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I am a Public Health Specialist with West Virginia University Extension Family Nutrition 

Program, and I’ve been here just a little bit over one year. As a Family Nutrition Program, we receive 

SNAP-Ed money, so we get somewhere around $3.3 million a year to do nutrition education in the 

community. Up until a couple of years ago we just pretty much had educators that would go and 

recruit for a class and teach. Then SNAP-Ed switched to have more of an obesity prevention focus, 

which is relatively new, and I was hired to direct that piece of the projects. It hasn’t been approved 

through the USDA yet, but I designed our yearly plan for what we would do.  

My undergraduate degree is in Nutrition and Dietetics and my master’s is in Public Health. I 

started my career doing weight management and counseling with adults. Through the process of 

three years of seeing people day in and day out you start to understand the barriers people have to 
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losing weight beyond just knowing what to eat. It’s also about where to get food and how to 

prepare food, and so that kind of transitioned me into a different job that was more public health 

oriented, which allowed me to address those things. I still do weight management as a consultant, so 

I can still have both pieces of the pie, but I think food access is a huge issue for people of all income 

levels.  

Because of my weight management counseling, I’ve always been specifically focused on fruits 

and vegetables, and mainly vegetables because no one likes vegetables; no one eats vegetables. 

Even just down to the micronutrient side of things, I’ve done a lot of work trying to promote 

vegetables— mainly with kids. I worked with a group called the Cardiac Project and started a little 

tour that I called Veggie Tastings. I would take different raw vegetables, cut them up, and try to 

expose kids to different things. So I’ve always focused primarily on vegetables, and then also just on 

agriculture in general— local agriculture, local farmers, farm to school, all within that realm. I think 

I’m lucky that the things that I want to do are things that I should be doing. That’s always good.  

Because I write the plan for SNAP -Ed I’ve been able to put my own spin on it, so I kind of 

create my own job in a sense, which is nice. I don’t know how our educators that implement it feel 

about it. They may have chosen different areas to work in, and I’ll definitely take their feedback 

before our next plan, but this year I didn’t have that chance.  I grew up in Jackson County, which 

is in the middle-western side of the state. People say it’s not real West Virginia because it’s flat. It’s in 

the Ohio River Valley. I have lived in Morgantown for the three years previously and now we actually 
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live up the river in Belpre, which is still in the valley. My family just bought a 22 acre farm so I want to 

get into farming and creating some sources of local produce. 

Directly before this position I worked with a childhood obesity prevention research study that 

was in Morgantown, West Virginia, for about three years. It was a five-year USDA-AFRI grant 

focusing on early childhood obesity prevention. It was very research focused. We were putting 

accelerometers on kids to measure their physical activity and doing environmental surveys and 

things like that. There was a little bit of parent engagement. It was your typical research study.   

People that influenced me through my career were the people that I worked with in weight 

management. They really told me the story that I needed to hear to guide this work, so that was a 

big influencer on my ideas around what needed to be done. Different co-workers I’ve had have 

really given me a good foundation for how to carry out this work. This is actually my first official job 

where I am an extension employee, but I feel like I’ve been employed by extension for so long 

because I’ve worked with so many extension faculty and specialists, and they’ve definitely had a big 

influence on me. I don’t know where the farming stuff came from; I think that was just internal. My 

husband has an uncle that has a mini farm that we visited several years ago, and it was really 

inspiring just seeing how they built up their little enterprise. My dad’s an environmental biologist, so I 

think obviously there was always a connection to nature and a respect for nature. We had a garden 

when I was little, but it wasn’t real farming. I always say I think it’s the people whose families did farm 

that don’t want to now because they know what it entails, but people like us that don’t know 
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anything about it really want to do it. Also I think it’s hard to be a dietician and not have some 

respect for where food comes from.  

 In February this year some ladies from the Conservation Fund contacted me about a grant 

that they had for five counties in West Virginia that had been preselected by CSX to receive this 

money. It was an invited grant— they said, “We want you to apply.” So they came down and did a 

tour of all of the counties that were selected and met with different stakeholders. The intent of the 

grant was to incorporate these vouchers for fresh produce, specifically for kids, at a farmer’s market. 

