Educating Public Land Managers on Using Cattle to Enhance Land Stewardship
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BACKGROUND: Managed grazing is a valuable tool for achieving conservation and land
management goals on public and private lands. However, many land managers and
stakeholders are unfamiliar with the ecological benefits of incorporating cattle into land
management systems. To address this gap, UF/IFAS Extension collaborative group, South
Florida Beef Forages, hosted an Environmental Lands Management Program along the
shores of the Kissimmee River. Objectives: The program aimed to increase public land
managers' knowledge of the role of cattle grazing in managing vegetation, improving soil
health, reducing wildfire risk, and enhancing wildlife habitat, while developing more
positive perceptions of grazing as a conservation practice. Methods: The program included
four educational presentations covering beef cattle industry fundamentals, strategies for
land with cattle, ecological research findings, and producer perspectives on conservation
practices. Participants also participated in a guided boat tour to observe and compare
grazed and non-grazed landscapes firsthand, reinforcing the presented topics through
direct observation. Results: Participants reported a 55% increase in knowledge and
indicated greater confidence in applying grazing as a land management tool. Observations
during the tour highlighted differences in vegetation density and fuel loads, helping
participants better understand grazing impacts. One attendee represented a county where
grazing is not currently permitted on county lands; following the program, they brought
these concepts back to local leadership, and revisions to consider grazing as a
management option are now under discussion. In an additional result of the program, a
county extension agent was invited to serve on local land management decision-making
boards and committees. Conclusions: This program demonstrated the effectiveness of
real-world examples, in this case, a boat tour, to improve understanding of conservation
grazing. The initiative strengthened collaboration among agencies and land managers and
promoted science-based approaches that integrate livestock into sustainable land
stewardship.




Florida Calves & Texas Feedlots: An Educational Initiative Designed for Agents to
Better Serve Florida Cattle Producers

Hannah Baker, UF/IFAS Extension Range Cattle Research and Education Center
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Bridget Stice, UF/IFAS Extension Polk County

Allison Williams, UF/IFAS Extension Hillsborough County

BACKGROUND. The South Florida Beef Forage Program (SFBFP) facilitates many Extension
programs focusing on the practical and economic importance of management strategies
that influence a calf's success and value. To accurately provide information for producers,
agents need first-hand experience to support the practices we teach. Objectives. The
objectives of this initiative were to 1) strengthen our knowledge of the importance of
intentional cow-calf management 2) explore regional challenges and strategies involved
with finishing Florida calves, and 3) foster relationships with buyers of Florida calves to
open the door for future collaboration with IFAS Extension and Florida producers. Methods.
SFBFP developed an educational initiative to enhance our understanding of how calf
management influences profitability on cow-calf operations. We traveled to the Texas
Panhandle to tour several feedyards and visit with industry leaders. The tour was organized
through collaboration with Dr. Derrell Peel at Oklahoma State University. Results. Touring
facilities and talking with buyers of Florida cattle provided a direct understanding of how
intentional calf management impacts feedyard performance, meat quality, and overall
value of calves. The average knowledge gain among the group was 75%. Every agent (n=9)
indicated they would incorporate what they learned into future programming as they now
feel more confident and equipped in teaching producers. Educational outputs after the trip
have included an online webinar for producers, a UF blog post, and feature articles in the
Florida Cattleman and Livestock Journal and the OSU Cowboy Journal. Conclusions. The
success of this agent-focused initiative has led to the development of an annual, producer-
focused trip to facilitate relationships between Florida producers and the buyers of their
cattle. This initiative is an example for other program areas in and outside of Florida of how
a professional development activity designed by and for agents can enhance program
development for clientele.




A Land Remembered: A Statewide Youth Agriculture Education Initiative
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BACKGROUND: Florida’s agricultural heritage, shaped by early cattle ranching and land
stewardship, is a core part of the state’s history and economy. A Land Remembered, a
historic fiction novel chronicling three generations of a Florida pioneer family, provides a
lens for understanding early ranching culture, settlement patterns, and environmental
challenges. Many students have limited exposure to this legacy and its connection to
modern food systems and conservation. Opportunities to connect youth with Florida’s
agricultural roots continue to decline as urbanization increases. Objectives: The A Land
Remembered: Where Cattle, Conservation, and Beef Come Together project aimed to
increase fourth-grade students’ understanding of Florida’s agricultural history and ranching
heritage; improve literacy, critical thinking, and content knowledge; and strengthen student
engagement through experiential and virtual learning aligned with state standards.
Methods: A six-week curriculum, adapted from A Land Remembered, aligned with Florida
State Standards in English Language Arts, science, and social studies. Lessons combined
historical perspectives with hands-on activities, mapping exercises, vocabulary, and
environmental science concepts. Instruction highlighted early cattle drives, land
settlement, and conservation practices. In the final week, students participated in a live
virtual field trip from the Great Florida Cattle Drive, observing ranching and conservation
while interacting with industry professionals. Results: Over 12,000 students statewide
participated. Nineteen teacher evaluations indicate substantial gains: overall knowledge
increased 139%, standards-aligned knowledge 162%, and agricultural industry knowledge
105% from pre- to post-program assessments. Teachers reported engagement and
connections between literature, agriculture, and conservation. Additional evaluation data
are being collected. Conclusions: This project connected Florida’s agricultural history with
conservation through curriculum and virtual engagement. Plans are underway to
implement the program annually, develop a hands-on “cow camp,” and create a curriculum
based on A Land Remembered, Volume 2. This model can be replicated across counties to
strengthen youth agricultural literacy, historical awareness, and conservation education.




Seeing is Knowing: Interactive Weed Identification for Producers
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Tim Wilson, UF/IFAS Extension St. Johns County
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BACKGROUND: Accurate weed identification is essential for effective pasture
management and livestock safety in Florida forage systems. Warm-season perennial
pastures support numerous weed species, including toxic and invasive plants that reduce
forage productivity and threaten animal health. Misidentification can result in improper
selection of herbicide, unnecessary input costs, pasture decline, or livestock poisoning.
Limited familiarity with herbicide labels may also lead to misuse, reduced control
effectiveness, and regulatory or environmental concerns. Practical, hands-on education
can strengthen producer confidence and support informed weed management decisions
while reducing risk to livestock. Objectives: The Hands-On Table program was designed to
increase producer recognition of common pasture weeds, both toxic and non-toxic, while
emphasizing the importance of accurate identification prior to implementing management
strategies. A secondary objective was to improve participants’ understanding of herbicide
labels to promote safe, effective, and legally compliant chemical applications. Methods:
An interactive educational exhibit featuring live weed specimens and photographs was
developed. Educational materials highlighted key identification characteristics, toxicity
risks, and invasive species concerns. Guided discussions and demonstrations focused on
interpreting herbicide labels, including identifying active ingredients, target weeds,
application rates, grazing restrictions, and appropriate timing. The exhibit has been
presented at multiple Extension events, including pasture management workshops,
livestock short courses, equine programs, and agricultural education meetings. Results:
During 2024 and 2025, the exhibit reached 445 attendees. Of 262 participants completing
evaluations, 211 (81%) reported increased knowledge of weed identification and herbicide
label interpretation, and 52 (20%) reported behavior changes in pasture management
practices. Participants reported applying this knowledge to improve pasture management
decisions, reduce livestock exposure to toxic weeds, and select appropriate control
measures based on correct species identification. Conclusion: The Hands-On Table
display has proven to be an effective and adaptable Extension teaching tool that enhances
weed identification skills and promotes safe, informed, and sustainable pasture
management practices throughout Florida.




