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 I am an Extension associate working with the Expanded Food and Nutrition 

Education Program. I’ve worked in this position for 18 years. I oversee the program, 

which we call EFNEP. It’s the acronym.  So, yeah, I oversee EFNEP in the western part 

of North Carolina.  I love working with the EFNEP.  What I do is hire and train the 

program assistants, which are usually ladies. We have had men, but usually the 

program assistants are ladies.  In any case, the program assistants are the ones who 

take the educational piece of the program to the people. So once we hire them, we 
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train them and then I oversee their work. I go out to their programs, and they come in 

once a month to a centralized area, which is usually the Buncombe County office.  We 

do what we call unit meetings where they get updated on nutrition education and 

anything to do with the program; that would include any changes in the program that 

they need to know about.  

Right now, there are five of us that do what I do in the state. We’ve kind of 

divided ourselves by Extension districts in this state. We have a state coordinator and 

then these five area coordinators, but we’re really not coordinators. So as a team we 

get together and actually decide on how EFNEP’s going to look. Obviously we have 

federal guidelines that we have to follow, but there’s also some leniency in different 

aspects of the program that can be decided at the state level. So we come together 

as a team and make those decisions. And then we make decisions as to how we are 

going to actually run the program smoothly in North Carolina. Typically, we meet 

once every three months physically in Raleigh, but we meet once a month by phone. 

We’re constantly talking to one another. 

 I think some of the most rewarding experiences I’ve had have been seeing how 

the program assistants in this job change their lives. They learn how to eat healthy 

foods and make healthy meals and they take that and actually incorporate it into their 

own family life. So I’ve seen program assistants who have come in overweight, and 
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then lose a lot of weight, and their families are healthier because of what they’ve 

learned. I’ve seen them grow. I’ve seen the women themselves grow. You know they 

usually don’t have a higher education degree. We usually hire high school graduates, 

and maybe they have a couple years of college, but typically not. So these women 

who are quite often married and have families of their own. Many have never really 

done anything on their own in a professional way. So their children are now to the 

age where they can leave them for a while, and this is a perfect job for these women 

because it’s very flexible. They can arrange their own schedules, and teach their 

classes and still be home with their kids when they need to be. Having been a stay at 

home mom and raising a family, I know how important that is to the mother herself as 

well as the kids. So that’s pretty important. So I’ve seen these women grow. I’ve seen 

them come in from being mild and meek to feeling very secure in their own skin.  

 In my opinion, I felt lucky to be able to stay home and raise my sons and then 

as soon as the youngest went off to college I thought, “Gosh, I need to get a life. My 

life just walked out the door.” So I was living in South Carolina at the time.  I went to 

work for WIC and worked there for about a year.  Then we moved, so I spent some 

time in Memphis.  Then we moved back to western North Carolina and it was at that 

point that I started seriously looking for something to do. I stumbled upon this job 

opportunity and thought, “That sounds really interesting.” Never dreaming they would 
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look at me; my degree was 20-years-old in home economics.  But they did! Now that 

degree is called Family & Consumer Sciences. They’ve changed the name since I’d 

been in school. But the basic information was still there. My experience in working 

with WIC and teaching nutrition education with limited income populations basically 

qualified me for this position.  

 My parents were Iowa farmers, and all my extended family on that end are 

living in Iowa, farming, so it’s in my blood I guess you can say. I’ve always been 

interested in food, and that was one of the reasons I went into home economics. My 

parents moved to California right after they got married. They still carried their 

perspective on what a good meal was. That’s where I was born and my sisters were 

born, and so I lived there until I was 21 or 22.  There are a lot of foods in California 

and the way they ate there was very different from the way my parents ate back in 

Iowa, so I got kind of the best of both worlds; the Iowa farmer and the California food. 

