
 

 

Serving the People of Linn County 

As Iowans adjusted to life during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

ISU Extension and Outreach continued to prioritize health 

and safety as we delivered research-based education to the 

people of Linn County. We focused on gardening education; 

health, nutrition, and well-being; youth education; and 

developing partnerships to reach underserved populations. 

Master Gardeners 

Our robust program includes 180 volunteers and 29 interns. 

• Master Gardeners partner with Linn-Mar High School 

Venture. They work with 9th and 10th grade students to 

help extend classroom learning to real-world applications 

and problem solving. Master Gardeners assisted youth 

in planning for and setting up an aquaponics and 

hydroponics system and a hoop house.  

• The Lowe Park Greenhouse and demonstration gardens 

are managed and maintained by Master Gardeners and 

provide horticulture learning and hands-on experiences. 
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• Master Gardeners shared gardening 

expertise with 675 people at Marion and 

Hiawatha Farmers Markets throughout 

the summer and fall. 

• 190 people attended 13 Master Gardener 

Library Talks at Hiawatha Public Library, 

Marion Public Library, and Ladd Library. 

Supporting Parents, Caregivers, 

and Youth 

Our Parent Education Consortium (PEC) 

offers free workshops for parents and 

caregivers of children 0-5 years old. Many in-

person workshops provide free childcare and 

a family meal as well as transportation and 

interpretation upon request. In FY21, PEC 

programs served 117 adults and 151 

children. PEC partnered with four local 

organizations to reach a variety of 

underserved audiences. Program 

participants reported: 

• 96% would recommend the program to 

friends or family  

• 96% felt they gained competence and 

confidence in their parenting abilities 

• 96% said they are better able to enhance 

the growth and development of their 

children  

We administer the Pick a Better SnackTM 

nutrition education program in 14 Cedar 

Rapids elementary schools. We reached 

over 2000 K-2 grade youth and provided a 

combination of virtual and in-person monthly 

lessons. Students try fresh fruits and veggies 

and learn about the foods they’re tasting. “It 

Activity Spotlight: Take and Make Kits 

The pandemic left parents and caregivers seeking 

hands-on activities for children because so many were 

spending time online. Staff created quality Take and 

Make Kits with research-based educational lesson plans 

and activity supplies for youth and families. The kits 

provide parents and children an opportunity to connect 

and learn together. We reached new audiences and 

continued engaging youth, enabling them to participate 

and learn safely at home.  

• 4-H and Parent Education Consortium provided 350 

Take and Make kits to youth in grades K-5 and 715 

kits for 2-5 year-old youth. 

•  25% of PEC’s kits were dedicated to agencies with 

populations who have access barriers (internet 

access, transportation, etc.). 

• Six different kits had themes such as inventions, art, 

and environment. PEC kits encompassed the 

domains of child development (physical, social/

emotional, cognitive, and motor) as well as a 

community-service oriented activity. 

Our FoodCorps service members for the 2021-2022 

school year, pictured left, include Maggie Nipps, Giselle 

Coreas, and Taylor Ginter. They used locally sourced 

apples for classroom food tastings throughout October. 



 

 

helps promote healthy eating for everyone, 

not just the students,” one parent said. 

FoodCorps service members work with Pick 

a Better SnackTM plus Farm to School efforts 

and school garden work. Students who were 

interested in additional hands-on learning 

joined FoodCorp for a 6-week cooking club. 

Showcasing 4-H 

The Linn County Fair returned to an in-

person fair in 2021, providing the opportunity 

for youth to demonstrate what they had 

learned through their 4-H project work over 

the past year. In addition to county fair, 4-H 

experiences included: 

• Linn County’s Project Workshop 

Overload, which guided 4-H members 

through hands-on activities presented by 

guests with expertise in horticulture, food 

and nutrition, and photography. 

• Opportunities for hybrid 4-H meetings, 

enabling families to participate from 

home. Select virtual workshops 

accommodate families' busy schedules.  

• Linn County 4-H hosted a family night at 

the Lester Buresh Family Community 

Center in Mount Vernon. 137 youth 

participated in healthy physical activities 

and learned more about 4-H. 

Working toward Recovery 

As our state works toward recovery, ISU 

Extension and Outreach Linn County works 

to improve food supply, safety, and access. 

This year we expanded our Share a Row program through 

our HACAP partnership, donating 25,000 lbs of produce to 

13 local food pantries. This included The Freedom 

Foundation, a veterans organization with a food pantry for 

veterans, and the Linn County Department of 

Corrections. Twenty-two gardeners signed up to donate, as 

well as 13 community donation gardens managed by the 

Master Gardener program.  

We initiated the 4-H Broiler Chick Project with 62 chicks 

donated to 4-H youth, who raised the chicks and brought 

them to the county fair for evaluation. The birds were 

processed at a local meat processer, and youth donated 

about 271 pounds of meat from the project to the HACAP 

food bank. 

A grant from the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration 

will enable the Master Gardener program to partner with 

Prairiewoods Franciscan Spirituality Center in Hiawatha to 

establish 20 new community gardens in 2022. In Spring 

2022, Master Gardeners will work with refugees and 

immigrants to expand their access to fresh food as well as 

offer gardening classes. Extra produce from the gardens will 

be donated to area food pantries. 

Our ISU Rising Star Interns implemented Power of 

Produce at the Uptown Marion Farmers Market in 

partnership with the City of Marion. Six recipes incorporating 

fresh produce were provided to each participant. A total of 

167 youth participated and were exposed to new produce 

through tastings.  

We will continue all of these initiatives in 2022. 
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Community Partner Spotlight: 

Catherine McAuley Center 

Linn County families struggle to find 

quality, affordable childcare amid a 

shortage of available childcare spots. 

For refugee and immigrant parents, the 

issue gets magnified by cultural and 

language barriers. The Catherine 

McAuley Center (CMC), a local 

nonprofit, is addressing the childcare 

shortage while increasing the financial 

independence of refugee families 

through its Refugee Child Care Business 

Development Program.  

The pandemic made it increasingly 

difficult for CMC to train its participants. 

When ISU Extension and Outreach Linn 

County learned about the program and 

its need for educational support, staff 

reached out to learn more about CMC’s 

specific needs. Our instructors 

collaborated with CMC interpreters to 

provide live online and in-person classes 

to Swahili-speaking participants. The 

DHS-approved childcare provider 

training, nutrition, and parent education 

enabled program participants to become 

DHS-approved providers.  

Linn County Master Gardeners also 

worked with CMC staff to provide 

education and support for several 

community gardens. This enabled CMC 

to grow culturally appropriate foods for 

refugee and immigrant clients and the 

other populations they serve. 

Five interns assisted with projects involving food 

insecurity, community gardens, youth garden programs, 

summer day camps, and county fair, including two 

Rising Star interns we shared with Benton County.  


