
POLK COUNTY 

Polk County Extension  
Serving All Iowans 

In the spring of 2019, the Polk County Extension team (staff, 

county extension council, and campus partners) finalized the 

Polk County Extension Strategic Plan 2022 which 

established our county vision, mission, core values, and 

broad organizational goals. The county-wide plan will 

complement efforts from our university partners and serve as 

a roadmap for individual staff, each program area, and 

county leadership, to ensure Polk County Extension 

continues to serve all Iowans.  

For over 100 years Iowa State University (ISU) Extension and Outreach, Polk County has served Iowans by connecting 

them to the research and resources developed by the University. Polk County Extension offers educational 

programming and experiential learning opportunities designed to reflect the diverse needs of our community. At Polk 

County Extension we listen, learn, and work with the people in Polk County to build a #STRONGIOWA. 

Building Engagement & Experiences 

At Polk County Extension, youth, adults, and 

families of all ages are engaged in a variety of 

learning experiences that fall under these four 

interdisciplinary program areas: 

 Community & Economic Development 

 Health & Well-being 

 4-H & Youth Development 

 Agriculture & Natural Resources 

Community &  
Economic Development 
Community and Economic Development (CED) 

addresses critical issues facing communities 

including housing, changing demographics, local 

economies, the built environment, and civic 

engagement and leadership capacity. Knowledge 

teams develop and deliver programs, build 

networks and coalitions, and provide professional 

development.  

In 2019, CED teams conducted two Nonprofit 

Bootcamps graduating 48 participants and    

two Master Business Bootcamps graduating 27. 

Vision 

To advance land-grant values by engaging all in solving today’s problems and 

preparing for a thriving future.  

Mission 

To build a strong Iowa by engaging all in research-based education and 

extension experiences to address current and emerging real-life challenges. 

Core Values 

These values are inherent in building a Strong Polk County:  

 Research-Based Education 

 Community Focused 

 Collaborative  

 Inclusive 

On May 8, 2019, 22 participants graduated from the spring cohort of the “More to the 
Core” Nonprofit Bootcamp, a program designed to support nonprofit professionals by 
providing them with industry expertise and connecting them to other nonprofit 
community leaders. Community leaders and ISU Extension staff supporting the 
graduates include: (left to right) Paul Gibbins, executive director of ISU Extension, Polk 
County; Curtis Baugh, director of asset development of the Financial Empowerment 
Center; Joshua V. Barr, director of the Des Moines Civil & Human Rights Department; 
Ted Williams, vice chair of The Directors Council; Kameron Middlebrooks, minority 
business coordinator for ISU Extension and Outreach, Community and Economic 
Development; Marvin DeJear, director of the Evelyn K. Davis Center; and Mike 
Tramontina, member of The Directors Council. These partners, along with support from 
Des Moines Area Community College, made this series possible. 



Partner Spotlight Raising School Ready Readers with EMBARC  

ISU Extension and Outreach, Polk County and EMBARC 

(Ethnic Minorities of Burma Advocacy and Resource 

Center) came together for a Raising School Ready 

Readers (RSRR) series with Burmese families, in the fall 

of 2019. The five-week program focused on building early 

literacy skills in pre-school aged children through everyday 

activities. 

What made this particular RSRR series unique was the 

partnership between EMBARC and Polk County 

Extension. EMBARC not only encouraged their clients to 

participate in RSRR, but they translated activities into 

Burmese and provided three translators for large group 

discussions. This allowed Polk County Extension and 

EMBARC staff to work as a team to establish a relaxed, 

welcoming, inclusive environment for participants. 

“Raising School Ready Readers teaches parents they can 

engage their children in literacy through activities they do 

regularly, whether it’s looking for letters on ordinary objects 

or helping children connect words in a book to a real-life 

experience,” said Cassie Odland, Family Life and Nutrition 

Educator for Polk County Extension. “With the help of EMBARC, we were able to create a space where our                                                                                  

families learned the skills to bring literacy to life – both in English and in their native language.” 

To learn more about Raising School Ready Readers or other family life programs, reach out! 