Identifying Workforce Gaps in Commercial Beekeeping: A Florida Needs Assessment
to Strengthen the Apiculture Industry

Amy Vu
Dr. Cameron Jack
Dr. Matt Benge

BACKGROUND: Commercial beekeepers nationwide report difficulty finding and retaining
skilled labor. Beekeeping requires specialized technical knowledge and physical
endurance, and many new hires are unprepared for the demands of commercial apiary
work. Workforce shortages can contribute to colony losses, reduced operational efficiency,
and increased stress on beekeeping operations. Objectives: This project aimed to (1)
identify workforce challenges faced by commercial beekeepers, (2) determine the
knowledge and skills required for successful employment in commercial apiaries, and (3)
inform training programs that prepare students, veterans, and new entrants for careers in
beekeeping. Methods: An online survey was distributed to commercial beekeepers in
Florida through a commercial beekeeping e-mail listserv and through a QR code at a
commercial beekeeper event. The survey required less than five minutes to complete and
collected qualitative responses regarding hiring challenges, workforce skill deficiencies,
and training priorities. Responses were analyzed using qualitative content analysis to
identify recurring themes and workforce competency needs. Results: The results revealed
workforce competency gaps: (1) Knowledge needs, including pest and disease
management, Varroa monitoring and treatment timing, and colony health assessment; (2)
Practical abilities, including recognizing bee biology and behavior, locating and evaluating
queens, and making colony management decisions; and (3) Tools and resource needs,
including treatment guidelines, nutritional management, essential protective equipment,
and access to beekeeper networks for peer learning. Respondents emphasized the need
for workers with foundational knowledge, hands-on experience, and reliability.
Conclusions: This needs assessment provided data-driven insight into workforce
challenges in commercial beekeeping and supports the development of targeted training
and internship preparation programs. Aligning workforce development with industry needs
can improve operational efficiency and colony health. This survey can be replicated by
Extension programs nationwide to strengthen agricultural workforce readiness.




From Requests to Results: Streamlining a Master Gardener Speakers Bureau
Tonya Ashworth, UF/IFAS Extension Duval County

BACKGROUND: After receiving seventeen speaker requests in a single month from
libraries, community groups, and garden clubs, one Extension Agent recognized that a
system for request intake and management was needed. While Master Gardener
Volunteers were eager to present, additional education was necessary to ensure
consistent quality, accurate reporting, and positive representation of Extension in the
community.

OBJECTIVES: The objectives of the reimagined Master Gardener Volunteer Speakers
Bureau were to (1) develop an efficient, trackable system for managing speaker requests
and (2) strengthen volunteer preparation and confidence through advanced training and
resources.

METHODS: A centralized request system was developed using Gravity Forms embedded
within a county Extension website. Requestors submit event details including date,
location, audience size and age, and preferred topics through an online form with
dropdown menus. Automated email notifications alert the agent to new submissions. The
requests are forwarded to a volunteer speaker coordinator, who emails opportunities to the
Speakers Bureau. The Master Gardener who accepts the assignment then communicates
directly with the host organization.

To improve presentation delivery and reporting, Speakers Bureau advanced training
sessions were held. Topics included UF branding, audience engagement strategies, and
procedures for collecting evaluation and demographic data. Volunteers received a thumb
drive containing pre-approved presentations and reporting forms to facilitate preparation
and documentation.

RESULTS: The streamlined system reduced administrative burden, improved tracking, and
eliminated missed requests. Enhanced training increased volunteer confidence and
participation. In 2025, 34 trained volunteers delivered 88 classes and workshops, reaching
1,303 participants.

CONCLUSIONS: This model demonstrates how digitizing workflows and investing in
volunteer training can expand Extension’s community reach while reducing agent
workload. The system has since been adapted for site visit requests from community and
school gardens. UF/IFAS IT assists with setting up the Gravity Forms site, which makes it
available for any agent to use.




Managing a large Master Gardener Volunteer Program with greater effectiveness and
less time

Cynthia Nazario-Leary, UF/IFAS Extension Alachua County

Tonya Ashworth, UF/IFAS Extension Duval County

BACKGROUND: Large Master Gardener Volunteer (MGV) programs significantly expand
Extension’s impact by supporting help desks, delivering horticulture education, and
promoting Florida Friendly Landscaping™ practices. As programs exceed 100 volunteers,
coordinators face challenges maintaining consistent training, reporting accuracy, and
program cohesion while managing limited time. The experiences of two county programs,
each with around 150 volunteers, offer insight into the systems and strategies necessary to
effectively manage large, diverse volunteer groups while sustaining program quality and
community impact

OBJECTIVES: The aim is to 1) compare volunteer management approaches used in large
MGV programs focusing on recruitment systems, assimilation of new volunteers,
organizational structures, fundraising approaches, and communication strategies; 2)
identify potential bottlenecks to management, such as technology limitations; and 3)
explore methods, such as delegation practices, to maintain volunteer engagement despite
limited coordinator time.

METHODS: Management practices include structured recruitment through interest
meetings, application screening, standardized interviews, and volunteer-led reference
checks. New volunteers are integrated via project fairs, mentorship, field trips, and project
group meetings. Delegation is supported by project leaders who act as liaisons between
the coordinator and volunteer teams, managing tasks, reporting, and supply needs.
Ongoing communication through newsletters, weekly updates, meetings, and advanced
training maintains consistency, transparency, and volunteer autonomy.

RESULTS/IMPACTS: Implementation of these management systems has increased program
reach, enhanced retention, and improved volunteer productivity. In 2025, Alachua and

Duval counties averaged over 100 volunteer hours per participant, with first year retention
rates of 78% and 69%, respectively, demonstrating strong engagement and program
stability even within large volunteer populations.

CONCLUSIONS: Intentional delegation, clear expectations, structured onboarding, and
strong communication systems enable large MGV programs to be effective without
compromising quality or overextending staff capacity. While program structures can vary
among counties, strategies, such as mentorship, transparency, and streamlined
procedures, are adaptable and transferable to other programs.




Reimagining SWOT as a Leadership and Accountability Tool in Extension

Kevin Camm, UF/IFAS Extension Orange County
Wendy Wilber, UF/IFAS Extension Statewide Master Gardener Volunteer Coordinator
Norma Samuel, UF/IFAS Extension Central District Extension Director

BACKGROUND: SWOT analysis is widely used in Extension for program evaluation, yet it is
often not leveraged as a leadership development and accountability tool. This project
reimagines SWOT as a structured, reflective process that elevates volunteer voice,
strengthens leadership capacity, and builds shared purpose within Extension programs.
Objectives: The objectives were to (1) pilot a SWOT-based leadership framework that
captures qualitative volunteer input, (2) translate findings into actionable leadership
themes, and (3) model a replicable process that strengthens cohesion, accountability, and
program alignment. Methods: A multi-county pilot was conducted across 10 of 11 counties
in the UF/IFAS Extension Central District. Approximately 700 Master Gardener Volunteers
(MGVs) were invited to participate, and 294 completed surveys (42% response rate). Initial
SWOT data were collected in Spring 2025, followed by facilitated, in-person listening
sessions during Summer and Fall 2025. In seven counties, a second round of visits was
conducted to present findings back to participants, validate shared themes, and support
collective reflection and accountability. Qualitative responses were coded to identify
leadership-aligned trends. Results: The process elevated volunteer perspectives and
strengthened dialogue between volunteers, coordinators, and Extension leadership.
Follow-up feedback indicated improved communication, clearer leadership roles, greater
alignment around program priorities, and increased readiness to implement action steps.
The feedback-validation loop reinforced trust, transparency, and shared ownership across
participating counties. Conclusions: While piloted within the Master Gardener Volunteer
program, this SWOT leadership framework is adaptable across Extension disciplines,
including 4-H, FNP, and other volunteer-supported programs. The approach demonstrates
how evaluation tools can be intentionally leveraged to build leadership capacity and
accountability across Extension systems.