McDowell County was one of counties selected, and it is a very poor isolated kind of southern West 

Virginia County that didn’t have a farmer’s market. There were a lot of discussions initially about, 

“Should they have the opportunity to get the grant or not and how they would work that out?” 

Eventually it came to the point where they asked me if I would do it, even though I’m not in 

McDowell County. I didn’t want to see McDowell lose the money so I applied with the intent of just 

facilitating the process. I had some reservations, being someone with statewide responsibilities, to 

really focus so much on one thing that I really have no influence in, but they were very supportive 

and said, “Whatever you come up with we’ll back you on.” They’ve been a great group two work 

with and very flexible with us changing as we need to. We got $12,000 and the money is pretty 

flexible. They want half to go to the vouchers, but otherwise it could go towards capacity building 

and that sort of thing.  
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Our big problem initially was we knew of some farmers but there were only two, and we 

weren’t sure if they were going to be able to have the production needed or if they were interested. 

Most of the other funded projects started with the farmer’s market season in the spring so we were 

lagging behind trying to figure out what to do, and I just came up with an idea, “Well since it’s 

supposed to be kid focused we’ll just align it with when school starts and that will give us a little 

longer to figure out what we’re doing.” So we devised our project to be kind of integrated within the 

school system in some ways versus working with a stand-alone farmer’s market, and it’s worked out 

really well. We had our first event in August. Most schools have an open house prior to school, so 

we picked four schools in the county to focus on, and we attended each of their open house events 

and signed families up.  

We got 193 families signed up and they each received $20 in vouchers. Now we’ve kind of 

transitioned towards our school-based model where we go to the school and give the kids the 

coupons directly and they have a little farmer’s market during the school day. We are still focused on 

those four same schools. The base value for all of us is we’re getting people money that they can 

buy food with. It’s not really income focused so we’re not basing anything on that. We just sign up 

whomever as long as they have kids. Part of what the Conservation Fund wanted to do was monitor 

what people chose. On each coupon we have the farmer check off what people picked, so for my 

nerdy research side of things I’m very excited to see what we can do with all of this data and how we 

can piece it together. It’s been very exciting. Last week when we were at one of the schools, the 
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principal had told the extension agent that I’m working with that she heard one of the kids say that 

he was very excited to get it because they didn’t have any food at their house. So from my nutrition 

perspective, I just hope people eat it because it’s healthy for them, but you have the side of things 

where they’ll eat it because it’s all they have. It’s definitely an exciting project for that, and the other 

side of it is these two farmers are fairly new and have been on the verge of establishing themselves, 

and within the first three events we were able to give them $1,900 to build capacity. That’s not too 

bad for three or four hours out of your life selling.  

How it works is the money went into a foundation account at WVU, and then as we do 

events the farmers take the coupons and they mark them with what people have purchased. Then 

they hand them back to me, and I total what they’ve made and we cut them a check. Because we 

have so much infrastructure already with extension and because the project aligns a lot with what we 

already are doing, we’ve been able to basically dedicate all $12,000 to coupons, so it’s very nice. It’s 

very nice for the farmers and for the people because with bigger grants some of it gets eaten up by 

people’s salaries, and we don’t have to do that so this is my favorite kind of grant. It really just goes 

right back to where it needs to go. We’ve also been able to purchase enhancements with our SNAP-

Ed funds. The big hit at the first event was a salad shaker, which is a cup that has a little dressing cup 

and a fork.  It is something you could take to lunch real easy. We had a “build your own salad 

station” with a shaker and they got to take that with them. We try to encourage people through 

tastings and supplies and that sort of thing.  
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This last week we had the kids try parmesan green beans. We bought steamer bags and took 

our microwave, and we microwaved little steamer bags full of parmesan green beans and let them 

try them and gave them the recipe. We try to do nutrition education that we can fit into a one hour 

event with 60 kids. We’re working specifically with third, fourth, and fifth grade because that’s where 

our youth educators usually focus. We’re in the process of hiring one, but the youth educator would 

typically go in and teach nutrition education. So each school gave us 30-45 minutes with each grade 

to take them through the process of getting the coupons and doing the tastings and purchasing 

their produce and everything. Over the course of two days we went into three schools and worked 

with 198 kids. It was very hectic but very rewarding. It’s always exciting to see kids be excited about 

vegetables because you usually don’t get that. This project’s really been great.    