And then in college I met a kid, who is now my husband. He was from Texas so he ate 

very differently than we did. I don’t want to say very differently, but I remember his 

mother asking me if I ate okra. “What is okra? And how do you prepare it? Where do 

you get it?” Because I mean we never saw okra in the grocery store in California. I 

mean maybe they do now, but we didn’t then. So it’s just things like that. It’s just 

interesting. Then we moved to the south and I had to relearn everything. Plus, in 



 

Page | 5  

 
Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA 

NIFA-AFRI Grant. (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

California, I had the cultural differences of the Hispanic population. So I remember 

when we moved to South Carolina, we lived in a little town called Heartsville, which is 

80 miles from Columbia and about 80 miles from Charlotte, and we would drive to 

Charlotte and Columbia. Charlotte at the time had one Mexican food restaurant, and 

we would drive all the way up there just to get Mexican food. And it wasn’t even that 

good. Your food trajectory is kind of an interesting thing when you stop to think 

about it. It’s what you know, and it all is based on where you live. Like I’ve never been 

lived up in the northeast part of the country. I’ve visited up there, so I know some of 

the foods up there are different. It is all very cultural I think. It is just interesting. So 

food is fun! I like food.  

 EFNEP actually started in 1969 as a program that the government decided to 

use to teach nutrition to limited income families. The benefit of the EFNEP program 

was the fact that it was taught by local people who came from the same population. I 

don’t know who came up with it, but that is what made this program so unique. 

Because we can relate to the population, and we’ve seen this in the past few years 

where we’ve had the economic downturn there’s been a lot of people out of work. So 

we’ve had people with Master’s degrees or Bachelor’s degrees come applying for our 

positions, and some of them have been hired. They don’t stay around very long 

because they’re typically not satisfied and it’s sometimes, not always, because we 
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don’t know the background of that particular person, but quite often they don’t really 

fit the mold of the people that they’re working with.  Sometimes there’s that 

difference that can be seen. If you don’t understand who you’re working with and the 

barriers that they deal with on a daily basis, it’s hard to put yourself in their shoes 

unless you’ve been there yourself.  

 I’m familiar with our limited income families. The barriers that they’re dealing 

with really haven’t changed that much. I don’t want to see the personal touch leave 

this program. They need that. They need to be with someone who can walk things 

through and talk things through with them. So I see the program going more towards 

electronic online teaching. Surprisingly the families have internet, some of them. From 

surveys that we have taken, yeah, they find a way to get it electronically. Even WIC has 

gone to internet lessons.  So what worries me is are they really going to understand 

what they’re reading? And maybe EFNEP will find a way to do some live teaching. So I 

see it going that direction. I see with the budget constraints in Extension, I think that 

more EFNEP program assistants will probably be hired if we can find grant money to 

do it, which helps the limited income families. 

 I think sometimes the hardest part for me is that we don’t go into homes very 

much anymore. That’s been hard for me as well as the program assistants. It is so 

rewarding when you work with a participant that really wants to learn and takes to 



 

Page | 7  

 
Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA 

NIFA-AFRI Grant. (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

heart what they’ve been taught, starts using it and it really changes their life. Some of 

our participants have never finished anything. I mean they haven’t finished school and 

nothing that they’ve ever done they’ve actually completed until they come to an 

EFNEP class and graduate. And they get this little paper certificate that says that 

they’ve graduated and it’s like a piece of gold to them. It’s enough for them to feel so 

much better about themselves and, I mean, at that point they may start looking for 

work and be hired. And you know they start making their own money. That’s a big 

thing. I mean that sounds so simple and so “Really? That’s really impressing to you?” 

And yes it is! It is! It makes you feel good. So you don’t feel like all the work you go 

through all day is in vain. You know? And it happens often. It really does.  

 In our area, we can hold the lessons anywhere. We’ve got adult program 

assistants that work at the WIC office. Typically, the WIC nutritionist will give some 

basic nutrition information, but then they’ll send the participant off and sometimes we 

just do one-on-one at WIC and sometimes we do classes depending on the WIC 

office and how they want it arranged. Our program assistants will then give a 

complete lesson, at least a 30-minute lesson to those WIC participants. We’ve worked 

with DSS; we’ve worked with church groups, and we have worked with just about 

anybody in the community. In Buncombe County, the program assistant there works 

with a women’s shelter; she works with PTO parents, lots of church groups, family 
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resource centers, just any group of people. The target audience for the adult program 

is, obviously, you have to be limited income and you have to have children between 

the ages of 5 and 19. So we really try to look for places where parents of children of 

that age will be found.  

