
 

 

2020 IN POLK  COUNTY 
For over 100 years Iowa State University (ISU) Extension and Outreach in 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. 

Polk County Extension  

Pivots to Meet 2020 Challenges 

In a year filled with unexpected challenges and 

crisis, ISU Extension and Outreach in Polk County 

remained steadfast in offering research-based 

programs that improved the lives of Iowans. The 

COVID-19 crisis required Polk County Extension 

to redefine how we “engage all Iowans.” We found 

it was critical to innovate and be willing to fail fast 

so we could pivot programs and resources.  

Throughout 2020, Polk County Extension pivoted 

programs to offer residents extension 

experiences by phone, via text, through live 

online lessons, and prerecorded programs. 

Learning from real-life experience, Polk County 

Extension staff made the necessary changes to 

ensure programs remained available and 

accessible by all in our community regardless of 

the challenges facing us now or in the future. 

As we turn to 2021, Polk County Extension, along 

with our statewide campus partners, will 

complement our current programming with 

additional education focused on recovery. This 

initiative in Polk County will support residents in 

addressing mental health and improving 

financial security. We look forward to assisting 

our community in these areas to create a strong 

start in 2021. 

Always Serving Polk County 

ISU Extension and Outreach in Polk County serves youth, adults, and families 

of all ages, abilities, and backgrounds by engaging them in a variety of 

learning experiences that fall under our four interdisciplinary program areas: 

•  Community & Economic Development 

•  Health & Wellbeing 

•  4-H & Youth Development  

•  Agriculture & Natural Resources  

Polk County Extension adapted to meet the challenges of the COVID-19 crisis by  
ensuring staff, interns, and volunteers adhered to recommended public health safety 
measures. This included wearing masks, adapting the Polk County Fair experience, 
and presenting educational programs outdoors and socially distanced. 



 

 

Health & Wellbeing 

There is no doubt 2020 impacted and challenged our health and daily life more than ever before. For Polk County 

Extension it was critical for us to offer timely and relevant information focused on keeping people healthy regardless of 

age, ability, or background. Through research-based education our team covered all aspects of wellbeing         

impacting over 1,300 Polk County residents. Take a look at how we adjusted to the times. 

Family & Relationships 

These programs enhance relationships, networks, and 

create stronger Iowans. 

• Abriendo Caminos 

• Leap into Literacy 

• Healthy Baby Showers 

Food & Nutrition 

Health starts from the inside out. Classes focused on 

food and nutrition set the tone for better overall health. 

• Kids in the Kitchen 

• ServSafe Certification 

• Buy. Eat. Live. Healthy. 

Financial Wellness 

Financial wellness education helps participants take 

control and maintain financial security. 

• FAFSA Basics 

• Small Change 

• Identity Theft 

Program Spotlight: Leap into Literacy gives 

preschoolers a jump start! 

New in 2020, the Leap into Literacy program gave parents and caregivers 

an opportunity to jump start their preschooler’s reading skills! This four 

week virtual series, offered in both Spanish and English, teaches adults 

literacy techniques to incorporate into their everyday activities and tasks! 

Leap into Literacy may be reminiscent of other early reading programs 

offered by ISU Extension and Outreach, however this program was 

specifically designed to meet the needs of parents during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Meaning, participants learned literacy strategies developed by 

ISU Extension and Outreach Human Sciences specialists in an online 

format from the safety of their homes.  

Each week participants joined a weekly thirty minute virtual meeting, and 

after each meeting, Polk County Extension staff would send them a free 

book and reading guide to supplement 

the learning at home. Since 

implementation in July 2020, Leap into 

Literacy was offered four times, two 

in English and two in Spanish with 

nearly 100 percent participation!  

Polk County residents can expect 

more sessions in 2021. To learn more 

about any of our programming geared 

towards families or young children, 

contact us!  

Contact 
Cassie Odland 
Family Life and Nutrition Educator 
odlandc@iastate.edu 

Partner Spotlight: Healthy Baby Showers meets Moms where they are 

ISU Extension and Outreach in Polk County and Nutrition 4 Young Children (N4YC) have partnered since 2018 to host Healthy Baby Showers –       

a community event to educate local expecting mothers on the importance of proper prenatal nutrition and offer community resources related to 

pregnancy. Initially, the Healthy Baby Showers were a one-time in person event, held in both Spanish and English, and primarily served 

underrepresented and low-income mothers. Participants were encouraged to bring a support partner where together they learned healthy habits from 

local health and nutrition experts, created a community of other expectant Moms, and received baby supplies and information to support them 

through the remainder of their pregnancy and into early parenthood.  