It’s great to work with the farmers. They’re ready to put up high tunnels and stuff now so it’s 

neat to have seen the blossoming of the whole food system from the beginning, and really in the 

grant world, $12,000 is like chump change. This goes to show when you can put it all back into the 

system it’s amazing what a little bit can do to really change the whole system. We might even get 

more money, I don’t know. We have a call on Thursday. I guess some of the other counties weren’t 

able to use their money so the folks at the Conservation Fund emailed me a couple of weeks ago 

and said, “If we have more money can you spend it?” I said “Yeah, sure! You give it to me I’ll spend 

it.” So we’re hopeful we can get more money and maybe we could use that towards their high 

tunnels.  
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We’re hoping the next step is that the farmers do farm to school, but they’re having a lot of 

problems getting into the school system. We just talked after last week about what to do with the 

next phase. Our plan was to do three months of distributing coupons to the kids just like we did, but 

we have a lot of flexibility so I don’t know if next month instead of doing the coupon distribution 

we’ll try to host a local lunch one day at the school to try to facilitate that.  Maybe if we do it and 

subsidize it with our own money and time it will encourage the cooks to look at farm to school 

differently. So we might change our approach because I see that being a more sustainable process if 

we can get them into the school system.  

Donald Reed is our extension agent in that county; he’s a 4-H agent. We don’t have an 

agriculture agent in that county. We don’t have a families and health agent either so really he’s kind 

of a lone ranger right now. We have one health educator that we just hired to do adult nutrition 

education, but she’s been filling in for us on this project.  

McDowell County is very interesting politically. If a similar project would have taken place in a 

number of other counties in West Virginia, I would have just called the superintendent myself and 

said, “Hey, here’s what’s up,” but McDowell’s very sensitive to people coming in to help, which I can 

understand. Donald has a very good reputation in the county and very good relationships with 

schools and teachers, so I call him the boots on the ground. When it comes to making a decision, 

like are we going to try to host a local lunch, he’s got to be the politician in that sense and try to talk 

it up and see what the feel is. Then I try to do all the background work, like submitting invoices and 
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counting coupons and data and things like that. It’s been a really good partnership. We’ve divided 

our tasks up and I know his is just as taxing as mine.  

Initially I was surprised by how it came together. I tend to be someone who doesn’t get too 

excited about stuff, but there were some other stakeholders that were very persistent that we 

couldn’t sit on this money; that we needed to be spending it. I didn’t feel like it was ready, but then it 

just all fell into place. I think the most surprising thing was that it actually happened and it went as 

we had planned. It’s been very successful and it’s aligned with a lot of other stuff. West Virginia 

Public Employees Insurance Agency (PEIA) is our state provided insurance, so all of the teachers and 

state employees have PEIA insurance, and they had done a survey of all their participants last year, 

and access to fresh produce was the number one thing people said was a barrier to them. Since 

then they’ve been really into sponsoring school-based and worksite farmer’s markets.  

PEIA has regional people that they put in the community to do worksite wellness, and I have 

an existing relationship with them because I do consulting through their weight management 

program. I’ve been in a long term relationship with PEIA and I’ve known their health promotions 

person, Nidia Henderson, for a long time.  So she found out about our project from another 

extension person who works with her and it kind of just circled back in.  

This project has really attracted their attention because we’re already at the school and we’ve 

already got the farmers so we thought the teachers could just purchase food there. Well apparently 

there’s some rule that you can’t sell to teachers on school grounds. I don’t know where that came 
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from. I can see the point but it’s like, “Well really is this the same thing?” So it’s not necessarily 

surprising but it’s interesting when you start something how many offshoots or how many 

stakeholders can become interested and involved for different reasons. So that’s another avenue 

that the farmers are following up with PEIA to see about. At the event last week they had a little bit 

left and they just donated it to the teachers so they wouldn’t be breaking any laws.   

The extension agent, Donald told me at one point, “I really wasn’t into this project at first, but 

I didn’t know what it could be,” so it’s been great being able to get him really on board. Sometimes 

you have a vision and people can’t really tell what you’re thinking but when it actually works out you 

can be like, “See I told you it would be fine. I knew it was going to work.” Sometimes you don’t, but I 

think it’s really kind of changed his perspective about what can be done and how, and that’s been 

great. Our new health educator that’s been pulled into this has been very flexible and just jumping in 

when she really didn’t have any training or anything. People that thrive in extension usually are very 

community minded so it’s easy to work with them when you are too.  