 We actually wrote the curriculum with WIC and the state health department. 

So we have a good relationship with them. That’s probably one of the most successful 

partnerships. Head Start is another good example of where we’ve got program 

assistants that can go in. They wait until the spring when most of the children have 

turned five, which is our target audience, and so they can work with the kids during 

the year.  At any time, they can work with the parents. That works well, too.  So the 

kids are learning and then the parents are learning at home. So what the kids learn in 

school can actually be used in the home, because parents can implement it.  

 We really concentrate nutritionally on those areas that our participants are not 

getting enough of, like fruits and vegetables or dairy. Of course we talk about obesity. 

To address the obesity issue we just teach them to follow My Plate. And if they follow 

My Plate that’s just a good basic diet. We don’t endorse any diets per se, except the 

My Plate recommendations. Our impacts have shown that in those areas we’ve done 

really well. We’ve set some five-year goals, and I think we’re in our 3rd year. The 

national program asked us, by state, to set some goals and we took a look at what 
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our impacts were and we decided eating more fruits and vegetables was one of the 

major goals along with more physical activity; to start emphasizing those things. We 

have met most of our goals already. So we’re pretty happy about that because we’ve 

taught the program assistants how to teach in order to relay the message that’s going 

to bring about the behavior change of participants.  

 It’s my job to do everything that we’ve discussed, but it’s also my job to create 

a team out of these women.  They do a darn good job of it. In our area, we’ve got 

program assistants from other areas of the country who have lived in different areas 

so they bring that richness actually along with them. But we’ve got to create a team 

here.  For example, I’ve got a new program assistant in McDowell County, and she 

called me this morning. She’s so frustrated because she’s been having a hard time 

marketing. She’s trying to get into the schools and of course school is just starting so 

teachers are really busy trying to build their own program and get their kids settled. 

You know, they are not quite ready to bring EFNEP into the classroom yet. So she’s 

getting a little worried. I’ve assured her it will happen, but she had some questions. 

She’s had some responses from some PE teachers that want her to come into the PE 

class. Well she wasn’t thinking that way so there’s another program assistant in Macon 

County who actually worked in PE classes for a couple years and so I said, “Call Carol, 
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because Carol can answer that better than I can. She’s delivered the program. She’s 

worked with the teachers, and she knows what it’s like.”  

 So these women are coming together. They’re the only people in their 

counties so since there’s nobody like them.  They really have to rely on each other. 

They’ve got their extension staff but extension is very different in that everybody on 

that staff are specialists in their own area. So the EFNEP program assistant is a 

specialist in her area.  Even if it is a Family Consumer Science agent that she’s got in 

her county that she can talk to about foods, the FCS agent doesn’t do her job. So 

coming together with a group of people to do her or his job, it’s a good feeling. So 

we have a good time.  

As far as EFNEP itself, I think EFNEP’s done a good job. We’re constantly 

changing as I said earlier. Things constantly change. In extension, everything changes 

because the world doesn’t stand still. And people change, so we have to keep up. I 

think with the local foods efforts now; Extension will be changing. In fact, Extension in 

North Carolina is just now going through an organizational change basically and 

there’s three key areas that they’re going to focus on, and one of those areas is 

food—local food. So agents will be really zeroing in on local foods and our EFNEP 

program assistants will be zeroing in on local foods. So there is going to be a huge 

change in the next couple years.  
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 Another change is working with groups who do work a little differently but yet 

similar, if that makes any sense.  When I attend the AFP meetings sometimes what 

they’re doing has kind of been foreign to me, I guess. I’m not in that. I don’t work in 

that realm. I guess it’s been almost a year that I’ve been sitting there listening. I have 

been trying to grab on to putting it all together. I’m seeing now what they’re trying to 

do would be so good for the limited income families, but I don’t know how to make it 

work for them. I don’t know. And I know that they don’t either; they really don’t either. 

