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ELEMENTS THAT CONTRIBUTED TO THE SUCCESS OF THE

UNITED STATES COOPERATIVE EXTENSION SERVICE

by

Joseph Di Franco

INTRODUCCION .

The United States has demonstrated that the process called
Extension Education can contribute to improving agricultural produc =
#on and improving rural living. Naturally, because of. this success,
it is used as a reference and example for those aspiring to duplicate
a similar effort in their respective countries. The question often
arises, however, as to what are the elements that helped or contriﬁut-
ed to its success. Many, unfortunately, attribute the success in the
United States rural educational program in extension to the fact that
the United States is rich; it is big; it has great resources in
agricultural colleges and agricultural experiment stations. All of
these things are tr&;, but these in themselves contributed .only be-
cause of mofe fundamental reasons. Thes¢ factors in themselves cannot
insure Buccess unless accompanied by;gbﬁgkmore basic truths. The '
author, in writing up a short history of the United States Cooperative
Extension Service, as an Extension Advisor to a foreign country; ré-~
alized that there were some factors that could be pointed to as de-
finitely contributing to the success in the United States. He also
realized that these are the kinds of factors that can be duplicated in
other countries. Pcrhaps this information can be useful to plannefs,
administrators and leaders responsible for developing rural education-

al organizations and programs of the extension type.

The elementsi (according to the author's analysis) that contribute

to the success and importance of the United States rural educational

% Di Franco, Joseph: '"A Suggested Adviscory Program for Rural Italy"
(Ed. D, dissertation, Teachers Collcge, Columbia University, 1958,
116 pp).



organization called the Cooperative Extension Service are:
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It is an educational organization,

It is equal in importance to the other two vital educational

services -~ research and resident teaching.,
It is supported by federal, state and local funds.

It has an important place in the United States Department of

Agriculture, but is not dominated by that Department.

Each state is autonomous in its administration and organization

of the advisory service in that statc,

Emphasis is placed on the local level, with each county develop-

ing its own program.

It is attached to the Land-Grant colleges, which coordinate

resident teaching, research, and extension teaching.

There. is a two-way flow of ideas from the tep down and from the

field level upwards.

The latest methods of communicétion are exploited when found

useful in getting the job done.
Democratic proccdure is fundamental to its operation,

Use of lay leaders is one of the strongest aspects contribut=-

ing to its extensive coverage of the rural areas.
The program is flexible so that it adjusts to changes.

The Service developed from one of improving agricultural produc=
tion to serving the farm family as a unit. (Special programs

for men, women and rural youth are still continued).

Training in technical agriculture and home¢ economics are pre=-
requisites for extension personnel. In-service training and
refresher courses help them keep pace with new developments,?

research, techniques, skills and ncw responsibilities.

.




It is net suffiéient to just point out these elements; it is
also necessary to understand what they mean. Perhaps the following
brief explanations will help the reader understand why these have

been selected as important reasons,

1l. It is an Educational Organization

* The emphasis here is on the educatioral aspects. Fortunately,
the United States Cooperative Extension Service has been able
te resist attempts by government officials z2nd other well-mean-
ing leaders to add service responsibilities to the job of
education. We all know that credit is a necessary and useful
resource in agricultural development. However, in the United
States the extension personnel helped create an awareness of
need, and educated farm families on the use of credit, but did
not become agents of credit or responsible for héndling funds
or credentials on behalf of credit institutﬁons. Obviously, the
job of handling credit as a service to farmers cuts down on the

time extension personnel can devote to their educational program.

Most direct services to farmers, although extremely important,
tend to make the extension agents become subservient to:

a. The limited number of fermers rceceiving the service

be The demands and controls imposed by the regulations of the
service itself, e.g. credit, collecting census data, carry-
ing out land reform projscts, marketing and transportation

services, etc.

It is, however, a direct responsibility of extension personnel
to be the educational link between these services and farmers,
They can help farmers understand how such resources can benefit

them and how they can be used in:
a. Increasing production.

b. Raising standardsof living.
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The extension service must be educational. This in itself is
a full-time job. The United States Extension Service cohtintuas
to build its success and prestige upon the fact it makes it a
full-time educational job and it continues to resist attempts

to have it do other jobs.

It is Equal in Importance to the Other Two Vital EdUCational.

Services =-- Research and Resident Teaching.