The Power of Facilitation: Driving Collaboration in Communities
Marnie Ward, UF/IFAS Extension Citrus County
Additional Presenters: Linda Seals; Kevin Camm

BACKGROUND: Communities across Florida face complex challenges that require
resilience, collaboration, and inclusive dialogue. The Facilitation in Practice (FIP) program
equips Extension educators, community leaders, and municipal staff to lead conversations
that turn uncertainty into opportunity. Objectives: The objectives of this program include 1.
guide diverse groups through decision-making, consensus building, and conflict
management 2. enhance professional effectiveness and foster inclusive dialogue, enabling
teams to collaborate more effectively 3. train personnel to apply skills to build stronger
relationships, seek shared solutions, and improve adaptability to complex challenges.
Methods: Delivered as a one-day interactive workshop, FIP combines lectures, group
activities, and hands-on practice to build strategies for consensus building, decision-
making, and conflict management—skills essential for guiding diverse stakeholders toward
shared solutions. Results: From 2022 to 2025, FIP trained 241 participants, resulting in a
79% increase in knowledge and a 66% increase in facilitation skills, with participants
reporting 792 new competencies. In a one-year follow-up survey, 73% said the training
significantly improved their ability to facilitate, and 73% observed positive changes in the
teams they work with. These outcomes highlight the program’s role in strengthening
collaborative capacity and relationships that drive positive change. Conclusions: Extension
professionals and local leaders face constant pressure to help communities address
rapidly evolving challenges. Building core competencies in guiding groups through
decision-making, consensus building, and conflict management is more critical than ever.
Join this session to discover how facilitation skills can strengthen both your personal and
professional skills, empowering you to help local communities thrive.




Paws, Partnerships, and Public Impact
Spencer Hewitt, UF/IFAS Extension Nassau County

The Nassau County 4-H Dog Program provides teens ages 15 and older with a hands-on,
career-focused leadership experience that combines animal care, workforce preparation,
and civic engagement. Designed to address dual community needs limited teen leadership
opportunities and challenges with shelter dog adoption the program engages youth in
experiential dog training alongside professional trainers, law enforcement K9 units, and
county Animal Services partners. Participants develop leadership, communication, public
speaking, resilience, and personal safety skills while increasing shelter dog adoptability,
contributing to measurable community outcomes.

The program’s objectives are to: (1) develop teen leadership and life skills through public
engagement and dog training activities, (2) build workforce readiness by exposing youth to
careers in animal services and veterinary science, (3) foster youth adult and community
partnerships, (4) increase shelter dog adoptions to reduce county care costs, and (5)
promote civic engagement through service-learning experiences.

Innovative strategies include cross-sector collaboration with professional trainers, law
enforcement, and county agencies; integration of a public dog adoption contest; and
structured mentorship in Phase Two for returning youth to reinforce skills and leadership
development. These approaches exemplify novel methods for combining experiential
learning, service, and career exploration in a teen-focused program.

2023-2025, 17 teens completed the program, resulting in 30 successful dog adoptions and
an estimated $45,000 saved in shelter care costs. Youth demonstrated measurable growth
in higher-order thinking (73%), leadership (60%), and resiliency (60%), while one trained
dog was adopted as a service animal for a retired Navy veteran, highlighting broader
societal impact. Returning participants have leveraged their experience to pursue
internships, higher education, and continued 4-H involvement, demonstrating the
program’s ongoing sustainability and transferability to other communities. The Nassau
County 4-H Dog Program illustrates a replicable model for integrating teen leadership
development, civic engagement, and workforce preparation in Extension programming,
offering measurable benefits to youth, animals, and the wider community.




From Riverbanks to Responsibility: Youth-Led Environmental Action as a Model for
Leadership Development and Civic Engagement
Prudence Caskey, UF/IFAS Extension Santa Rosa County

BACKGROUND: Communities benefit when youth are engaged in addressing real-world
challenges through leadership and civic action. Service-learning experiences that combine
environmental stewardship with authentic youth leadership can strengthen civic
responsibility while building long-term leadership capacity. A youth-led river clean-up
initiative was implemented as a leadership and civic engagement model.

OBJECTIVES: The objectives of this program were to: (1) develop youth leadership skills
through authentic planning and decision-making roles; (2) increase civic engagement by
involving youth in addressing a local environmental need; (3) strengthen youth—adult
partnerships through shared responsibility; and (4) increase community awareness of
youth contributions to environmental stewardship.

METHODS: Youth participants planned and implemented a two-day river clean-up that
included overnight camping and debris removal along an eleven-mile stretch of a local
river. Teens led logistics, safety planning, supply coordination, and daily operations, while
adults served as mentors and facilitators. Following the event, program highlights and
images were shared through social media, which resulted in traditional media coverage.
Outcomes were documented using participation data, media reach metrics, and youth
reflection.

RESULTS: The project resulted in the clean-up of eleven miles of river, demonstrating
measurable environmental impact. Social media outreach generated more than 14,000
views, significantly increasing community awareness of youth-led civic action. As a direct
outcome of this visibility, the program secured sponsorship support for a future clean-up
effort and generated increased youth interest in leadership and service opportunities.
Youth reflections indicated growth in leadership confidence, teamwork, problem-solving,
and civic responsibility.

CONCLUSIONS: This program demonstrates that youth-led environmental service projects
are effective tools for leadership development and civic engagement. Positioning youth as
decision-makers builds leadership capacity, strengthens community connections, and
supports sustainable program growth. This model is transferable to Extension and
community development programs seeking to integrate leadership development with civic
action and environmental stewardship.




Tree Tips! Branching Out on Social Media for Urban Canopy Resilience
Hannah Eason, UF/IFAS Extension Orange County
Additional Presenters: Jamie Daugherty; Aaron Alexander; Dale Boettcher

Urban tree canopy loss across Florida continues to accelerate due to development
pressure, improper arboricultural practices, storm damage, and limited public
understanding of tree science. These challenges contribute to increased urban heat,
reduced ecosystem services, and heightened risk during extreme weather events. Tree
Tips! was developed as a multi-county UF/IFAS Extension social media education initiative
in collaboration with state-level IFAS Communications to address these issues through
modern, accessible outreach strategies.

The program’s objective was to intentionally expand urban Extension education beyond
traditional delivery methods by equipping Extension agents to use short-form, research-
based social media content to reach audiences not typically engaged through in-person
programming. This effort originated from a Central District YouTube Network initiative
designed to help Extension professionals more intentionally use and evaluate digital
educational strategies that are common in contemporary society but not yet consistently
leveraged or measured within Extension. Through this training, cross-county collaboration
emerged organically, creating momentum for a coordinated, statewide outreach effort.

Tree Tips! Is a multi-county Extension effort with expertise in urban horticulture,
arboriculture, and digital media production to deliver 60—90 second, seasonally relevant
videos grounded in UF/IFAS research and International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) best
management practices. Topics include proper pruning and mulching, tree selection and
diversity, storm preparation, post-storm care, and long-term canopy protection. Videos are
distributed monthly via official UF/IFAS Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube platforms.

Measured outcomes include reach, views, and engagement metrics tracked through
platform analytics. Since launch in April 2025, the series has generated more than 36,000
views with strong audience interaction, indicating increased awareness and interest in
science-based urban tree care. Tree Tips! demonstrates how Extension—-Communications
partnerships can modernize educational outreach. This collaborative, scalable model is
highly transferable to other Extension subject areas, counties, and states seeking to
expand digital engagement and impact.




Citizens Academy: An Extension—County Partnership Model for Civic Education and
Community Leadership Development
Angelika Keene, UF/IFAS Extension Brevard County

OBJECTIVES: Communities across Florida face ongoing challenges related to civic
participation, leadership development, and effective engagement with local government
systems. Many residents lack structured opportunities to understand how county
government operates or to develop the skills needed to engage productively in community
decision-making. Citizens Academy was designed to strengthen community capacity by
increasing participants’ civic knowledge, leadership confidence, and communication
skills. Program objectives focused on improving understanding of county operations,
leadership roles, and pathways for civic engagement to support informed participation in
community and democratic processes.

