments that will help
Extension use its existing resources
more efficiently, focus its impact more
effectively, and strengthen its roots in
UMass teaching and research.

The Extension Education Technology
Initiative is one such investment. It calls
on the University’s technological re-
sources to help Extension faculty and
staff gain multimedia skills that will give
more people better access to the best
of Extension resources and teaching.

Other stories in this issue of In Common
represent an investment. There is our
investment in a groundbreaking study
to document rural poverty. There is
the investment in the future of a
young community leader, and in
giving voice to a poetic tribute to a
fallen community leader. There is an
investment, bolstered by the J.C.
Penney Foundation and others, to
teach nutrition by connecting students
and senior citizens in New Bedford.

These, of course, are not Extension’s
investments alone. Their value arises
from creative partnerships. Ultimately,
they are an investment in the vitality
of our common future.

No, he’s not talking about the Greek
Titan who spread the knowledge of fire to
mortals. This Prometheus is on-line course
software - the engine that drives
UMassOnline.net, the backbone of Web-
based instruction for the UMass system. It
is also where nine hand-picked members
of the Extension staff are learning entirely
new ways to spread university scholarship
and research quickly and effectively to
increasingly diverse populations beyond
the traditional classroom and lab.

Since September, Technology Initiative
participants have been using Prometheus
to familiarize themselves with computer-  
based tools and techniques of successful 

computer-based instruction. With
the help of Schildbach and UMass
University Without Walls faculty

member Victoria Dowling - along with
UMass Center for Computer-Based Instruc-
tional Technology (CCBIT) director Dave
Hart and Multimedia supervisor Matthew
Mattingly - each member of the group is

If you want to understand the Extension
Education Technology Initiative, you really
have to start with Prometheus, according to
Nate Schildbach of UMass Extension’s
Communications and Marketing Team.

Putting the Byte in Extension Education

Natalia Clifton CONTINUED ON PAGE 2
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CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

laying the groundwork for a multi-media-
based course firmly rooted in the
Extension program.

“The participants are designing projects
that will allow them to carry out their
Extension work more effectively,” notes
Schildbach who recently earned a mas-
ter’s degree in Educational Technology
from the UMass School of Edu-cation.
“The group doesn’t need to learn all the
computer technology that makes
Prometheus and UMassOnline work.
But they need to know the pedagogy
that underlies the latest teaching tech-
nologies.

The participants and the projects span
the far reaches of the Extension program
with new approaches to pesticide educa-
tion, food safety, forest land management,
youth development, turf management,
and training for municipal planners.

Laurie Sanders of Extension’s Natural
Resources and Environmental Conservation
Program is preparing a tutorial that will
complement the work of the Massachusetts
Association of Conservation Commissioners
in training local officials who make critical
decisions regarding the state’s wetlands.

“The interactive tutorial will offer a series
of examples that will allow conservation
commissioners to learn the basics of 
different kinds of wetlands,” she notes.
“They will be able to see an actual exam-
ple of a wetlands plan, but it will be miss-
ing critical pieces. By moving the computer
mouse over the plan, they will be guided
through the process - using a variety of
audio-visual media - that will help them
identify all its various components, and to
determine what those missing pieces are.

Sanders is excited about the interactive
animation and streaming video that can
be used to create a self-guided instruc-
tional program. At the same time, she
says, it is important that the medium not
overwhelm the message.

“The goal is not to overshadow the material
we are presenting,” said Sanders. “The goal
is to help conservation commissioners learn
the basics of creative planning.” She plans to
have the program, which may be Web-based
or distributed via CD-ROM, up and running
by June 2004.

The Extension Technology initiative was
inspired by The Center for Teaching’s
TEACHnology Fellowship Program,
launched in 1997 to spread and support
the more general use of advanced educa-
tional technology by UMass Amherst 
faculty, say Victoria Dowling.

“Extension Director Steve Demski 
wanted this program to be more project-
oriented with tangible and useful out-
comes, rather than to focus generally on 
educational technology,” notes Dowling.
“We also want to set the stage for parti-
cipants to share these skills with their
coworkers.