But I think working together as a team we might come up with something. I can go to 

the farmers market and look at the prices of food and think, “You know what, I can 

get that cheaper at the grocery store.” So I won’t buy it. And so I know that. I mean I 

know WIC has tried giving vouchers to people to go to the farmers market and get 

fresh fruits and vegetables, which is absolutely wonderful. If they’ve got a voucher 

they’ll do it, if they feel comfortable. The limited income population in this area of the 

state is very different from other areas of the state.  

 I know in the east they’re doing a lot with local foods and farmers markets. I’m 

not sure some of the things they’re doing there. And I’m saying that because just in 

trying to recruit participants to EFNEP, it’s like two different worlds. That’s probably 

one of the most frustrating things for me in this job. Because the east is where the 

largest population is, so when there are pilot programs that they’re doing with 



 

Page | 12  

 
Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA 

NIFA-AFRI Grant. (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

different universities and stuff it all takes place in the east. Western North Carolina 

doesn’t get it. We don’t have the population that they do or the large metropolitan 

areas. So that’s normal, or understandable, but it’s also very difficult for them to 

understand the challenges that program assistants face here in the west. Just the 

terrain is different. The weather is so different. Our program assistants have to meet 

the state targets. So, if the state target is working with 150 families, that can be easy in 

the east. Here in the west, trying to pull together 150 families is tough. Even for 

somebody in Buncombe County. So for those program assistants it’s pretty tough. So 

what we’ve done in the west is we basically split responsibilities. So she’ll do adult and 

youth, so her target numbers are kind of cut, which helps. They still have to reach that 

percentage of their target. For example last year when we had so much snow and ice, 

they closed school so many days here. Avery County had approximately 36 days in 

January and February that they could not go to school because either they got out 

early which threw off the schedule for the teachers and the teachers would say, “Don’t 

come I don’t have time for you today” or they’d be on shortened schedules. So the 

program assistant could not get into the schools, which threw her schedule all off and 

really affected her numbers. So, when I sat with the coordinator of the program and I 

said this is what happened in the west this year, she doesn’t understand and she just 

looked at me, like, “Really?” “I want you to know this, I want you to understand, that 
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yeah, we’re different out here!” So those are challenges that we have to face here that 

they don’t have to face in the east. So that’s frustrating. That’s something that we in 

the west have to deal with—the difference.  We are held accountable like the east but 

we’re not like the east.  

 I think the EFNEP program itself teaches the families how to shop and how to 

plan their meals. Most of the families are on WIC or they’re participating in some type 

of supplemental food program. So you know there’s a lot of families that when they 

start participating in EFNEP they don’t have food on their kitchen shelves at the end of 

the month. So EFNEP teaches them how to stretch their food dollars basically and by 

the end of the month, if they follow the EFNEP principles, which are very basic they 

should have food, and they typically do. They’re taught to be creative and make 

meals. They might have rice and some green beans or whatever, and they just pull it 

off the shelf and put it together and make a casserole that will feed the family. 

Something that they can create themselves they don’t actually have to have an EFNEP 

recipe. Let’s think out of the box. EFNEP has helped families stretch their food dollars 

to make ends meet, and I think that’s one of the biggest things that EFNEP 

accomplished.  

 Ideally, with community food security, people would not have to worry about 

where their next meal was coming from. You know it’s just a circle. You’ve got to be 
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able to afford it. You’ve got to be able to make the money or get the money 

somewhere to afford the food, or have some sort of a resource like WIC vouchers to 

get food. Ideally, I would like to see WIC not even be necessary, you know? I don’t 

know if it would look like a socialistic state or not, but food is such a basic need that 

everybody should have access to all their food needs That’s not reality, and I don’t 

know how to make it a reality. I think that when we were talking about limited income 

families going to a farmers market, I don’t know if they would even feel comfortable 

going in there. I don’t know how to make them. I don’t know what the farmers market 

would need to look like to make them feel comfortable.  