It’s not typical that I would be so hands-on, but because there are limited other people it 

forces me to, which I love. Usually I have to kind of divide my time among several different things. I 

think if we had our youth educator hired and trained I could delegate a lot of things. The adult 

educator was also not trained and has just recently been hired and it’s kind of outside her scope, 

and even Donald to an extent is not comfortable with everything. It’s fine though because I think 

now that we’ve done a little bit they can do a lot of the ground work. I like to be really involved in 
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projects, but sometimes you just can’t because then everything else just goes to crap. I think our 

final report is due in December so this will end then. There’s the possibility that it will become a 

multiple year project so I’m sure if it does happen that way that it will kind of run itself next year, and 

I won’t have to be so engrained in it.   

I love seeing the kids respond to the stuff that we do and be excited about the vegetables, 

and the farmers that we’re working with. I tend to like farmers, but sometimes they’re just about 

farming and they’re not seeing the value of encouraging kids and families and that sort of thing, but 

the farmers we’re working with are just amazing. They take the time to really tell the kids what 

they’re selling them and how it’s grown. It’s just not a transaction; it’s a lot more than that. It’s so 

rewarding to be able to see that take place, and then just to be able to give them the money they 

need to get up and running because so much is lying on their shoulders with kind of being the lone 

rangers in that county. I love being able to give back, and they love it just as much that they can 

work with us.  

They told me when we were down there last week that they see the same kids that we gave 

their family’s the coupons in the beginning, and at first they would ask them, “What do you want?” 

The kids would be very shy about it, but then when we were at the school last week the kids were 

like, “I want that! I want that! I want that!” They love seeing that the kids are opening up and getting 

excited about it.  
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It’s a lot of data entry and processing and things, so it’s pretty time intensive. I think a 

challenge that we’re going to approach this next month is getting the farmers into the school 

system. We haven’t even really gotten into it, but it’s nice that we can work together on it and they 

can say, “Well here, this is what we want to do next,” and that we can try to facilitate that in some 

way. Like I said, I think that’s a pathway that’s sustainable if we can make it happen. And why not try 

to use what may be a not sustainable project to really get them to that place?  

It’s pretty straight forward once you get the process down. I think usually the barrier is finding 

farmers that want to work with this type of project. I think people would have a different level of 

comfort with fronting a lot of things, not getting paid immediately, and loading up on a back of a 

truck and going to a school. I think it would take a special type of farmer that really values what the 

work is because otherwise you’ve missed part of the essence of it. We’re giving the kids coupons 

and they can go buy the stuff, but if there’s no excitement behind it, it’s not going to do what it’s 

supposed to do. So I think that would be the biggest thing is having really dedicated farmers and 

other staff that can help support all of the different aspects of it.  

It’s funny because you go in with a plan and then when you have 60 kids coming at you, you 

kind of have to modify what you’re doing. We went down last week on Wednesday and we had two 

different recipes we wanted them to try, and then we have these little surveys at the end of it. We 

had this whole process outlined, and then when you get kids lugging around a bag of produce and 

you have to keep the right envelope with the right number so we can track their preferences, it was 
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too many moving parts. The first school went pretty well with a couple modifications, and at the 

second school after the very first grade we did, we didn’t know who had what envelope or who had 

gone where or what. We didn’t really know what had happened by the end of that. So anytime 

you’re working with kids you have that element of disorder that sometimes happens, but I think 

we’ve been lucky even with that. Sometimes I wonder if the teachers are like, “Do these people know 

what they’re doing? What are they trying to do?” But the school staff has been very supportive and 

very excited about it, too. You just always have to be flexible. There’s an ideal, and then there’s 

usually what happens and you just have to be okay with that.  

If we continue with the coupon distribution like we did last time I think the kids will at least be 

used to it. They’ll know what to expect if we do it again so I think in that way it’ll go easier. We’ll just 

do one recipe, and it would be really nice to be able to have the parents and kids together. That’s 

always nice to see. For parents to see their kids try something new when they think, “Well they would 

never eat that.” You always hear, “Well my kid wouldn’t eat that!” Well in a different environment 

sometimes it changes things, so that might be something we change. We could try to do it on 

another school night where parents are available.  