Research here means both in the ficld of natural sciences and
o
in the field of social sciences. Resident teaching refers to

the formal in-school college academic training.

Although most countries throughout the world have colleges and
universities and research (experiment) institutions, there has
not always been a direct link between them., At least, in many
instances, they have not always had equal importance. Certainly

the importance of research as basic to learning and teaching

- cannot be disputed. This is accepted in most countrigs. - Un-

fortunately, with the recent development of rural educational
organizations, these "extension" organizations are not recogniz-
ed by the two other long standing formal institutions, colleges
and research stations., It is not our intetntion to elaborate on
the why of this, but to emphasize that when these three forces:

a. Research

" b 'Resident'teaching

ce Extension education

are put to work on an equal basis, all three programs :benefit.
They complemcnt.each other. In fact, as the United States
story proves, cach gains in importance and prestige. There is

a need and a place for all three, but more important, it is
ebvious that ench is related to the other. It is not a question

of which organization is most important or which was estaeblished
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fifst; e¢ach is impeortant. Any one can do much to help people.
Two of them can do more. All three working together make the

greatest impact.

It is Supported by Federal, State, and Local Funds.

This is one aspect of the cooperative nature of the Unitad

States Sérvige, Each political sub-division makes its
economic ° contribﬁtion, waich not only makes it a partner in
supporting the service for its respective area, but also gives
it the right to have its say in what it wants from this
educational service. It vtecomes a people's program and not a
government program. Or pechaps it is better to say that the
people become involved in a progran supported by their govern=-
ment ~ county,. state and national. It is also an accepted
idea that beople who contribtute to a cause apprecieste and support
it more than they do som¢thing extcnded to them as a "free"
service. , -

It Has an Important Place in the United States Department of
Agriculture, but is not Dcminated by tha* Department.

~-It is only natural *‘hat the Extension Service, Wﬁich,haé as %ts

objectives:
as To raise agricultural production

b To raise the level of living of rural people,

be a unit within the Agricultural Department. This department
which serves rural pecple; exponds its usefulness and effec-
tiveness by the additicn of an educational organization that
reaches every.agriqultural arca of the United States. In turn,
the technical gervices'provided by the personnel of this
Deﬁartment backstop the cducational uxtensioan service in meet-

ing needs and solving rroblcms of rural people.

The relationship is important. Most countries immediately aasign
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their extension services to the Ministry of Agriculture. The

+ ' difference in the United States and the reason the United.
States relntionship is unique, is that the Extension Service is
autonomous in its operation and is not dominated by the
Secretary (Minister) of Agriculture, or other political leaders.
It has its own director, who submits his program and budget
te the Secretary for administrative purposes only. 6ncé the
budget has been approved, the Extension Service'isvresﬁonsible
for developing a program of education within the guidelines of
the law, It is only respohsible for reporting to the Department
of Agriculture, but not necessarily subject to following any of
the ideas and program proposed by the Department of Agriculture,
unless it fits into the Extension Service's objecﬁives and plans

-of work.

Another'important feature is that the National Director of"
'Exteﬁgion is'not subject to changes in political administration,
Althoﬁgh cabinet members change with changes of presidents, the
directer does not. This permits a security and permanency that
allow for long time program development and planning.

5. Each Stafe is Autonomous in its Administration and Organization
of the Advisory Service in that State.

This characteristic is a continuance of the previous one (#4),
The idea of autonomy makes each lzvel of the organization free to
adapt itself to the conditions within its area of influence., If
we think of this, we realize that this flexibility té'devglop
independent programs gives it strength. All of usvhear people
say: "But in our country it is different. We have different
habits, .culture, crops, different seasons, etc." The same can
be said about each state in the United States. Therefore, ﬁhese
differences (even if minor in nature) are taken care of by cach
state's autonomy to develeap its own organization, relationships,

and programs.. Perhaps this feature has contributed the most
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to the success . . the United States Extension Service now enjoys.
This is why we emphasize the fact that we have 50 extension

services in the United States. Truly cach state is an autonomous
unit. In reality we can also say we have 50 different extensiog

programs<

Emphasis is Placed on the Local Level, With Each County Devel=-
gping its own Program. :

Just as we can truly say that there are 50 extension services
in the Uﬁited States, we can also say that we have 3,000+
extension education programs. Each county (under federal

and state legislation), is responsible and must develop its own
program. ‘Each county meets its own ne>ds and develops a pro-
gram of work based upon the cooperative planning between the

local agents and the farm families.