 That’s one of the barriers that we find in working with these limited income 

families is just getting them to come to the program, because culturally, in this area of 

the state, they don’t want to go very far. They don’t like going to places that they’re 

not familiar with. They don’t have that sense of security I guess. And they’re also very 

proud people. They don’t want the hand out. Or they don’t think they need to be 

helped. So in education, if you call EFNEP an educational program, that’s the last 

thing they want to do is go to school. So don’t call it EFNEP. The program assistants 

give it a different name so it doesn’t look like they’re going to school. We try 

everything. So I don’t know what a market would have to look like, with fresh fruits 

and vegetables that would draw a limited income family in. I don’t know whether the 
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farmers would even be willing to try. I mean they’d have to, I guess, lower their prices. 

I don’t know if they would be willing to do that. It’s this vicious circle that keeps going 

round and round and round and somebody’s got to break it somewhere. Yeah, I 

don’t know. Farmers have to make a living. I mean, it’s expensive to farm. The 

equipment is so expensive and they have to rely on the weather. A bad weather year, 

rain at the wrong time or something. I don’t know. I just wish it could be perfect. It’s 

the little things. You know I’m thinking about these farmers that want to bring the 

food to the people, and I don’t know what it’s going to look like so that the limited 

income families feel comfortable. Maybe it’s the place. Maybe we need program 

assistants selling the food. Not program assistants per se, but a lot of the farmers are 

limited income so there you go. I think what would help them is if we could sit down 

with them and say, “What would take you to a farmers market? What would make you 

comfortable going to an area or a location where you can get fresh fruits and 

vegetables at a reasonable cost?” And then ask the farmers, “How low can you go in 

your prices so that you can reach the limited income families?”  

 And you see not just food, right?  You see all of these wonderful smelling 

soaps and beautiful bouquets of flowers, and you know bread that smells so 

wonderful—all the things they could never afford to buy. And limited income families 

go to food pantries where it’s put in a box for them and they can carry it away. It’s 
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almost like a handout; well it is. The other thing I was just thinking about is there are a 

lot of foods in those markets, or even in the boxes, that our participants receive, 

maybe from MANNA or some other source, but they don’t know how to use that 

food. They’ve never seen that food before. So, for example, the program assistant in 

Buncombe County, if she knows there is a place where food will be distributed, she’s 

there at least trying to educate them. She’ll hopefully know or tries to learn what 

foods are going to be there so she can maybe bring some recipes or maybe do a 

demonstration for them, which is not unusual for a farmer’s market. It would help the 

limited income families know how to prepare it once they get it home, or what it’s 

called, or what you do with it.  

 This is a perfect example—with a tortilla. I sat in a program this year in 

Buncombe County. It was the last session of an EFNEP program and they were 

making chicken enchiladas. When the program assistant has everything set up and 

everybody has a part in this preparation, and she pulls out the enchiladas and starts 

wrapping the ingredients into the enchilada and placing it in the casserole dish, and 

one participant says, “Oh! That’s what you do with those things?” And she said, “Yeah, 

this is a tortilla.”  She then gave some of the cultural heritage information about how 

it’s made and what populations have used it today and in the past. She also talked 

about how you can get corn and you can get whole wheat tortillas, and on and on 



 

Page | 17  

 
Stories of Community Food Work: An Initiative of the Appalachian Foodshed Project. Funded through a USDA 

NIFA-AFRI Grant. (Award No. 2011-68004-30079).  www.appalachianfoodshedproject.org 

and on.  You know, she’s giving this nice little overview. And the new program 

assistant from McDowell County was there and she chimed in and just gave some 

more information. The participant was given some extra recipes that she could use 

with the tortillas, and then she says, “Well you know, I’ve got so many of these that are 

just sitting in my kitchen cabinets. I’ve been giving it to my daughter to play with as 

Frisbees in the tub.” I mean I thought, “Did I hear her right?” Yeah, I had. Because after 

the class was over I spoke with the program assistants, and it was like we were all 

dumbfounded. So that’s when the program assistant gave her all these recipes to use. 

But people get these foods, but she didn’t know how to use it. So instead of letting 

them pile up, she’s just been giving them to her daughter to play with, which as a 

taxpayer kind of thing—you know—but still.  

 How many other foods have been thrown away or played with as balls? You 

know? But that’s what we’re up against. So, even if the limited income families were 

able to go, which they do, they do go to these places, but when they bring the food 

home, it’s like how much of it really gets used? Do they really know how to use it? 