Dowling, Schildbach, Hart and 
Mattingly were among the featured 
speakers at an on-campus conference 
January 22-23 during which the EETI 
fellows discussed their projects. ■

Other EETI initiatives. . .
Natalia Clifton of the Extension
Agriculture and Landscape Program’s
Pesticide Education Team will  pre-
pare students for the state pesticide
licensing exam by using computer-
based graphics to apply basic pesti-
cide principles to real life situations.

The Nutrition Education Program’s
Rita Brennan Olson is developing an
instructional Web site focusing on
food safety information for day care
providers including activities to guide
children through food safety basics.

Kathleen Chatwood of Extension’s
Communities, Families and Youth
Program is producing an interactive
training guide for 4-H volunteers,
using a maze and video clips to high-
light stages of youth development. 

Extension Forester Dave Kittredge 
is using recorded case histories to
create an interactive presentation that
will help forest landowners make
decisions about land management,
while Bob Childs plans a video and
on-line course based on Cultural
Practice Problems in Trees and Shrubs
in the Landscape and Nursery, the
book co-authored with Deborah
Swanson and Ron Kujawski.

Mary Owen and Jason Lanier of
Extension’s Turf Management Team
are aiming to create pay-per-view on-
line training sessions in turf and land-
scape management.

Gisela Walker of Extension’s Natural
Resources and Environmental
Conservation program will create a
CD-ROM and on-line versions of
Citizen Planner Training Collabora-
tive presentations for town officials. ■

Gisela Walker
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People
Talking Softly,
Making the Message Stick
When Millie Gedrites talks, people listen. And
they respond. That includes New Bedford city
officials, Bristol County commissioners, state
legislators, and school officials - not to men-
tion the elementary school students, volun-
teers and senior citizens who are at the core
of the New Bedford 4-H Afterschool Senior
and Youth Nutrition Activity Program.

Under the ten-year-old program, which
recently won a $10,000 grant from the
J.C. Penney Foundation, school-age chil-
dren bring healthful food, nutrition
information, and good company to eld-
ers in the city’s public housing projects.

“There is nobody like Millie. That’s for
sure,” remarked state Sen. Marc Pacheco
as he breezed past other VIP’s at a recent
award breakfast to greet the woman with
a small voice and quiet, firm manner who
is the powerhouse behind the program,
but who was just then attending to the
menu and the table settings.

“I’m not really politically connected,”
notes Millie. “But I think it’s important
to be in touch with our leaders, and to
invite them to events like this. They need
to see what’s happening. Senator Pacheco
is very involved in community service
learning, and that’s what we’re all about.”

A former teacher in Leicester, Millie came
to Extension in New Bedford in 1986
after serving as religious education director
in her local parish. She retired last year,
but runs the nutrition activity program as
a consultant to Extension and the New
Bedford Housing Authority. She remains
an accomplished seamstress and tireless
chef, preparing dinner for 20 at a  home-
less shelter in Taunton once a month. ■

Millie Gedrites Alex Burroughs

Leading, Service and
Transformation
You won’t find a more avid booster of 4-H
community service than Alex Burroughs -
which may not be surprising until the 22-year-
old UMass Amherst freshman from Worcester
notes that he was literally dragged into his
first 4-H encounter.

“I was in an anger management pro-
gram, and had been gang affiliated,”
Alex explains. “Some friends dragged 
me to Amherst to a 4-H teen conference.
I didn’t like it at first, being surrounded
by all these happy people. I couldn’t 
figure what they were so happy about. 
I couldn’t wait to go home.”

While he didn’t initially take to 4-H, 
4-H took to Alex in a big way. When he
heard his name called from the podium
at the closing ceremony that weekend,
he figured he was in trouble. In fact, he
was being honored with the 4-H Spirit
award, which recognizes the integration
of Head, Heart, Hands, and Health.
That was a turning point.
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“To be honest, I was just being myself.
But it really sparked something in me,
and I knew I wanted to make difference.
Once I was recognized, I really wanted
to put more and more into it.”