. Certainly this permits an educational service to contribute to
solving people's problems. This means a people's program at a
level and rate they want it to be, not one designed by government
or political bodies imposing programs that are resisted by

people, because they arc someone else's and not their own.

Most educators and extension workers readily agree that this is
an important element in developing cducational programs for ru-
ral people. However, local agents and people must be educated
énd given time to make this process of cooperation work. It is
far easier for agents to look to their superiors for direction
and programs rather than werking with large numbers of people,
“Bécauée program building with people requires time to develop,
uresults,are ngttforthcoming in the¢ early ycars of new organiza-
tion. 'éoiificgl leaders and extension people .themselves too -
often”wént'immediate results and try to speed up programs by.:
iqppsipgvthemselves on the people at a faster rate than people
can be involved. There are many cases in many areas of the

world where there is evidence of a top down kind of program
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-development. The failures far outnumber the successes when this

happens. It is true that time waits fo} no man, but it is also

true that men need time to develop.

It is Attached to the Land-Grant Collecges, which Coordinate..
Resident Teaching, Research and Extension Teaching.

In element #2, we recogplzed the 1mportance of these three

?areas of work. But here we empha81ze the fact that extenSLOn

is attached to an institution of higher learning which immedi-

ately associates the extension service to an educational
4

foundatien. . At the same time, it is an institution directily
concerned.yith”egrieulture. By Federal Law, a Land Grant -
College heé been established in_each State. This law also
makes it mandatory that it be an hgricultural Institution.
These Land Grant colieges are the major force in the United
States in developing agricultural leaders. With their major
interest in agriculture, their :ympathles and concerns are with
rural people.: The extension service naturally flts 1nto thls
scheme of things. With- ‘the ‘Land Grant colleges also dependent
upon and associated with agricultural research to obtain new
knowledge in technology and skills we have another strong llnk

between these three necessary institutions,

- It is a marvel to many that a political body such as the United

States legislature should have created three separate.institu-
tions essential to the economic and social progress of its
people. Perhaps not because the legislators created these
institutions, (many other countries have done the same) but be=
cause they gave them autonomy,free from the pressures of polit-
ical change. And in addition established a relationship of
cooperation. A famous ‘policy adopted by Cormnell University‘
which also includes' the-.Land Grant College of Agriculture.qf'New
York State. This democratic feature has paid dividends. 'Free-
dom with responsibility", freedom to organize and develop res-
ponsibility to put knowledge to work., Political bodies must
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create institutions, but off-times they must withdraw from
forcing their own ideas too rapidly upon people, regardles of

their best intentions or superior knowledge.

There is a Two-Yay Flcw of Ideas from the Top Down and From the
Field Level Upwards.

~In previous elements we stressed the autonomy and freedom

permitted at all levels of the organization and in program develop-
ment. The National Extension Scrvice is free from the United
States Department of Agriculture. Each state is free to develop
its own programs and administer its own organization. Each
county has these same freecdoms. This does not mean that all
ideas from national leaders and administrators are rejected.

Nor does it mean that there is no'relationshiﬁ between fegional,
state or national effort. In fact, many idcas do originate at
higher levels -- just as rescarch stations develop new knowledge
and technology so do ideas originate from leaders. It is how
these ideas are incorporated into the system. With security
assured by autonomy from politics and other disrupting influ-
ences, leaders are recognized for ideas that come from %tudy of
factors from their Yroad traiming and experiences, from their
position of knowing other areas and program. As the people
learned that they did have freedom to develop their own programs
to solve their own problems, they had greater faith in the
peoplg who made up their extension service. Naturally, the
technologists and administrators had wider contacts and could
help in unifying ideas and making use of resources to'hélp

solve needs,

The system of two-way flow means that as new technology is forth-
coming, it ie passed on to the farmers. Farmers in turn were
able to pass on to their leaders their problems., Téchnologists
and administrators were then working on problems of the people

and the people were receiving new knowledge and utilizing
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resources made available in this mutually beneficial cyclee
It is true that we cannot now determine where the cycle

starts, but it is one that permits national and state

as

- Extension jtself means to extend something. We know it means
;.to.extend knowledge. The first extonsion people extended
knewledge by using roads to go to the people. The spoken work
was taken out of the class-room. The individual farm visits
became group visits. Lectures became more easily understood