Methods:

Citizens Academy is a seven-week, in-depth Extension education program delivered
through facilitated, in-person sessions held at multiple locations throughout the county.
The program is led by Extension faculty and integrates lectures, demonstrations, and
hands-on activities focused on civic engagement skill development. Instruction
emphasized communication, active listening, partnership development, and collaborative
problem-solving to foster more equitable, sustainable, and livable communities.
Participants engaged directly with county department directors and staff to learn how
county functions are carried out, including budgeting, infrastructure maintenance,
employee training, park management, and natural resource stewardship. Educational
strategies combined short presentations, interactive discussion, experiential learning, and
applied practice to reinforce knowledge gain, skill development, and readiness for civic
action. Adult community members participated in multiple cohorts between 2020 and
2025. Program outcomes were measured using post-program surveys assessing
participant-reported knowledge gains, confidence, and intent to apply learned skills.
Results:

Post-program evaluation data demonstrate substantial gains in civic knowledge and
leadership confidence. Participants reported increased knowledge of county department
functions (99%), accessing community resources (97%), and effective communication
strategies (87%). Confidence gains included partnership development (77%), active
listening (79%), and leadership skills (62%). Intent to apply learning was strong, with 97%
indicating intent to apply course content, 89% planning to attend a public meeting, and
72% intending to address a community issue.

Conclusions:

Results indicate that Citizens Academy effectively builds civic knowledge, leadership
confidence, and engagement readiness. The integration of faculty-led civic skill instruction
with direct, behind-the-scenes access to county operations represents an innovative and
transferable Extension model for strengthening community leadership and civic
participation.




From Coop to Commerce: Youth-Led Poultry Enterprises Building Economic Skills
Across the Florida Panhandle

Prudence Caskey, UF/IFAS Extension Santa Rosa County

Additional Presenters: Julie Dillard; Claire Davis; Chris Lauen

BACKGROUND: Building economically resilient communities requires early exposure to
financial literacy, entrepreneurship, and workforce-ready skills. Youth agriculture programs
can serve as entry points for economic development by combining applied production
systems with real-world business decision-making. A regional poultry enterprise program
spanning 16 Florida Panhandle counties was designed to strengthen youth economic
competencies while supporting local food systems and agricultural awareness.

OBJECTIVES: The program aimed to: (1) build youth knowledge of animal production
systems tied to economic decision-making; (2) strengthen financial management, pricing,
and record-keeping skills through hands-on enterprise experiences; and (3) support a
scalable model for youth-driven agricultural entrepreneurship across rural and urban
communities.

METHODS: Eighty-seven youth participants managed small-scale poultry enterprises,
including chick rearing, egg production, and chick hatching for sale. They tracked
expenses, set pricing strategies, and made management decisions affecting profitability.
Outcomes were assessed using the 4-H Common Measures Animal Science Survey
administered to 30 youth ages 8-18 at a regional poultry event. Survey items measured
knowledge, skill application, behavior change, and life skills development using a three-
point Likert scale.

RESULTS AND IMPACT: Most participants reported learning core production and
management skills, including feeding and watering (73%), housing decisions (63%), and
animal health identification (57%). Youth demonstrated strong application of economic
skills, including goal setting (77%), problem-solving (70%), and showcasing product quality
(80%). Record-keeping was reported by 57%, indicating progress and room for growth.
Behavioral outcomes reflected responsibility and work ethic, with 87% reporting safe
handling practices and valuing care for something beyond themselves. Increased
confidence and perseverance were noted by 70%.

CONCLUSIONS: Youth-led poultry enterprises effectively build foundational economic
skills, including financial decision-making, pricing strategies, and accountability. This
multi-county model is replicable statewide, supporting workforce development, local food
systems, and community-level economic resilience through applied agricultural
education.




Active Listening as a Tool for Civic Leadership Capacity
Kevin Camm, UF/IFAS Extension Orange County

BACKGROUND: Communities experiencing rapid growth and complex public issues require
leaders who can guide productive dialogue across differing perspectives. Civic

engagement efforts are often strained by miscommunication, unmanaged conflict, and
declining trust. Extension strengthens community resilience by equipping stakeholders

with practical communication frameworks that improve collaboration and support

effective decision-making in civic and organizational settings.

OBJECTIVES: This program sought to (1) increase measurable knowledge of active listening
competencies, (2) improve participant confidence in managing difficult conversations, and

(3) build transferable leadership skills applicable to county government divisions, nonprofit
governance, and volunteer coordination settings.

METHODS: A structured Active Listening training program was delivered through eight in-
person sessions to 148 participants, including county staff, representatives of community-
based organizations, and volunteers. The program adapted traditional communication
instruction into a practical leadership development model emphasizing deeper listening,
identification of underlying concerns, and improved mutual understanding. Interactive
methods included facilitated dialogue exercises, scenario-based role-play reflecting
workplace and community challenges, and applied listening frameworks. Core
competencies assessed included reflective listening, confirmation of understanding, non-
verbal listening cues, and response framing. Pre- and post-training surveys using Likert-
scale measures and knowledge checks evaluated short-term learning outcomes.

RESULTS: All 148 participants completed matched pre- and post-evaluations (100%
response rate). Comparative analysis demonstrated that 90% achieved measurable
knowledge gains in at least one targeted listening competency. Participants reported
increased confidence applying structured listening strategies during meetings, conflict
discussions, and collaborative decision-making. Gains were consistent across cohorts
from 2023 to 2025, indicating replicable short-term outcomes across community-based
groups.

CONCLUSIONS: By adapting active listening into a leadership framework, this scalable
model strengthens collaborative governance and enhances community capacity. The
program is transferable across counties and subject areas, advancing Initiative 6 priorities
in leadership development and civic engagement.




Fast, Map-Based Storm Briefings to Prioritize Extension Outreach and Recovery
Nikos Tziolas, Southwest Florida Research and Education Center (SWFREC)
Additional Presenters: Golmar Golmohammadi; Craig Frey; Christian Kammerer

BACKGROUND: Extreme weather can rapidly produce flooding and crop losses that disrupt
rural economies and strain community resources. During response operations, Extension
teams and growers have to synthesize forecasts, terrain context, and satellite evidence
under tight timelines; ad hoc map compilation can delay coordinated outreach and early
recovery actions.

OBJECTIVES: This effort aimed to i) reduce storm-briefing turnaround time, ii) standardize
how flood exposure and likely crop impacts are communicated across response teams,
and iii) improve practitioner confidence when prioritizing outreach, field checks, and
partner communications.

METHODS: We developed GAIA Bot, a conversational, map-based briefing workflow that
converts natural-language questions (e.g., “Where is flood exposure highest before
landfall?” or “Which fields are likely impacted after the storm?”) into evidence-linked
outputs. A retrieval-augmented pipeline routes questions to curated geospatial layers,
including precipitation and forecast products, terrain-informed flood susceptibility
indicators, and pre/post-event satellite time-series change detection supported by
machine learning. Outputs include interactive map references, plain-language summaries,
and standardized briefing elements (priority outreach areas, and key talking points)
designed for nontechnical audiences. The pilot evaluation used workflow timing
comparisons (manual vs. GAlA-assisted) and a brief post-use survey with practitioners.

RESULTS: Early use suggests that GAIA can reduce briefing production time from a manual,
multi-source workflow that often takes ~1-2 hours to a few seconds. The approach also
expands situational awareness beyond what is feasible with UAVs alone by enabling rapid,
wide-area screening at county to multi-county scale using satellite layers. In contrast, UAV-
only reconnaissance is typically limited by access, flight windows, and spatial extent (often
~1-10 km? per flight window), so GAIA outputs help prioritize where to deploy UAV flights
and field checks—e.g., focusing attention on the top ~5-15% of areas flagged as highest
priority for verification and outreach.

CONCLUSIONS: Conversational geospatial briefings can strengthen community disaster
response capacity by accelerating information sharing, improving cross-team consistency,
and helping Extension agents target limited resources where they can reduce downstream
economic losses. The approach is transferable through short training modules.




The Power of CREATE: The Cancer Risk Reduction Action Team-Extension Unites
Talents for Breast Cancer Prevention

Payne, Joshua; Bresin, Shari; Holloway, Suzanne; Marable-Williams, Felicia; MacMichael,
Hillary; Daniels, Amber; Wood, Wendy; Vilaro, Melissa

BACKGROUND: Breast cancer is the most diagnosed cancers among women in Florida
with an estimated 23,930 new cases projected for 2025. To address this public health
concern, the Cancer Risk Reduction Action Team—Extension (CREATE) adapted the

University of Georgia’s “Cooking for a Lifetime of Cancer Prevention” program to meet the
needs of Florida audiences.