However the coronavirus pandemic halted this in person approach. Instead of cancelling the Healthy Baby Shower event in March 2020, Polk County 

Extension and N4YC quickly met Moms where they could – by phone through one-on-one 

conversations. That level of care was noticed and appreciated by the participants, and exit 

surveys reinforced the need to continue the Healthy Baby Showers despite the pandemic.  

“To move the baby showers from an in person gathering to a virtual event was an ‘all hands on 

deck’ situation, and we were grateful to have the full support of Nutrition 4 Young Children as 

we transitioned,” said Cassie Odland, Polk County Extension Family Life and Nutrition 

Educator. “We knew that to make the baby showers successful, we had to make it as easy as 

possible to participate while making safety a priority. That meant mailing the Moms information 

prior to our online meeting, conducting the baby shower through Zoom, and leaving the 

‘Healthy Baby’ backpacks at their front door for contactless delivery.” The virtual Healthy Baby 

Showers also featured other local community organizations where guest speakers shared 

additional resources available to expecting Moms. The collaborative effort has made an 

impact. By the end of 2020, Polk County Extension and N4YC hosted a total of six baby 

showers, four in English and two in Spanish. 

To learn more about this or other family life and nutrition programs, reach out to Cassie! For 

more information about our partner, N4YC, visit www.nutrition4youngchildren.org. 

• Wellness and Independence 
through Nutrition 

• Is it a Whole Grain? 

Expecting Moms participating in the Healthy Baby 
Showers event receive a “Healthy Baby Backpack” filled 
with various baby supplies donated by other local 
community partners and organizations. 

Mo Willems’ Are You Ready to 
Play Outside? (¿Estas lista para 
jugar afuera?) was one of the 
books used in the 2020 Leap into 
Literacy series. 

• Rethinking your Retirement 
during COVID 

• Money Smart Financial    
Literacy 

This is just a small sample of what we did to 
help keep Iowans healthy! For more health 

and wellbeing programming visit our website.  

• Strengthening Families Program  

• Early Childhood Education and 
Training 

http://www.nutrition4youngchildren.org
https://www.extension.iastate.edu/polk/


 

 

Program Spotlight: Relaunched Master 

Conservationist Program creates advocates 

Polk County Extension in partnership with Polk County 

Conservation, relaunched the Master Conservationist Program 

in 2020. This seven-week intensive education program is 

designed to create a community of knowledgeable and 

passionate conservationists. Participants learned about Iowa’s 

native ecosystems, local conservation challenges and 

opportunities, and connected them with other conservation 

enthusiasts and organizations in Polk County. 

The program also prepared participants to engage in the 

conservation community by connecting them to similar state and 

local organizations. During 2020, the Polk County Extension 

Master Conservationist program partnered with: 

• Polk County Conservation 

• Polk Soil and Water Conservation District 

• Iowa Natural Heritage Foundation 

• Iowa Department of Natural Resources 

• Stewards of Brown’s Woods 

Graduates of the program are prepared and 

encouraged to engage in the community, 

and advocate for conservation practices to 

ensure a sustainable future for Iowa’s landscape. 

The next offering of the Master Conservationist Program will 

take place in spring 2021. 

Ag & Natural Resources 

Agriculture and Natural Resources (ANR) programs offered by Polk County Extension targets both consumer and 

commercial agriculture. Our participants range from the home horticulturist to farm owners and ag professionals. 

Educational opportunities include our signature horticulture program, the Polk County Master Gardeners; the Master 

Conservationist program; farm management education; and technical expertise for crops, livestock, and pests.  

Polk County Master Gardeners 

2020 Snapshot 

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. This year, our 220 

active Master Gardener volunteers served the 

community by: 

• Donating over 3,800 pounds of fresh produce to local 

food pantries. 

• Volunteering nearly 9,000 service hours. 

• Providing community spaces for education and 

respite through their three community gardens. 

- Demonstration Garden, Urbandale 

- Discovery Garden, Iowa State Fairgrounds 

- Enabling Garden, Altoona 

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. In 2020 our area ag specialists 

adapted their programs, offering opportunities virtually and 

through socially 

distanced in-person 

education.  

This year Extension 

Ag Professionals met 

with over 700 

residents, to help 

educate individuals, 

families, and 

businesses on best 

practices to create a 

strong Iowa through a 

healthy agricultural 

economy. 

Volunteer Spotlight: Polk County Master Gardeners 

addresses food insecurity, offer community education 

The Polk County Master Gardeners received a Growing Together Mini 

Grant through the US Department of Agriculture SNAP-Education program. 

The grant helped the Polk County Master Gardeners to purchase items like 

seeds, fencing, and harvest supplies for three local food pantry donation 

gardens – the Demonstration Garden in Urbandale, the Enabling Garden in 

Altoona, and Daniel’s Garden, a partner garden located at Lutheran Church 

of the Cross in Altoona.  