Alex did just that, focusing on communi-
ty service as vice president of the state
teen council and, now, of the UMass
Collegiate 4-H Club. 

“4-H continues to evolve, and to rec-
ognize the need for basic community
service,” he says.

He has also been a delegate to the
national 4-H conference, spoken as 4-H
Ambassador, and studied in Luxembourg
through a 4-H youth exchange. “If you
can think it, 4-H helps make it possible
to do it. I really want to help others dis-
cover their leadership, and nurture their
desire to do bigger and better things.”

Majoring in Social Thought and Political
Economy, Alex sees 4-H as a progressive
social force, and even as an “alternative
lifestyle” - an alternative, that is, to “the
negative lifestyle I had.” ■

P E O P L E : L E A D I N G  B Y  E X A M P L E
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Places
Professor Sheila Mammen

Revealing the Face of Rural Poverty in Massachusetts
This is Franklin County: Rolling hills. Soft,
broad valleys. Quiet hamlets. Hard workers,
hardy farmers, self-reliant folks, and good
neighbors. It is also a county where hunger,
malnutrition, and other hallmarks of poverty
persist, sometimes quietly hidden.

For Franklin County families interviewed
by UMass Amherst researchers over the
past three years, the threat of hunger is a
fact of life - far more so than among other
families in 30 counties spotlighted in a
national study informally dubbed “Rural
Families Speak Out.”

This is just one of the disturbing facts
shaping a portrait of poverty in Franklin
County being drawn by a team that
includes Gretchen May and Shirley
Mietlicki of UMass Extension’s Commun-
ities, Families and Youth Program, and
Professor Sheila Mammen of the UMass
Amherst Department of Resource Econo-
mics. It is part of a 16-state USDA study
to gauge the impact of welfare reform on
rural families nationwide.

The team, led by Mammen, is sorting
through a second round of interview
data to be forwarded to Oregon State
University for analysis. Startling trends
have already emerged that set Franklin
County apart from other counties being
studied, says Mammen.

“Nutrition, employment and income im-
proved somewhat for our families between
the first and second year,” notes Mammen.
“But since September 11, 2001, many
have taken two steps back.”

While incomes in Massachusetts are among
the highest in the U.S., 75-percent of the
families studied report either going hungry
or not having a secure food supply during
any given month. In low-income Louisiana,
food insecurity was below 15-percent
among families interviewed. California, a
high-income state, reported food insecurity
in about 30-percent of families studied.

The team attributes part of this disparity
to cultural factors. Massachusetts partici-
pants are relatively unconnected to an
extended family. “And people in public
housing often don’t have access to gar-
dens,” says Gretchen May.

Food insecurity takes many forms. Parents
skip meals, serve smaller portions, or sub-
sist on a child’s leftovers. Junk food is
used to ease hunger. “The manifestations
are either emaciation or obesity,” says
Mammen, noting that two-thirds of the
mothers reported multiple chronic health
problems and family learning disabilities.
The social service safety net has big holes
in it, she adds.

“Local food
pantries

restrict how
often families 

can visit in a given
month, so some must

travel to several pantries. Lack of trans-
portation is a big issue,” says Mammen.

“Rural Low-Income Families: Tracking
their Well-Being and Functioning in the
Context of Welfare Reform,” is unprece-
dented in the range of information it
encompasses and in eliciting stories of
the difficult ways participants navigate
the web of social services.

“These are just regular people. They don’t
stand out, but struggle just to keep day-
to-day life together,” says May.

Mammen adds, “In a city, poverty is in your
face. Rural poverty is not as easy to see.”

Now beginning its second five-year round
of funding, the study is drawing national
attention for its stark portrayal of rural
poverty. May, Mammen and Mietlicki are
excited about the implications of their
work for additional research. They are
also looking forward to tracking the for-
tunes of participants whom they have
come to know well and admire.