OBJECTIVES: The program aimed to achieve a mean knowledge gain of approximately 25%
among participants regarding nutrition, physical activity, and cancer prevention behaviors.
Additionally, the program sought to assess participants’ intention to change behaviors, with

a goal of achieving at least 75% likelihood of adopting nutrition and lifestyle practices
consistent with cancer prevention.

METHODS: UGA’s curriculum was adapted by streamlining lessons to only include breast
cancer with Florida’s statistics and resources, including Extension’s “Take Control of Your
Cancer Diagnosis”. Extension faculty across 7 Florida counties delivered the program
twice, as two separate webinars. Sessions included lessons on dietary patterns linked to
cancer prevention, screening and early detection guidelines, available resources, and a
cooking demonstration. Following the program, participants completed a retrospective
pre—post assessment rating their knowledge before and after the session on a 1-5 scale.
Knowledge gain was calculated using mean percent change. Behavioral intention was

assessed using a 1-5 likelihood-of-change rating, converted to a 100-point scale.

RESULTS: Participants (n=15) demonstrated an average knowledge gain of 34% from pre- to
post-assessment in categories of nutrition, physical activity, and screening guidelines and

an average of 97% likelihood of changing nutrition and lifestyle behaviors that are

consistent with cancer prevention recommendations.

CONCLUSIONS: The cancer prevention program illustrates the power of collaboration
within CREATE. By uniting the diverse talents of Extension professionals in nutrition, health,
and community outreach, the program effectively delivered evidence-based education to
promote breast cancer risk reduction and support Floridians with access to screenings and
resources.




From Homemade Entrepreneur to Fair-Based Incubator: Transforming Food
Competitions into Food Entrepreneurship Readiness Models
Hagen, Jennifer; Parks, Natasha; Brown, Stephanie

OBJECTIVES: Traditional fair food competitions often focus on taste and appearance while
overlooking food safety. In Florida, the cottage food law allows certain food sales without
formal safety training, leaving new entrepreneurs with gaps in food safety and compliance.
The Homemade Entrepreneur program was created to teach safe and legal food business
practices under the Cottage Food exemption. Although classroom instruction increased
knowledge, public competitions still prioritize taste. Extension responded by adapting the
curriculum to a competition model evaluating regulatory compliance, food safety, and
product quality. Participants learned cottage food guidelines, labeling requirements, and
best food safety practices for home use, and then prepared entries for judging.

METHODS: The pilot was launched at a local Florida agricultural expo as a new Division in
the Creative Living Competition. After completing an Extension Cottage Food course with
additional food safety training, participants submitted products for judging. Fifteen
entrepreneurs entered 21 products, evaluated by the Danish Judging System, which
prioritized regulatory compliance, food safety, and market readiness over taste.

RESULTS: Extension experts evaluated entries: 38% achieved “Excellent,” 48% were “Good
(minor corrections needed), and 14% were “Fair’ (substantial improvement needed). The
most common issues were incorrect labeling and missing allergen declarations.

CONCLUSION: Adapting the Homemade Entrepreneur into a fair-based incubator bridges
classroom and real-world experience. This scalable model transforms food competitions
into platforms for entrepreneurship, readiness, food safety, and market preparation.
Through partnerships with state, regional, and local fair, agricultural, or special food-
related competition managers, Extension agents can help safeguard nonregulated food
events or competitions, improve food safety, promote best practices, and reduce risk for
entrepreneurs.




Cottage Foods 101 Pilot: Program Outcomes from Hillsborough and Wakulla, Florida
Kennedy, Samantha; Keith, Terri; Payne, Joshua; Bresin, Shari; Williams, Allison; Brown,

Stephanie

BACKGROUND: In Florida, foods produced in home settings and sold directly to
consumers are known as cottage foods. Interest in home-based food businesses
continues to grow. This expansion, in combination with results from a food safety needs
assessment of Florida Extension agents supporting food entrepreneurs, highlights a need
for consistent, Extension-led education that strengthens food safety knowledge and
supports safe, compliant production practices. In 2025, planning began for a statewide
cottage food program, and pilot workshops were offered.

OBJECTIVES: Increase participants’ knowledge of Florida cottage food regulations, food
safety best practices for home food processing, and foundational steps for starting a
home-based food business.

METHODS: Two pilot Cottage Foods 101 workshops were delivered in Hillsborough and
Wakulla counties by county Extension agents and a state specialized agent. Sessions
included interactive presentations, scenario-based discussion, and a question-and-
answer session covering regulations, food safety, labeling, cleaning and sanitizing, cross-
contamination prevention, risk and liability, and business considerations. Post-program
evaluations assessed knowledge gains and intended use of workshop information.

RESULTS: Across both pilots, 70 participants attended (n = 34 and 36 for Wakulla and
Hillsborough, respectively). Survey responses included 15 in Wakulla (44% response rate)
and 36 (100% response rate) in Hillsborough. In Hillsborough (n=36), participants reported
knowledge gains in food labeling/allergens (84%), cottage food guidelines (72%), cleaning
versus sanitizing (65%), risk/liability (60%), and food safety (36%). In Wakulla (n=15),
retrospective pre-post survey results showed knowledge gains in local/state regulations
(43%), Florida cottage food regulations (41%), cleaning/sanitizing tools and surfaces (15%),
general food safety (13%), and cross-contamination prevention (7%). Most Hillsborough
respondents also intended to use the information to start a cottage food business (285%).

CONCLUSIONS: Pilot results demonstrate strong demand for additional educational
content and measurable knowledge gained for cottage food and food safety education. The
program is well-positioned for statewide expansion through a standardized Extension
curriculum.




Elevating Financial Well-Being as a Core County Pillar
Longley, Cyndi

BACKGROUND: Financial stress is a leading contributor to employee strain. According to
the American Psychological Association Stress in America™ report (2022), 72% of adults
report feeling stressed about money, linking financial insecurity to reduced productivity,
absenteeism, and poorer health outcomes. In Palm Beach County, a Well-Being Initiative
survey conducted by the Risk Management Department identified employees wanted
greater access to financial education as part of a comprehensive wellness strategy.

OBJECTIVES: To increase employees’ financial knowledge, confidence, and intention to
adopt positive financial behaviors by integrating financial well-being as one of the four
pillars of the County’s Well-Being Program.

METHODS: In partnership with the County’s Risk Management/Well-Being Initiative, one
agent developed and delivered a financial well-being series. In 2025, four programs
reached 660 employees. Topics included SMART goals and spending plans, credit, debt
management, and a live financial podcast, Our 2 Sents. Programs were interactive,
promoted internally, and offered follow-up support.

RESULTS: Evaluation data (n=75) showed strong gains: 100% increased knowledge of
spending plans; 98.6% improved understanding of tracking expenses; and 98.6% increased
knowledge of adjusting budgets. Additionally, 92% reported intent to change a financial
behavior. Follow-up communications indicate participants implemented spending plans
and requested one-on-one financial counseling, demonstrating sustained engagement.

CONCLUSION: Integrating financial well-being into the County’s Well-Being Initiative
strengthened organizational wellness and demonstrated measurable impact. Continued
requests for workshops and individual counseling confirm program value. Impact includes
improved financial capability, increased confidence, and adoption of positive financial
behaviors. In 2026, monthly education and counseling will expand reach and support long-
term employee well-being.




Art Pollination: Creative Pathways to Food Justice in Urban Spaces
MacMichael, Hillary; Camm, Kevin

BACKGROUND: Urbanization has reduced public awareness of agriculture, food systems,
and access to Florida-grown foods, contributing to gaps in food literacy and nutrition-
related decision-making (Lundberg et. al, 2025). Innovative Extension approaches are
needed to engage non-traditional, urban audiences outside of classroom settings.