I think I would like to get a little more parent engagement. I gave the students all letters to 

take home to their parents about what we were doing, but in the process of being a third fourth and 

fifth grader, those envelopes are all over the place. I really want to try to get something home to the 

parents prior to the program so their kids don’t just show up with a bag of vegetables and some 
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rambling story about where they got these vegetables. I have a child their age, so I know the feeling 

of someone just showing up with a box of macaroni and cheese and being like, “What is this?” You 

just don’t get a full story.  

I’m very proud of the fact that there was the potential that they weren’t going to get the 

money, and I feel like I pulled through a little bit for the county just to get it going.  I don’t see what 

could not be successful about it. The farmers got money, the kids got produce— those are the two 

basic things. I think the sustainability will be the next deciding factor, so that’s really the next step.  

The farmers have now been able to have the financial resources to expand their operations, 

and because the county hasn’t really had a farmer’s market, this is their introduction to that. I think 

from the side of the consumers, it’s exposing them to that kind of practice of farmer’s markets and 

getting them to know the farmers. When we gave out the coupons they could spend them all at the 

open house if they wanted, but then the farmers would say, “Well if you don’t want to spend them 

all today come to our market,” because they have now set up some markets throughout the county. 

We’re tracking how many of the coupons are coming back through the market. It is kind of 

establishing that whole system really. I think it’s good that this project happened at this time because 

they were getting set up to accept SNAP, and then that hasn’t really worked out so this is another 

means to encourage people to start going. They have a machine so they can accept SNAP, but 

because of the mountainous region they’re not working.  If that bug can be worked out, then for 

those that are limited income, hopefully once the coupons are gone, can continue the practice and 
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use their SNAP cards. Right now they probably haven’t had to rely on SNAP much because they’re 

getting coupons to use, but hopefully they’ll figure that part out.  

The farmers have already emailed us that they’ll do this program again next year because 

they’re ready to ramp up their production, but they kind of need to know what’s going to be out 

there. So I can definitely see the capacity side has been impacted, and we hope the consumer side 

has been. When we sign people up we get their email address and phone number so we are 

planning on doing a survey of needs and wants and experiences so we can try to guide that to some 

extent.  

In McDowell County even people who probably aren’t on benefits or anything just lack 

access. It is very mountainous and regions are very divided up. For a county that population wise 

isn’t very large, people are very separated geographically. So I think not necessarily food security, 

but food access is a big contributor there. That comment that the kid made about not having 

anything at home, even though I think we know that in the back of our minds, you don’t think about 

it. I don’t know the extent of the problem.  

Another situation that happened was we were giving away corn with the coupons and one of 

the ladies said, “Well we don’t have anywhere to make that,” because they lived in a domestic 

violence shelter and I guess they have limited ability to cook and things. I think that was another 

comment that stood out about where people are and what they’re able to do with this produce. 

These recipes that I did were initially for a farm to backpack project, so I made the recipes as easy as 
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possible for kids to do in case they didn’t have parental support. A lot of the stuff’s microwaveable, 

and I think really making sure that we’re considering the preparation side and what’s available and 

all those other things that you don’t think about. That’s another part of it that I think we’ll ask some 

questions about.  

The geographic region, especially southern West Virginia, is very divided. In southern West 

Virginia because the history of those counties, it’s very hard to go in and do stuff as an outsider. In 

West Virginia, in general, people are more receptive to their own people than anyone outside. I 

don’t know if that’s similar in other places, I’m sure it is, but it’s like this distrust of outsiders. Luckily 

because I have Donald being the boots on the ground, the spokesperson, I think we’ve been able to 

overcome that, but I think it’s a challenge when you’re trying to bring something to an area. It was 

difficult to find farmers. We don’t really have a lot of farmers sometimes, so production’s been kind 

of a challenge. There’s a lot of work going on in that area so I think it’ll get there.  

Once you are in, people are very open to helping each other. People really do try to do the 

best for their neighbors. People care about kids and about families and food security, so you can 

usually get a lot of people to put in their own resources to stuff. And we can make a dollar stretch. 

We’re used to doing a lot with a little bit, so I think that’s always an advantage when you can get the 

most out of your dollar.  