Despite the challenges, says May, many
“are active in their communities, with a
purpose and plan in life.” ■

I N  C O M M O N T H E  U M A S S  E X T E N S I O N  Q U A R T E R L Y  [ 4 ]  S P R I N G  2 0 0 4



I N  C O M M O N T H E  U M A S S  E X T E N S I O N  Q U A R T E R L Y  [ 5 ]  S P R I N G  2 0 0 4

4-H member, Cori Katz, and Panda

Fainting and Survival
The life of a Tennessee Fainting Goat can be
hard - and short. When threatened, its muscles
spasm. It gets rigid, and falls over. In the 19th-
century, they were bred that way to distract
predators from more valuable livestock . . .
sacrificial goats, so to speak.

Thanks to the efforts of Extension’s 
4-H Heritage Breeds Program, working
with the UMass Veterinary and Animal
Sciences Department, and Rhode
Island’s Swiss Village Farm, the Fainting
Goat and other endangered farm breeds
are finding a safe haven among members
of four Massachusetts 4-H “Heritage
Breeds” clubs. This month the first of
ten Fainting Goats raised at Swiss Village
Farm will be adopted by 4-H families in
Massachusetts.

Massachusetts has the only 4-H clubs in
the U.S. dedicated to the preservation of
heritage breeds - largely natural breeds
that are no longer considered commer-
cially viable. The clubs, led by members
of the American Livestock Breeds
Conservancy, include the Hancock
Shaker Village 4-H Club, the Plimoth

Plantation Rare Breed 
Goat Club, 4-H Heri-
tage Farming Club 
of Montague, and 
Plymouth’s Animals 
Are Us 4-H Club.

UMass Extension’s
Director of Commun-ity
Education in Animal Agri-
culture Carrie Chickering-
Sears is supervising the
program, along with 
UMass Professor Emeritus
of Animal Science Dr. Robert Duby, 
who runs On The Farm, a consulting
firm that has worked with Swiss Village in
its preservation efforts. Chickering-Sears
is hoping to expand the adoption pro-
gram, and is planning a two-day summer
camp session focusing on heritage
breeds. The program, she notes, is an
attempt to maintain biodiversity.

“Commercial breeding has too often under-
mined natural selection, and led to the
loss of over one thousand breeds since 1900,”
she notes. “Once they disappear, it is
almost impossible to recreate them.” ■

Healing with Poetry
When Miriam Miranda of Holyoke stepped in
front of a bullet to save her son’s life in a drive-
by shooting, her stunned community lost some-
thing precious.

“She was a tough lady, outspoken, with
lots of influence,” recalls Karen Barshefsky of
UMass Extension’s Communities, Families
and Youth Program who knew Miriam
Miranda through Extension’s People
Empowering People initiative.

Now, more than a year after her death,
something precious has been created as a
lasting tribute to Miriam Miranda, thanks to
UMass Extension and the UMass Master
of Fine Arts Program. I Wish My Dog
Could Sing, an anthology of poetry pro-
duced by boys of the Community Center
of Sargeant West Apartments, is a tribute
not just to the fallen community leader,

but to her entire community.

Extension director Steve
Demski arranged for Noy Hol-
land and Lisa Olstein of the
MFA program to spend two
days with the young writers,
laying the groundwork for
what would become an intense-
ly personal reflection on life in
Holyoke’s Latino community.

Focused initially on Miriam,
the project quickly took on a
life of its own, notes MFA
program director Noy

Holland, whose Writers in the Schools
Project places its graduate students in
schools in the region.

“They really responded to not being told
exactly what to do,” says Holland. “They
had a real sense of play, optimism and re-
silience. I was totally charmed by them.”

The project was organized by Julia Rivera, a
4-H volunteer who worked with Miriam at
the Community Center. She wrote,
“Miriam wanted to do so much with her
life because she wanted the best for her
children. . . . Miriam was very happy to be
doing something to help teens. ■
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