OBJECTIVES: 1) Participants will demonstrate increased knowledge of Florida-grown fruits
and vegetables and food safety best practices 2) Participants will report positive behavior
intent related to healthy food selection and consumption 3) Showcase the intersection of
agriculture, culture, and food education in public spaces.

METHODS: Extension partnered with the city and county organizations to integrate
agricultural education into public spaces. Five permanent educational trail boards
highlighting county citrus heritage and nutrition were installed along a heavily trafficked
section of a bike/walking trail. Boards featured Extension-authored agricultural content,
artwork by a local artist, and QR codes linking to audio-recorded poems by a local poet,
creating an accessible, self-guided learning experience. Hands-on nutrition education was
delivered through the Extension mobile teaching kitchen. The FCS agent conducted
educational sessions at urban trail sites, farmer’s markets, community centers, and
elementary schools. Sessions focused on food safety, nutrition, and preparing meals using
Florida-grown foods.

RESULTS: The mobile teaching kitchen reached 277 adult and youth participants. Post-
program evaluations demonstrated positive behavior intent and knowledge gain: 90%
intended to increase fruit and vegetable intake; 86% intended to choose healthier snacks;
100% intended to practice safe food handling and handwashing; and 100% increased
knowledge of Florida-grown fruits and vegetables. In addition, the permanent trail boards
continue to reach a monthly average of 4,149 residents and visitors.

CONCLUSIONS: Embedding Extension education into public art and urban environments
increased agricultural awareness, food literacy, and Extension visibility among non-
traditional audiences. This scalable model demonstrates the value of integrating cultural
partnerships with hands-on education to strengthen urban food systems engagement.




Sun Safety Matters: Protecting Health Through Education and Prevention
Marty Jimenez, Brenda; Vilaro, Melissa

BACKGROUND: Skin cancer is the most common type of cancer across the globe. In 2024,
108,270 people in the U.S., were diagnosed with skin cancer and 9,880 people in Florida
were diagnosed with its deadliest form, melanoma (American Cancer Society, 2024). While
the most drastic measure to prevent skin cancer would be avoiding the sun entirely, this
task is nearly impossible, especially while living in the Sunshine State. Nearly 500,000
Florida jobs are outdoor based; therefore, outdoor working professionals are most at risk
for developing skin cancer due to time spent in the sun. Fortunately, there are means of
prevention.

OBJECTIVES: At least seventy-five percent (75%) of 150 participants will report knowledge
gain of at least one sun safety best practice. At least sixty percent (60%) of 150 participants
will adopt one recommended sun safety practice.

METHODS: Resources and training were obtained from the FCS state specialist, prior to
educating county participants. Four tailored infographics were developed by the state
office and were used to educate participants. 14- single session learning events were
taught to 352 participants, by the FCS agent. A post-only questionnaire evaluated
knowledge gain & behavior change intentions.

RESULTS: 211 participants completed an evaluation; 98% of total respondents indicated
knowledge gain. 98% of total respondents indicated behavior change intent (apply
sunscreen/wear protective clothing). Additionally, participants stated they were going to
file the sun safety handouts in their medicine cabinets and/or first aid kits for future
reference, an indication of intentions to revisit the information.

CONCLUSION: Skin cancer is preventable when risk reduction behaviors are correctly
implemented and supported. Limiting exposure to ultraviolet rays and engaging Floridians
in sun protective behaviors is an important cancer prevention goal in our Sunshine State.
FCS supported increased knowledge and behavior change intentions related to sun safety
and skin cancer prevention.




Let's Walk Florida: Promoting Physical Activity for Lifelong Health
Marty Jimenez, Brenda

BACKGROUND: Let's Walk Florida (LWF) is an Extension physical activity program designed
to promote wellness among Floridians by encouraging walking and other forms of regular
physical activity. Physical activity supports improved physical and mental health, reduces
chronic disease risk, and assists with healthy weight management. The program was
delivered four times between 2021 and 2025.

OBJECTIVES: At least 75% of participants will report increased knowledge of the benefits of
two or more types of physical activity. At least 25% will report improvements in selected
health characteristics.

METHODS: In 2025, participants engaged in eight weekly learning sessions that included
research-based education, eGuides, physical activity tracking, motivational messaging and
structured group accountability. Pre- and post-program surveys, developed in
collaboration with the state office, assessed knowledge gain and self-reported changes in
health indicators. Physical activity minutes were logged throughout the program. Medals,
creative incentives, and certificates were awarded upon completion.

RESULTS: Eighteen participants completed the 2025 series. Average weekly physical
activity increased from 330 minutes at baseline to 422 minutes at program conclusion.
Ninety-one percent reported increased knowledge of physical activity benefits. Between
67% and 100% reported improvements in assessed health characteristics, including
weight, strength, energy, mood, sleep, stress management, and heart health. Participants
collectively lost 60.3 pounds, and some reported reduced reliance on medication.

CONCLUSION: From 2021-2025, four LWF series reached 198 county residents,
demonstrating measurable knowledge gain and positive behavior change. Extension-led
education and structured accountability strengthened participant motivation and
outcomes. State-level support benefits the county. Future implications suggest that agent-
to-agent mentoring through state sponsored “Power Hours” strengthens program
implementation and outcomes. Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) programming
continues to foster increased physical activity, improved health indicators, lifelong learning
and healthier lifestyles within the community.



Building Skills to Navigate Towards Food Security
Mullins Amy; Breslawski, Jill; Whiddon, Sharlee; Southerland, Melanie

BACKGROUND: Individuals and families who fall below the poverty line may struggle with
food security and budgetary decisions that impact basic needs. Through a collaboration
with a regional hospital that received a large grant from a statewide health insurance
company, this team provided educational seminars that focused on practical strategies in
the most at-risk communities within four counties.

OBJECTIVES: Community seminars addressed food insecurity by building skills in personal
financial budgeting, food resource management, MyPlate nutrition, basic cooking, and
meal planning.

METHODS: A small team of FCS Agents partnered to deliver How to Eat Healthy and Stay
on Budget to 14 community sites in four counties during 2023-2025. Education was
delivered to groups by slide presentation, group discussion, and take-home materials.
Content focused on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans in meal planning, interpreting
nutrition labels, reducing food waste, effective grocery shopping, understanding unit
pricing, and utilizing MyPlate.gov resources. Financial content focused on money
personalities, budgeting for personal goals, tracking spending and savings, and building
positive habits. Participants received a $30 grocery gift card at the end of the seminar.

RESULTS: Participants (n=291) completed a post-program survey that showed intended
behavior change: 94% make healthier choices when shopping, 91% incorporate more
fruits/vegetables, 86% read food labels, 87% prepare healthy meals, 77% reduce spending,
64% create a financial plan, 77% increase savings, and 79% reduce debt. Follow-up data
collected from nine participants via electronic survey (3-months to 1-year) showed 78%
adopted one or more positive food behaviors, and 56% adopted one or more positive
money behaviors.

CONCLUSIONS: Community partnerships and multi-county team teaching by FCS agents
addressed local food insecurity by providing tools and resources to at-risk communities.
Seminars provided education, skills, and resources to people struggling with food security
to allow them more self-sufficiency in healthy eating and money management behaviors.


MyPlate.gov

A Plan to Succeed: Cooking Up Confidence Through Meal Planning
Nikolai, Andrea; Johnson, Lori

BACKGROUND: Frequent consumption of meals away from home is associated with lower
diet quality and higher risk of chronic disease1, while home meal preparation is linked to
healthier dietary patterns and reduced obesity risk2. Meal planning helps support at-home
meals and is associated with improved adherence to nutritional guidelines, increased food
variety, and reduced odds of overweight and obesity3.

OBJECTIVES: Increase participant knowledge of meal planning, preparing healthy meals in
advance, reducing food waste, and maximizing a food budget by at least 25%, as measured
by retrospective pre/post survey; have 50% of participants report an intention to adopt
recommended behaviors, including meal prepping, making healthier choices, and

adjusting grocery spending; and have 25% of participants reporting the ability to reduce the
amount of food they throw away.