Health & Well-being 

To grow a strong Polk County, we offer programs and information focused on keeping all people healthy regardless of 

age, ability, or background. Through research-based education, our team covers all aspects of well-being including 

financial wellness, strong relationship development, physical and mental health, and nutrition, just to name a few. Here ’s a 

sample of the wide variety of health and well-being programs offered in 2019.  

Financial Wellness 

Financial wellness programs are designed to support participants in 

taking control of their financial security. 

 Preschoolers & Pennies 

 Finances of Caregiving 

 Your Money, Your Goals  

Family & Relationships 

Educational opportunities designed to enhance relationships create 

stronger networks and stronger Iowans. 

 Strengthening Families Program 

 Raising School Ready Readers 

 Juntos: Together for a Better Education 

Food & Nutrition 

Health starts from the inside out. Classes and education focused on 

food and nutrition set the tone for better overall health.  

 Kids in the Kitchen 

 Stay Independent 

 Preserve the Taste of Summer 

 Small Change 

 Wills and Estate Planning 

 Identity Theft  

New for 2020! 

¡Salir Adelante! Caminos a Nuestro Futuro 

(Pathways for our Future) 

Polk County Extension is excited to transition from the 

Juntos: Together for a Better Education program to the 

new workshop series, ¡Salir Adelante! Caminos a 

Nuestro Futuro (Pathways for our Future), in late 2020. 

¡Salir Adelante! is a six-week program designed to 

promote college and career readiness among Latinx 

youth and their families, and help them develop skills 

and strategies to create paths for successful futures.  

During the fall of 2019, Polk County Extension family life 

staff had the opportunity to pilot ¡Salir Adelante! in two 

metro locations, allowing our team to provide feedback 

to the curriculum. The end result is a fresh, 

contemporary, culturally-relevant program designed to 

meet the needs of Latinx youth and their families, and 

position them with information and resources they need 

to navigate post-secondary life. 

For more information on ¡Salir Adelante! or to learn 

more about other health, well-being, or family life 

programming, please contact us! 

Contact  

Michelle Schott 

Family Life Extension Educator 

mim@iastate.edu 

In the fall of 2019, Polk County Extension and EMBARC partnered to provide Raising School 
Ready Readers to area Burmese families. Activities from this five-week workshop included 
making bath tub “paint” to encourage literacy even during bath time (left), and creating an 
alphabet matching game to take home and practice what they learned (right).  

To learn more about these and other health and wellness pro-

grams, check us out online at www.extension.iastate.edu/polk! 

Contact  

Cassie Odland 

Family Life & Nutrition Educator 

odlandc@iastate.edu 

 Buy. Eat. Live. Healthy. 

 ServSafe® certification 

 Healthy and Homemade 

mailto:mim@iastate.edu
https://www.extension.iastate.edu/polk/
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4-H & Youth Development 

Polk County Extension offers K-12 youth 

development programs to actively prepare young 

people for the future. Polk County youth can 

participate in 4-H and Clover Kids clubs, 

afterschool programs and summer camps, and 

leadership conferences and retreats. Through    

4-H and its programs, youth build leadership, 

citizenship, communication, and life skills and 

gain a strong foundation in science, technology, 

engineering, and math (STEM) disciplines.  

Polk County 4-H 2019* Program Stats 

 A total of 2,935 area youth impacted. 

 122 adult volunteers building strong 

youth-adult relationships. 

 3,105 static and livestock projects were 

entered in the 2019 Polk County Fair. 

 Home of 39 4-H Clubs and 20 Clover     

Kids Clubs. 

 Conducted 18 summer programs in 

partnership with 18 community partners 

 Launched the                                        

Urban Youth  

Leadership                                     

Academy to                                       

provide 

rigorous                                          

leadership  

development                                             

and training.  

Event Spotlight Building on Momentum: Iowa 4-H RISE   

College Access Conference  

In March 2019, over 70 youth and school staff members participated in the Iowa     

4-H RISE College Access Conference held at Simpson College in Indianola, and 

over 80 participated in the November event at the Des Moines Area Community 

College (DMACC) – Ankeny Campus. Both day-long events allowed students to 

participate in a variety of break-out sessions and workshops centering on 

leadership, team-building, and post-secondary options. 

