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ABSTRACT

The federal Cooperative Extension Service (CES) began more
than 80 years ago as a way to disseminate agricultural research and
information through land-grant universities. Today, extension education is
evolving to meet the demands of diversity, technology, and new ways of
working and learning. Diversity is one of the core values of the CES's
strategic plan for the 21st century, and wmany extension educators are
focusing on serving diverse audiences with expanded programming and
recruiting, and hiring diverse staff. Nevertheless, urban residents, youth,
and low income groups remain least likely to be aware of or use extension
services. Technology as a delivery method and access to technology for
critical information needs are key issues affecting society. Extension
educators have recognized the value of distance delivery of educational
programming, and they are exploring new ways to make extension a
participatory learning organization and to provide leadership for the
development of learning communities. By responding to the contemporary issues
of diversity, technology, and community building, extension can enhance the
relevance of its traditional focus on quality of life and critical issues
affecting daily living. (An annotated bibliography contains 18 references.)
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Extension Today and Tomorrow

The federal Cooperative Extension Service (CES) began more than
80 years ago as a way to disseminate agricultural research and in-
formation through the land-grant universities. Focused then as now
on community-based learning “to improve economic, environmen-
. tal, and social conditions” (“About CSREES" 1998 <htep://

www.reeusda.gov/new about/csreesal.htm>), in the public mind
extension remains most strongly associated with agriculture and
the 4-H program (Warner et al. 1996). However, extension today is
evolving to meet the demands of diversity, technology, and new
ways of working and leaming. This Alert highlights extension's re-
sponses to societal trends and provides an annortated list of resources.

New People and New Institutions

Diversity is one of the core values in “Framing the Future,” CES'’s
strategic plan for the 21st century (White and Burnham 1995).
However, “the existing diverse groups in America have varying
values, customs, needs, and challenges that may differ from those
ot the traditional audiences serveg by Cooperative Extension”
(lngram and Nvangara 1997, p. 21). Many extension educators are
focusing on serving diverse audiences with expanded programming
and recruiting and hiring diverse staff (Grogan and Eshelman 1998;
Ingram and Nyangara 1997). Others are attempting to internation-
alize programs by incorporating diverse perspectives and aligning
their mission with international issues (Ludwig and Barrick 1995).
Buc despite increased attention to underserved audiences, Wamner
et al. (1996) found thart urban residents, youth, and low income
groups remain least likely to be aware of or use extension services.

Extension educators are challenged to develop a vision of

multiculeuralisny, improve their cross-cultural communication skills,
involve a broader spectrum of community stakeholders, provide
more inclusive information, and expand beyond the traditional

boundaries of universicy research (Cano and Ludwig 1995; Rivera
1997; Warner et al. 1998).

New Delivery Methods

Technology as a delivery method and access to technology for criti-
cal information needs are key issues affecting society. Extension
educators have recognized the value of distance delivery of educa-
tional programming, especially for rural populations (Shrestha and
Sutphin 1996), and are leaping onto the Internet to explore inno-
vative electronic delivery. Extension can play a key role in facilirat-
ing access for underserved communities as part of its community
outreach mission (Tennessen et al. 1997). The Web is the latest
manifestation of a move from an educational dissemination model
to a model of access based on customer-driven needs {White and
Burnham 1995). In line with this trend, the Journal of Extension,
CES's official publication, has been available only via the Web and
e-mail since 1994 <htep://www.joe.org>. Research by Richardson
et al. (1997) and Siegrist et al. (1998} suggests that, among both
traditional and nontraditional extension audiences, the preference
for electronic delivery techniques is likely to continue increasing.

New Ways of Working and Learning

Extension educators are exploring ways to make extension a par-
ticipatory learning organization and to provide leadership for the
development of learning communities, two growing trends at the
end of the century (Earnest et al. 1995; Wamer et al. 1998; White
and Burnham 1995). Although societal models are changing from
teacher to learner centered and from a focus on institutional to
communuty needs (White and Burnham 1995), Patterson (1998)
argues that many of extension's management practices are based
on century-old workplace assumptions. He urges extension leaders
to embrace a “new paradigm” of managing systems, not people,

and to craft a community vision. Extension can enhance the rel-
evance of its traditional focus on quality of life and critical issues
affecting daily living through its responses to the contempotary is-
sues of diversity, technology, and community building.
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