These gardens donated a combined total of over 3,800 pounds of 

produce to area food pantries, helping address a growing food insecurity 

issue in the metro. In addition, the gardens are also a source of education 

for the community. 

“People who were visiting the Enabling Garden as an outdoor activity saw 

vegetables growing there; parents and school-aged kids were there looking 

at plants, insects – talking about the 

science of it – while school was closed 

due to COVID,” said Eva Henderson 

Master Gardener volunteer.  

To learn how to become a Polk County 

Master Gardener reach out! 

Contact 

Kalsa Parker Browning 

Natural Resources Program Coordinator 

kparker@iastate.edu 

On August 19, 2020, ISU Extension and Outreach 
Farm Management Specialist Steve Johnson held a 
socially distanced Farmland Leasing Meeting at 
Grandview University. During this meeting, he 
provided landowners, tenants, and other                  
agri-business professionals in attendance with 
information related to farmland ownership, 
management, and leasing arrangements. 

Miss the 2020 Iowa State Fair and the 
Discovery Garden? Take a virtual tour to 

see what you may have missed! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RCycdWPnyiY&feature=youtu.be


 

 

4-H & Youth Development  

Polk County 4-H prepares youth for the future by engaging them in programs focused on healthy living, STEM, 

leadership/civic engagement, and communications and the arts. These opportunities allow youth to explore their 

passions, learn life skills, and prepare for their future. 

Polk County 4-H 2020* Program Stats 

Throughout the pandemic, Polk County 4-H remained focused on the health and safety of its staff, as well as the youth 

and 4-H volunteers they support. As the team moved through the early weeks of the pandemic, Polk County 4-H worked 

diligently to update and adapt programming to best meet the needs of youth, Clubs, and volunteers. Through this 

process, Polk County 4-H ensured that its programs and education were delivered safely and remained relevant.  

In 2020, Polk County 4-H: 

• Impacted 1,775 area youth 

• Depended on 125 adult volunteers 

• Showed 2,322 static and livestock projects through  

a VIRTUAL and SOCIALLY DISTANCED 2020 Polk 
County Fair 

• Supported 36 4-H Clubs and 19 Clover Kids Clubs 

• Conducted 8 weeks of virtual summer programs engaging 
116 youth for the summer   

This institution is an equal opportunity provider. For the full non-discrimination 
statement or accommodation inquiries, go to www.extension.iastate.edu/
diversity/ext. ADV.20.04X September 2020 
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Deb Brewer-Cotlar 

Council Member 

Polk County 2021 Extension Council 

ISU Extension and Outreach in 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.  

Julie McGonegle 

Council Vice-Chair 

Rich Degner 

Council Treasurer 

Denise McAfee 

Council Secretary 

Emma Runde 

Council Member 

Kasey Peters 

Council Member 

Bart Weldon 

Council Member 

Joe Gonzalez 

Council Member 

Dennis Goering 

Extension Council 

Chair 

Paul Gibbins 

Regional Director 

Event Spotlight: Interactive and accessible 4-H 

experiences for visually-impaired youth 

In February 2020, the Polk County 4-H team participated in a 

STEM festival hosted by the Iowa Department for the Blind and the 

South Central STEM Hub. Through this festival ISU Extension and 

Outreach in Polk County was able to share relevant and 

accessible information regarding STEM fields with over 70 

students and their families. 

At the festival, visually-impaired youth interacted with a Makey 

Makey system displayed at the Polk County 4-H booth. Using the 

Makey Makey, youth created a banana piano and conductive 

object drum set by placing their hand on a piece of tin foil, touching 

a banana or other conductive object with their other hand, which 

correlated to a computer playing a note on the piano or an object 

on the drum set! In addition to the interactive exhibit, Polk County 

4-H through it’s partnership with the Iowa School for the Blind also 

translated take home materials into braille – making information 

accessible and available. 

“I enjoyed this event because it was new and allowed us to 

develop a partnership to better serve visually-impaired youth in our 

community,” said Megan Freel, 4-H and Family Life Educator for 

Polk County Extension.  

Ask us about how our STEM-related programs can impact youth! 

Contact 
Megan Freel 
4-H and Family Life Educator 
meganmae@iastate.edu 

The Makey Makey system (left) allowed visually impaired students to 
participate in 4-H STEM activities by taking ordinary objects, like 
bananas, to create a “piano.” Polk County 4-H and Family Life 
Educator, Megan Freel, (right) assisted students with the Makey Makey 
system during the February 29, 2020 STEM Festival. 

*4-H program stats are measured  Sept. 1, 2019-Aug. 31, 2020 