There’s the basic level of being able to afford healthy food, but it’s also having a consistent 

supply of healthy foods, and I tend to look at it a lot from the agriculture or the economic 
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perspective that we should be able to grow a lot of our food because you never know what’s going 

to happen. California might dry up. Then what? So I think when you dig down to the very basic 

human necessity it’s food and water, and if you don’t have that system already built it’s not going to 

build overnight. That’s kind of an extreme case, but when you talk about security it needs to be 

there because you never know, and if we’re not doing it now it’s going to take generations to grow 

the farmers and grow the capacity. We just had a panel last week with the agriculture commissioner 

and he’s really big into potatoes and how we’re going to grow potatoes like Idaho, which I can 

appreciate from the agriculture economy side, but a lot of people like me who are nutrition people 

are like, “Really, white potatoes? That’s probably not what we need at this point,” but I think I can 

balance that and say, “You know in the case of an emergency white potatoes would be perfectly 

acceptable to eat.” So you really have to balance the food security side of wanting people to have 

the most nutritious stuff and prevent obesity with the agriculture side of just having food. So I think 

it’s all those things. It’s having a stable agricultural economy, and then people having the finances to 

purchase that once it’s there. They kind of go together— if you have plethora then it shouldn’t be as 

hard to get.  

I see huge leaps forward. In typical West Virginia form it’s ten years behind everyone else. 

When I first started with the cardiac project, which was 2007, it was a similar position where there 

wasn’t really a job yet. It was like, “Oh we need a nutrition person to do nutrition stuff.” There wasn’t 

a plan, so I had to make my own. I remember calling my boss at the time, who’s a pediatric 
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cardiologist and saying, “You know I really want to do school gardens,” and he said, “That sounds 

like a good idea.” So my initial work in 2007 was writing grants trying to get school gardens, and I 

felt like at that point people were like, “What are you talking about? What is this school garden thing 

you speak of?” It was a hard sell. No one knew what was up with that, and now to have cycled out of 

that and into the childhood obesity grant where everything was very scripted, and then to kind of 

emerge again and it’s like everyone’s doing school gardens. So I can see that progression of trying 

to fight an uphill battle and now everyone’s on board with that. So that’s good; that’s progress. I see 

school gardening as that first step of building a generation of growers. Once that gets established 

then you’ve got the next step, which is the aggregation. So it’s all coming together, but it’s starting 

from the ground up. The number of farmer’s markets in the state has really increased in the last few 

years, so I think people are getting there and that’s exciting to see.  

We just funded 15 school gardens in different parts of the state through our extension 

faculty, so we’ll be following up with them and then trying to support those projects as is, but then 

also try to transition those projects into farm to school projects. Also in our plan we have again to try 

to do farm to backpack programs because backpack programs are great and they give kids food, 

but it’s not necessarily nutritious foods. So how do we get them access to things that are of some 

substance? And then also farm to food pantry. We’re hoping that all of those things intertwine in 

some way to make it easier for everyone. That’s our agriculture stuff that we’re working on.  
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I’m also the food access chair for the West Virginia Food and Farm Coalition. We funded two 

mobile markets last year, and we’re looking for funding to continue that too. So even though that’s 

in my scope here, it’s not my plan. It’s kind of like other work. I don’t fund it; I just support it with my 

time. Our SNAP-Ed funding is very particular about what can be bought and funded and that sort of 

thing, so I just sort of facilitate that stuff too. It has opened a lot of doors. It keeps the 

communication open from the farming side to here and then I can funnel that through the nutrition 

process, so it works really well to be hooked in there.  

I’m just looking forward to seeing how it all happens. There’s not one particular piece of it I’m 

more excited about or interested in than another. I just like to see it all take place and see what 

happens. As my role here is to guide 22 health educators that are going to carry out this 

programming on the ground level, I’m just excited to see how they work through that process. 

They’re already kind of like, “I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing.” I think just working with 

them and trying to get them involved in this work too will be a challenge but it is also exciting. It’s 

hard for me to delegate stuff because I want it to be done a certain way. I’ll need to set the 

groundwork and then have them do it.  They are definitely very intelligent excited people, but it’s 

foreign to them whereas this is my comfort level. But it’ll happen. Something will happen. Just throw 

it all out there and see what happens. 

 

 