METHODS: A one hour class was developed to increase participants’ knowledge in meal
planning and preparation. The class included guidance on building a healthy pantry and
reducing food waste, practical meal prep strategies, swaps and hacks to streamline food
preparation, a recipe demonstration, and a curated meal-prep booklet to support at-home
implementation.

RESULTS: Six classes were held with 80 total participants. Participants (n=55) reporting
high knowledge increased by 60% for meal planning, 62% for preparing healthy meals in
advance, 51% for decreasing food waste, and 50% for maximizing food budget. 100% plan
to meal prep more often, and 93% plan to adjust grocery spending to include more
nutritious options. Furthermore, 97% stated they will be able to reduce the amount of food
they throw away as a result of the class.

CONCLUSION: A brief, skills-focused meal-planning class significantly improved
participants’ knowledge, strengthened their intentions to adopt healthier food behaviors,
and enhanced participants’ ability to reduce food waste. Providing practical strategies for
home meal preparation supports healthier dietary habits and contributes to chronic
disease prevention efforts in the community.

1. Du, Yang et al. Association Between Frequency of Eating Away-From-Home Meals and Risk of All-Cause
and Cause-Specific Mortality. Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, Volume 121, Issue 9, 1741 -
1749.e1

2. Wolfson JA, Bleich SN. Is cooking at home associated with better diet quality or weight-loss intention?
Public Health Nutr. 2015;18:1397-1406

3. Ducrot P, Méjean C, Aroumougame V, Ibanez G, Alles B, Kesse-Guyot E, Hercberg S, Péneau S. Meal
planning is associated with food variety, diet quality and body weight status in a large sample of French
adults. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2017 Feb 2;14(1):12. doi: 10.1186/s12966-017-0461-7. PMID: 28153017
PMCID: PMC5288891.




Walking Together: A Five County Collaborative Approach to Reducing Obesity and
Chronic Disease Risk
Nikolai, Andrea; Payne, Joshua; Bresin, Shari; Aldridge, Trisha; Bradford, Pam; Nelson, Nelly

BACKGROUND: Nearly 6.5 million Florida adults, about 30% of the adult population, have
obesity1, costing the state an estimated $34 billion annually over the next 20 years2.
Additionally, 11% of adults in Florida reported being diagnosed with cardiovascular
disease, ranking Florida the 42nd worst out of the 48 states with available data.3 Only 32%
of adults in Florida reported meeting the federal physical activity guidelines in the past 30
days3, despite its proven role in maintaining a healthy weight and reducing disease risk4.
Objectives: At least 25% of participants will improve wellness indicators, and 50% will
intend to remain active post-program.

METHODS: Extension agents from five Florida counties collaborated to deliver the six-week
Let's Walk Florida! program, a virtual initiative promoting physical activity and healthy
habits. The program included weekly challenges; educational e-guides featuring practical
health strategies and strength and flexibility exercises; and eight interactive Zoom sessions
(one pre-program, six during, and one post-program) that reinforced the e-guide content
and addressed topics such as healthy eating and overcoming barriers. A friendly
competition among teams and counties encouraged engagement.

RESULTS: Sixty-two participants enrolled, increasing their average weekly physical activity
from 157 minutes to 285 minutes. Forty-one percent of the thirty-one post-survey
respondents reported losing weight, 73% of respondents with hypertension reported lower
blood pressure, 25% reported decreased need for medications, and 92% of respondents
with heart disease reported experiencing better heart health. One-hundred percent of
participants reported their intention to continue engaging in regular exercise/physical
activity.

CONCLUSION: Let’s Walk Florida! significantly improved physical activity levels and health
outcomes among participants, demonstrating the effectiveness of collaborative, virtual
Extension programs in addressing obesity and chronic disease risk. Scaling this model
statewide could help reduce Florida’s obesity-related health burden and foster sustainable
lifestyle changes that improve population health.

1) Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2023). BRFSS Prevalence & Trends Data: Home. BRFSS
Prevalence & Trends Data. https://www.cdc.gov/brfss/brfssprevalence/ 2) Florida Department of Health in
Duval County. (n.d.). Healthiest Weight Florida. Milken Institute. (2018). America’s Obesity Crisis: The Health
and Economic Costs of Excess Weight. 3) America's Health Rankings analysis of U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance
System, United Health Foundation, AmericasHealthRankings.org, accessed 2025.
https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/CVD/FL
https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/exercise/FL 4) Physical Activity and Your Heart:
Benefits. National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute of the National Institute of Health.
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/heart/physical-activity/benefits
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AmericasHealthRankings.org
https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/CVD/FL
https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/exercise/FL
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/heart/physical-activity/benefits

Financial Rental Education Program
Rodriguez, Jenny; Longley, Cyndi; Benitez, Giovanna; Hamilton, Lisa

BACKGROUND: Florida evictions have risen sharply compared to pre-pandemic levels,
disproportionately affecting ALICE (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed)
families due to rising housing costs, stagnant wages, limited savings, and reduced tenant
protections. The expired pandemic-era rental assistance intensified housing instability. In
response, the Financial Rental Education Program was launched in 2022 through a
partnership with the Orange County Housing Family Self-Sufficiency Division, supported by
$48,000 in CARES Act funding.

OBJECTIVES: Program objectives are to ensure that at least 80% participants demonstrate
measurable increases in rental knowledge, 90% adopt at least one positive financial
behavior (e.g., budgeting, expense tracking, or savings), and 70% of at-risk households
avoid eviction within six months, improving overall housing stability.

METHODS: Extension partnered with government agencies to deliver 48 workshops to
1,200 participants across multiple counties using a hybrid model. Virtual sessions and in-
person access at seven community centers ensured participation for households with
limited technology. Workshops covered the rental process, lease agreements, financial
readiness, credit management, and healthy home practices. Participants received a
workbook, videos, and a money management calendar. Legal Aid Society attorneys
provided eviction-prevention education, and participants were pre-screened for Family
Self-Sufficiency services such as employment coaching, education, and transportation
support.

RESULTS: 357 participants avoided eviction through landlord agreements and rental
assistance of $3,000-$7,000 per household, generating financial savings and improved
stability. Post-surveys (n=357) showed a 100% increase rental knowledge, 94% improved
understanding of credit and expense tracking, and 100% awareness of healthy home
practices. Behavioral changes were reported by 90% of participants, including budgeting
(85%), expense tracking (95%), increased savings, and monthly debt reduction of at least
$50 (90%).

CONCLUSIONS: Program innovations included multi-county collaboration, hybrid delivery,
and reduced travel, contributing to lower transportation-related emissions. Extension
approved development of a Priority Work Group 4 curriculum and pre-recorded segments,
ensuring statewide impact on housing stability and economic resilience.




Read-a-Recipe for Literacy: Integrating Health Education and Literacy to Promote
Youth Behavior Change
Rodriguez, Yesenia

BACKGROUND: Read-a-Recipe for Literacy is a multi-session program designed to
strengthen literacy while promoting nutrition, food safety, and long-term health awareness
among youth. The program integrates reading, writing, and experiential food-based learning
to reinforce academic skills alongside healthy lifestyle behaviors.

OBJECTIVES: The program aims to increase youth knowledge of nutrition and food safety
concepts, improve understanding of how dietary choices impact health, and reinforce
literacy through structured, hands-on instruction.

METHODS: The program is delivered through weekly 60-minute sessions in partnership
with site providers, serving students in grades 3-8 as part of a six-week healthy lifestyles
series. Lessons addressed a range of nutrition, health, and food safety topics and
incorporated hands-on learning activities, guided discussions, and light healthy snack
tastings to reinforce key concepts. Program effectiveness was evaluated using a
retrospective pre/post survey (n = 190) with Likert-scale response options to assess
changes in knowledge across five required learning domains. Likert-weighted
transformations were applied to quantify overall knowledge gains.