Maybe food pantries need to be more selective in what foods they hand out. Not that 

they don’t give unusual foods or different foods, because everybody needs to be 

exposed to that to learn, but it would be ideal if EFNEP had all this money that we 

could go in and say, “Okay this is a spaghetti squash. This is how you make it.” But 
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then do they have the pots and the pans and the necessary utensils at home to 

actually cut that spaghetti squash open and prepare it? I have walked homes where 

there’s an oven in there and they don’t know how to use it, especially Hispanic families 

that are coming up from Mexico. Or something as simple as a can opener.  I’ve been 

in the home of a program assistant, from Henderson County, who is Hispanic herself, 

teaching another Hispanic family, how to open a can.  They just took this great big 

huge knife and jammed the knife into the can and popped it. I was like, “Oh my God, 

there goes how many fingers?” You know? It scared me. It scared me when I saw that! 

That’s the kind of thing you see. I’ve had horror stories of program assistants walking 

into homes where they turn the oven on to use it and cockroaches scatter 

everywhere, and you think, “my goodness, how can we allow people to live in these 

conditions?” That’s what we’re up against. It’s huge. It’s huge. Everyday I learn 

something in this program. But everyday we also make things better for some 

families. Even giving them a thermometer that they can stick in their refrigerator to 

make sure that the temperature is correct so that their food doesn’t spoil and they 

don’t get sick.   

 So getting food to these families is a huge challenge, and getting them to use 

the food once they get it is another challenge. I do know that wherever food is 

distributed for limited income families, it’s got to be in a place where they feel 
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comfortable or they won’t go. Because as I said before, if we have a program in an 

area that they’re not familiar with, it’s kind of risky. They may not show up. That’s why 

we go to the church that they attend. Because they know where it is. They feel 

comfortable going. We go to WIC. Sometimes if we change the location, even if we 

have it in the Cooperative Extension office, they’re not familiar with Cooperative 

Extension. They may know where it is, but they don’t want to go in.  I don’t know 

whether they feel not worthy, or embarrassed, or I just don’t know. But, as I said 

before, they don’t feel like they need the help. They’re just proud. They don’t want to 

go. There are a lot of barriers.  

 I think the ‘being proud’ part is something I don’t see in the east. I have trained 

program assistants from the east, and I’ve observed programs there. Limited income 

families all have the same barriers and same challenges. Sometimes it’s an attitude. It’s 

the attitude that’s different. So I think in Appalachia, one of the biggest challenges is 

their feeling proud, you know? There’s a lot of families that still live way back in the 

sticks; they live way back in the mountains, and they live much the same way their 

families have in the past in a lot of situations. And they’re just poor, which makes a 

huge difference. They can’t find their way out. I’m not sure they want to sometimes. 

They don’t know any different. So food security in Appalachia I think is going to be a 

huge challenge.  
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 I’m saying “we” because I live here myself, but looking at the limited income or 

just the population itself, it’s pretty unique, throughout all of the Appalachia area. We 

certainly have a lot of people who are interested in local food and food security. I 

almost think local food now is almost a trendy thing. So how many years is it going to 

be around? What good can be done while the trend is big and notable? I think history 

has a lot of offer. The people are used to making it on their own here, and history has 

proven that they have been able to. I guess that’s where the, “I don’t need any help” 

comes from. I don’t know exactly what assets would be here. Maybe it’s the drive and 

the will. I don’t know how to help except through EFNEP. It’s just teaching them to eat 

better—wanting to eat better.  If we can teach them to want to eat better and want to 

learn how to cook and make it economical for them because that’s the big barrier. 

The cost of food keeps going up and up; it’s going to take a larger percentage of 

whatever money they are bringing in so if we can help them stretch their food dollars, 

we are helping.  I had a participant this year whose heating bill had gone up to $400 

and she said, “I can’t feed my family and pay that bill, what am I going to do?” So the 

program assistant sat down with her and actually said, “These are some of the meals 

you can make that are very inexpensive.  This is what you need to buy at the grocery 

store in order to make this happen.” And they did it.   

 