by use of charts, pictures and other visuals. The radio made
it possible to reach still more and to reach them more often,
All of these media became tools to the extension man. Studies
on ﬁow to use these communications media resulted in develop-
ing improved techniques. New knowledge is now transferred to
people in many forms. The learning process and the teaching
arts are sciences made more effective by more effective use of
communicgtions skills. New knowledge produces only when put

to work. This means it must be transferred from those who dis-
cover new khowledge (research) to those who must put it to work
(farm familics). The "bridge" between the two.is the extension

service. The tools the extension people use are, of course, the
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 communication'skil1s. Extension agents in the United States

have benefited by:

a. Having opportunity to be traincd in communication skills.,
b. Having opportunity to use the extensive communication

media,

Democratic Procedure is Fundamental to its Operation.

Naturally, a democratic procedure would be a system acceptable
and preferred in a democracy. However, not all democracies
permit or use democratic procedures. Even the United States
has not always employcd democratic procedure in 211 its educa-
tional programs in the past. The demacratic process is oft-
time considcred too slow for action programs. The extension
service, however, has proved the uscfulness and advantage of
using democratic procedures. Many now proved extension
educational principles are based upon the fact that a democratic
foundation exists. The principle.of "involving people" takes
on different mcanings, depending upon whether a democratic pro-
cedure is implied, or an autocratic procedure is to be used.
Ob;iously you can involve people in both instances. The same
can be said for other principles,ﬁ i.c., "start where people
are", or "an extension program must be based on needs of the
people", "extension should serve all members of the -family" to

mention a feﬁ._ 411 these, and others, depend upon an understand-

'ing and use of the democratic procedurc as understood and prac-

ticed in the Unitcd States. The failure of many extension pro=
grams in other democratic countries may be due to their inter-

pretation of what constitutes the democratic process.

b3

A list of principles has been included in a previous paper pre=-
pared in this training materials series entitled "Philosophy of
Extension"
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Use of Lay Leaders A is one of the Strongest Aspects Contribut-
ing to its Extensive Coverage in the Rural Areas.

This system of using local leaders or l&y leaders makes it
possible for the approximately 10,000 extension workers (which
includes adminisfrators and supervisory staff) to extend services
to every agriculturzl area and family that wants to participate.
A system of direct aid or personal visits limits the number of
families and the area covered to a very small percentage per
extension workers. When we consider the size and population of
the United States, we begin to realize that although 10,000 is

a large number of extension workers, they could not hope to do

the job so extensively if they were not supported by volunteer,

- unpaid local leaders. Certainly it takes time to build a pro-

gram through leaders. They must be trained and backstopped by
the agent. Certainly, too, agents must have faith ‘that the

local leaders can carry on certain training and liaison activities.

- Unfortunately, many extension agents' concept of a leader is of

one who assists the agent, but only when the agent is bresent.

.Thus, the effect of multiplying en agént's service is nullified,

.because he must always be with his leaders when they "extend"

skills or knowledge on behalf of the agent.

Another concept that must be changed is the belief that only
educated people can tcach others. It is the author's sincere
belief that in Latin America, where there are:

a. Limited traincd égricultural people available for extension.

b. Very small budgets for hiring or developing extension

organizations,

the best way to extend these limiting factors is to work through
local leaders. Perhaps too much emphasis is placed on references

to principles, but again, using leaders is one way of "involving

x

In the list of future topics for articles for the tréining
materials series, we will cover definition, use and roles of lay
leaders., '
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peeple", "starting whére people are', and other such principles

that are guides to doing successful extension education.

The Program is Flexible so that it Adjusts to Change.

Too often this characteristic in program planning implies a
paradox. In program planning and deveclopment, we always
emphasize planning and the idea of sticking to the plan. Then
we say a program must be flexitle. What is meant is thaf we
must base a program on nceds, organize our resources, ahd follow
a plan that will help us accomplish our objectives. Flexibility
means being able to change the program to meet the changiﬁg
needs or to take advantage of changes in people co as to help
them achieve their goals. Tco often extension peoplevthihk of

a program as their program and not the peoplé'é.? This causes
the extensionist to resist changihg'the program or persist in
carrying out plans that are no longer valid. As people learn

to use theée extension service and learn to contribute, they too
gain new insights and appreciations. They are able to do more.
They ‘are able to evaluate their nceds more realistically. Also
true is that conditions change. New resources become available.,