RESULTS: Across all topics, students demonstrated a 49% grand average increase in self-
reported knowledge. The highest gain was observed in identifying whole versus refined
grains (59%), followed by applying the four food safety steps (55%), identifying vitamins and
minerals within the five food groups (51%), and recognizing vegetables as parts of a plant
(40%). Knowledge that current eating habits impact future health increased by 17%,
reflecting higher baseline familiarity. Since summer 2023, the program has reached over
1,500 students through more than 15 events, with 190 youth completing evaluation
surveys. Findings indicate measurable improvements in nutrition literacy and food safety
awareness following participation.

CONCLUSIONS: Read-a-Recipe for Literacy demonstrates that integrating literacy
instruction with experiential nutrition education produces measurable knowledge gains.
The program offers a scalable model for cross-disciplinary youth education that supports
academic reinforcement and health promotion outcomes.




Crack Into Nutrition: The Next Step After Embryology
Southerland, Melanie; Hoffner, Benjamin

Embryology Nutrition Lesson Objectives: Fourth-grade students at a local school were
being taught about embryology by Benjamin Hoffner, an Ag Agent in Jefferson County.
Through a collaborative effort, we combined our program areas to deliver an egg nutrition
lesson to the students. The purpose was to enhance and complete their embryology
learning by teaching students about eggs as a protein source, and how to make a healthy
egg breakfast. Students were able to cook an egg breakfast sandwich. Through this hands-
on learning, students gained skills to be able to use in the future.

METHODS: | taught two fourth-grade classes about egg nutrition, followed by a
collaborative effort of teaching groups of students on how to cook a healthy breakfast
sandwich. We each had small groups that we helped instruct step by step on how to read
and follow the recipe. Each student was then able to eat their breakfast sandwich and take
a recipe with them to take home.

RESULTS:
* 97%, 39 of 40 students learned that eggs are a complete protein.

* 87%, 35 of 40 students reported they learned how to cook a healthy breakfast using
foods from the USDA MyPlate.

* 47%, 19 of 40 students reported they intend to include more protein foods in their diet.

* 37%, 15 of 40 students plan to recreate the healthy breakfast they cooked during the
lesson at home.

CONCLUSION: Through collaborative partnerships between schools and extension agents
of different disciplines. We really can impact the community in a positive, holistic

way. Students were able to learn the science of embryology and then use eggs to cook
with, learning about their great nutritional benefits.




Shining a Light on Prevention: Interactive Sun Safety for All Ages
Whiddon, Sharlee; Payne, Joshua; Norris, Amber; MacMichael, Hillary; Nikolai, Andrea;

Ghosh, Shreemoyee; Yasolonis, Anne; Arnold, Donna

BACKGROUND: Sun safety education is critical across the lifespan, as ultraviolet (UV)
exposure accumulates over time and increases long-term health risk. Interactive learning
strategies enhance engagement, strengthen risk perception, and improve retention of
protective behaviors. Across age groups, interactive education increases the likelihood that
knowledge translates into meaningful behavior change.

OBJECTIVES: To equip participants of all age groups with the knowledge, skills, and
confidence needed to practice sun safety consistently and reduce long-term UV-related
health risks.

METHODS: A total of 56 participants (9 adults and 47 youth) across four counties engaged
in interactive sun safety lessons incorporating guided discussion, visual demonstrations,
and interactive activities including stickers, woods lamps, and relating sun safe behaviors
to animal behaviors. Changes in sun safety knowledge and behaviors were evaluated using
brief pre and post surveys as well as informal assessments that included a range of
structured and open-ended questions.

RESULTS: Of the youth participants (n=47), 96% gained knowledge about sun protective
behaviors such as applying SPF 30+ sunscreen, seeking shade during peak UV hours, and
wearing sun protective clothing. Seventy-two percent of youth participants reported that
they plan to implement these behaviors following the program. Among adult participants
(n=9), 100% reported knowledge gain of sun safety practices and benefits, and 100%
indicated they intend to incorporate sun safe practices into their routines.

CONCLUSIONS: Interactive, experiential sun safety education effectively increased
knowledge and strengthened behavioral intentions across counties and age groups.
Findings support the use of interactive methods as a scalable approach to promote lifelong
sun protective behaviors.




Multi-State Implementation to Improve Bone Health in Older Adults
Wood, Wendy; MacMichael, Hillary; Arick, Marie; Nikolai, Andrea; Southerland, Melanie;

Zayas, Patrick; Shephard, Elizabeth; Johnson, Lori; Dahl, Dr. Wendy

BACKGROUND: Common in adults over 50 years, bone density, and strength decline,
increasing the risk of osteoporotic fractures, hospitalization, and mortality with about 50%
experiencing osteopenia or osteoporosis. Research demonstrates that targeted lifestyle
modifications, including nutrition, supplementation, physical activity, balance training, and
medication adherence, can reduce these risks. A seven-lesson, research-based bone
health program was implemented to address these factors as a multi-state virtual delivery.

OBJECTIVES: The program aimed to increase health knowledge, intentions, and behaviors
in a primarily older adult population in lifestyle practices for bone health, including healthy
eating, physical activity, fall prevention, and balance.

METHODS: Build Your Bones, a seven-lesson curriculum was delivered using the Zoom
platform by 11, multi-state, Family and Consumer Sciences educators from Florida and
Pennsylvania who served as presenters and co-moderators in April and May 2025. Post-
session surveys examined session specific knowledge gain and intended behavior changes
as well as a 3-month follow-up survey, explored participants’ steps taken to improve or
maintain bone health as well as perceived health improvements.

RESULTS: Virtual delivery produced significant gains in bone-health knowledge and
increased intentions to engage in bone-protective behaviors. Participants reported
adopting behavior changes related to physical activity, nutrition, supplementation, and fall
prevention. Highlights of the results include 70% (107 of 152) chose more nutrient-dense
foods to support bone health and 49% (75 of 152) increased physical activity. The multi-
state collaboration increased overall reach of the bone health program as well as the bone
health improvements.

CONCLUSIONS: Build Your Bones is an effective and scalable intervention for improving
bone-health literacy and advancing preventive behaviors among older adults. Its suitability
for national implementation positions it to contribute to reduced osteoporosis and fracture
risk, potentially resulting in long-term societal and economic benefits.




StrongPeople Strong Bodies Fosters Social Connections and Supports Sustained
Engagement in Strength-building Activities Among Older Adults
Zayas, Patrick

BACKGROUND: According to the National Center for Health Statistics, 22.0% of men and
17.2% of women aged 65 years and older meet the guidelines for muscle-strengthening
physical activity established by the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans.
StrongPeople Strong Bodies is a strength training program aimed at middle-aged and older
adults at risk of sarcopenia.

OBJECTIVES: The objective of the program is to improve the health and well-being of
middle-aged and older adults throughout the country and abroad by increasing access to
safe, and effective strength training programs. Objectives are measured through increases
in strength as measured by post evaluation survey, Senior Fitness Test results, and
increases in resistance throughout program.

METHODS: The twelve-week program consists of 24 sessions offered as beginner (8
exercises) or intermediate (12 exercises). Programs include a warm-up, cool down, balance
exercises and fostered regular social interaction amongst participants.

RESULTS: Program evaluation consisted of a post program evaluation survey and optional
Senior Fitness Test. Of those who completed the Senior Fitness Test pre and post program
(n=2), 100% had increases in function, strength and mobility. The post program evaluation
survey showed 100% of participants in both the beginner (n=24) and intermediate (n=9)
programs reported feeling their health improved due to the program, 97% reported feeling
physically stronger, 91% reported having more energy, 76% reported sleeping better, 79%
reported having less joint pain and 79% also reported being more active. Qualitatively, 40%
of participants reported the social aspect of the program (meeting new people, being in a
group, getting to know others etc.) was the best aspect of the program.

CONCLUSION: StrongPeople Strong Bodies increased participants strength and fostered
social interaction and connection amongst older adults. Extension agents have a unique
opportunity to prevent sarcopenia by offering safe, structured, and effective strength
training programs.
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