Building off of the momentum generated from events held the year before, the 2019 

RISE Conferences were tailored toward the needs and diverse demographics of 

Polk County and the region. With a goal to better serve underrepresented and 

multicultural youth, the RISE Conferences were customized to empower and 

introduce them to opportunities that will support their goals after graduation.  

“What made our RISE Conferences this past year unique was that we were able to 

truly expose youth to a variety of post-secondary options,” said Tiffany Berkenes,    

4-H youth program specialist for ISU Extension and Outreach. “All youth have 

potential to attend and graduate from a college or technical program, but there are 

so many other options. We hope that the conferences showed youth how 4-H can 

help them prepare for any future vocation and develop the skills they need to 

succeed.” 

Additional RISE Conferences are planned for 2020. To learn more reach out! 

Contact  

Madisen Gaskin 

County Youth Coordinator 

mgaskin@iastate.edu 

Agriculture & Natural Resources 

Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) programs offered by Polk 

County Extension aim to help all Iowans, from the home hobbyist to 

the ag professional, make informed decisions through research-

based education. ANR programs and focus areas include farm 

management education, technical expertise for crops, livestock and 

pests, as well as our Polk County Master Gardener volunteer 

program – our signature horticulture education program.  

Farm Management & Education 

Polk County Extension hosts workshops throughout the year to 

educate farmers, landowners and agribusiness professionals about 

farm business management, fair cash rent lease practices, farmland 

ownership issues, and crop market planning, tools and strategies. 

Our agriculture specialists also travel throughout the county and 

region to expand the reach of ISU Extension research and resources.   

This year Extension Ag Professionals met with over 850 residents to 

help educate individuals, families, and businesses on best practices 

to create a strong Iowa through a healthy agricultural economy.  

Youth participating in a teambuilding activity during the Simpson RISE Conference held 
March 5, 2019 (left), and youth learning more about the tool and die program at the 
DMACC RISE Conference held November 12, 2019 (right).  

Polk County 4-H encourages youth to participate in a variety 
of programs and experiences including the annual Polk 
County Fair (top), the Creature Feature Tour (bottom left), and 
Robotics 101 (bottom right). 

*4-H program stats measured Sept. 1, 2018-Aug. 31, 2019.  
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Polk County Extension Council  

ISU Extension and Outreach, Polk County is unique among its county peers 

where it serves Iowa’s largest combined population of urban, suburban, and 

rural residents. To better serve Polk County’s diverse population the Polk 

County Extension Council, an elected body that guides program decisions and 

implementation, evaluates the needs of the county annually to prioritize and 

localize programming.  

Polk County Master Gardeners 

Polk County Master Gardeners is a volunteer 

service organization where advanced horticulture 

education and training is provided in exchange for 

volunteer service within the community.  

2019 Program Stats 

Living out their mission 

to create and promote 

healthy communities, 

220 active Polk County 

Master Gardener 

volunteers: 

 Grew and donated 

over 3,500 pounds of fresh produce to area 

food pantries. 

 Logged over 17,000 service hours. 

 Organized and coordinated dozens of local 

projects, informational sessions, and events. 

In partnership with local communities, Polk County Master 
Gardener volunteers utilize their horticulture and gardening 
expertise to design, plant, and maintain three demonstration 
gardens: Demonstration Garden in Urbandale (top), Discovery 
Garden on the Iowa State Fairgrounds in Des Moines (lower left), 
and Enabling Garden in Altoona (lower right). 

New for 2020! 

Master Conservationist Program  

The Master Conservationist Program is a seven-week intensive education 

program designed to create a community of knowledgeable and passionate 

conservationists in Polk County. Participants will learn about local conservation 

challenges and opportunities while connecting with other conservation 

organizations. Graduates of the program will be prepared to engage in the 

community, and advocate for conservation practices to ensure a sustainable 

future for Iowa’s landscape.  

To learn more about the Master Conservationist Program or other ag and 

natural resources programs, reach out! 

Contact  

Kalsa Parker Browning 

Natural Resources Program Coordinator 

kparker@iastate.edu 

Agriculture & Natural Resources (continued) 

January 2020 
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