All of these sre good reasons for flexibility in programs and

- priorities for the bcnefit of helping thosc we serve. Perhaps
'we mcan that vigilance and evaluation should be continous in

“order to be able to help people develop the programs that are

best suited to their interests. Long-time goals, i.e., increas-
ing production or raising levels of living, can be constant,

The short-time goals may need to be flexible and change as we
strive'to achieve the long-time goals. Perhaps some short-time
goals need to be discarded or modified, but this means being
realistic, and, as proven in the United States is a strong

element in developing success.



13,

14

The Service Developed from one of Improving A riéultural
Production to Serving the Farm Family as a Unit, 'ZSpeéigl
Programs for Men, Womecn, and Rural Youth are . Still Continued).

In the United States, the main reason for starting an extension
service was to extepnd technical knowledge in-agriculture  to ;
farmers. At the turn of the present century, the United States
was primerily an agricultural country. Most of the rural people
were engaged in production and distribution of agricultural
products, food, and fiber. There was a great need to increase
agriculfural supplies as well as to make farming more efficient,
Agricultural supplics were needed to feed and furnish the indus-
trial méchinery that was developing. Efficiency was needed to
release labor from agricultural pursuits for work in the indus-
trial empire. These things happened. But as this efficiency

developed, rural people were also able to aspire to higher

.sténdérds‘aqd_levels of living. New homes, ¢quipment, facilities,

" better education.for children, use of leisure time, etc., were

new aspects of human welfare that began to occupy the families,

As these new needs and problems changed, it was fortunate that

‘extension was able to e¢xpsnd its educational program to include

pfograms designed to help the people,

Farming is more'than 2 business enféfﬁrise fof the man; 1t is

a family enterprise. Jhat better reason than to ihclude all
members of the family iﬁ the problem 6f imfrbving rqral life, both
intheir vocation 2s well as their personal lives., Through the

family approach, thébentire'rurai.population is involved in the

- process of learning and solving problcms. Certainly the impact

of 4-H Club work is recognized as preparing the future adults as

cooperators and contributors tc cxtension edﬁcation efforts. The

women's progréms have contributed much in supporting agricultural

production. 4As in most agricultural arcas, the women participate

directly and in most cases have responsibility for the small
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“énterprises, such as chicken and rabbit raising, gardens, ctc.

Sin¢e it is hard to separate-the job of working for a living,
and the job of liviné, in subsistence type agricultural areas,

it is important to involve the whole family in extension educae=-

-tion, and as the family business improves, esnch of the units,

men, women, and youth, begins to have time for special interests

of its respective group. Special programs and activities can

" then be developed. Today in the United States it is accepted

and recognized that developing agricultural programs, home

economics programs, youth programs, and family programs, have
done and still do much for .making extension education an
important and significant force. It continucs to be in ever
increasing demand even though the United States is an industrial
nation, and less than 10% of the population is involved in

agricultural production.

Training in Technical Agriculture and Homc Economics arec Pre-
requisites for Extension Personnel. In-scrvice Training and
Refresher Courues Help them Kenp Pace with New Decvelopments,
Researchl Technlques, Skills, and New Responsibilities,

Not much needs to be said about the need for well trained
agricultural extension agents. Technical agricultural know-
ledge is necessary and its importance is recognized in most
countries. At an early stage, one of the minimum requirements
for becoming an extension agent in the United States was to be

a college gracduate with a B.S. degree in agriculture. Today the
same is true for home economists. It was soon learned that not
everyone could teach new scientific methods just because he was
a farm boy. So, too, it is erronecous to think that any woman
can teach home economics without technical training just because
all women know about raising families, taking care of homes,

nutrition, etc., since these skills are natural to women.
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We need to have technically trained people in agriculture and
home economics because methods, techniques and knowledge changee
This means good training at 2ll stages, such as in-serving train-

ing to help extension agents keep up on these new developments.

In adcition to technicel training and competency, of course, they
" must learn how to teach and wogﬁ.with.people. Basically the art
of teaching people must be acqﬁired before transfer of the new
knowlédge eand skills can take place: This is the justification
and need recognized bty Agricultural Colleges to include social
sciences and education as pre-requisites'for their extemnsion

graduatéé.
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