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Earl Allen
County Director

New and old intertwined 
for positive impact
It struck me as we began compiling our 
2023 annual report that many “new things” 
happened this past year in University of Illinois 
Extension’s Fulton-Mason-Peoria-Tazewell Unit. 
At the same time, “old things” foundational 
to our mission and helpful to our local 
communities continued to deliver value as well. 

Both new and old happen every year. Old 
things can be relevant, effective, and satisfying. 
New things can be energizing, engaging, and 
catalyzing. As we intertwined new with old this 
past year, and as we continue in the coming 
year, we strive for all we do to be viewed by 
our clientele, partners, and stakeholders as 
impactful. Please review this report in this light; 
and join us in reaching this objective as we work 
hard to serve the public.

Things new to our unit in 2023 included:
•	 Eight new staff in various permanent and 

part-time roles 
•	 New volunteers that extended our reach 

with 4-H and master volunteer programs
•	 New partners that expanded our ability to 

engage new audiences
•	 New programs such as Conservation@

Home, Hybrid Master Volunteer Trainings, 
Clovers Around the Counties, Farmland 
Owners Conference, the Hunger Action 
Month toolkit, and the Farm Coach website

We are grateful to each of you for your 
involvement in our work.

Cover photo: Autumn and 
So’Miah enjoyed the cooking 
skills learned at Illinois Junior 
Chef held in Peoria.
photo by: Anita Wilkinson
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Illinois 
Extension 
Makes an 
Impact
The University of Illinois Urbana-
Champaign’s land-grant mission thrives 
each day through Extension’s programs, 
resources, knowledge, and dedicated 
staff that are responsive to five grand 
challenge themes: 

Community: 
Support Strong and Resilient Residents

Economy:  
Grow a Prosperous Economy

Environment:  
Sustain Natural Resources at Home and in Public Spaces

Food:  
Maintain a Safe and Accessible Food Supply

Health:  
Maximize Physical, Mental, and Emotional Health

2023
Engagement

Extension leaders, staff, and stakeholders define priorities that create 
meaningful, mission-centered outcomes throughout the state: 

657
Communities Served

745K+ 
Program Attendees

12.7M+ 
Webpage Views

58.5M+ 
Social Media 
Impressions

1.8M+ 
YouTube Views

555
Educational 

Sessions/Week
(28K+ Annually)

90
Online Courses 
Accessed by
12K+ People

10,158
Local Government 

Education  
Webinar Reach

1,799
4-H Clubs

199,400
4-H Experiences

Partnerships Resource Generation

5,682
Program 
Volunteers

274
Community 
Gardens

2,634
School and 
Community 
Partners

$15,259,785 
Value of Volunteer 
Contributions

$463,368 
Value of Donated 
Produce Grown or 

Facilitated

$4M+ 
External Funds 
Secured for  

SNAP-Ed Partners
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New grant searching services offered
Grant funding is an important revenue source for many 
organizations, groups, and businesses. One service provided 
by Community and Economic Development Educator Richard 
Proffer is grant database searching. He provides clients with 
a listing of potential grant resources for financing projects 
or efforts for which they need stand alone or supplemental 
funding. A search results in a compiled list of potential funding 
sources based on needs and parameters defined by the seeker. 

New webinar series  
focuses on small businesses
Illinois Extension Community and Economic Development (CED) 
educators piloted a new Small Business Finance webinar series 
to gauge interest and meet finance educational needs for small 
business owners, operators, and managers. The series also 
targeted entrepreneurs considering starting a new business. 
The pilot series was conducted in partnership with Bradley 
University’s Small Business Development Center (SBDC). 

Two sessions were held during the second half of 2023 and 
reached 59 participants during the live webinars. The recordings 
have been made available on the Illinois Extension Community 
Economic Development YouTube page and continue to reach 
more people. 

The first session held in July covered the State of Illinois’ 
new retirement program requirements for businesses with 
5+ employees. Representatives from West Point Financial 
Group’s Peoria and Chicago offices, collaborated as presenters. 
Representatives from both the IRS and Bradley’s SBDC 
presented at the November program and discussed taxpayer 
responsibilities and how to use tax laws to reduce tax liability 
and increase profitability. 

Results from post meeting surveys showed 75% of respondents 
learned considerable to a lot of information and understanding 
about the topics.

Future plans, according to CED educators Richard Proffer and 
Mike Delaney, are to host quarterly offerings in 2024 with a 
new small business entrepreneurial theme. One of the goals 
of Extension’s CED team is to help local leaders and would-be 
business owners build local capacity to successfully create 
and operate small businesses. To this end, the team provides 
programming and tools which can, among other things, help 
assess small business development needs.

31
Clients

100+
SearchesIllinois Small Business Development Center at Bradley University 

collaborated with Illinois Extension on this new program. 

A few examples of searches conducted by Proffer during the 
past year include:
•	 Havana Park District - for playground equipment, adding 
personnel, trail development

•	 Fulton County Farm Bureau - pollinator garden project
•	 Peoria NAACP – for youth programming, food distribution 
to low income families, pollinator gardens

•	 Pekin High School Ag Program – for field trips and 
classroom tools such as welding equipment

•	 Bath, IL – conversion of FEMA fields into youth softball and 
soccer fields

•	 Illinois River Biological Station – for government funding 
for new building, program resources, faculty salaries

6,390
Youth reached

82
4-H clubs

269
4-H programs

4-H Unit Stats
Youth ages 5 to 18 participate in a wide variety of 4-H programs.
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Many small rural towns in Illinois are experiencing an economic 
downturn due to reasons beyond their control. One town, 
Havana, Illinois, is taking the bull by the horns to turn its 
community around economically. The local chamber of 
commerce and city officials partnered with Illinois Extension 
and the U of I Department of Recreation, Sports and Tourism to 
participate in an Illinois Rural Tourism research project focused 
on outdoor recreation activities, led by Dr. Suiwen (Sharon) Zou, 
U of I assistant professor. 

The research project included an in-person visioning workshop 
and interviews with several sectors of the community to 
ensure a well-rounded picture was developed. They also 
surveyed visitors to Havana and the surrounding area with the 
goal to understand their expectations before their visit, their 
satisfaction after the visit, and their thoughts on how to attract 
more visitors. 

The preliminary findings address topics that can help the 
city of Havana be prepared for potential growth in the areas 
of leadership, community, and tourism. The report detailed 
strengths and challenges while providing recommendations in 
the areas of planning and developing tourism opportunities, 
adding individual attractions to improve profitability, learning 
how to best tell Havana’s unique story, working with volunteers, 
collaborating with outside partners to grow potential tourism 
opportunities, and integrating Native American history into to 
the story of the area. 

Richard Proffer, Extension CED educator, is in the process 
of reconvening the initial volunteer group and adding more 
people to the project. “This group will work to find ways 
to implement the recommendations and keep the work 
sustainable for the future,” he explained. The group will use the 
findings of the research project to help make decisions, plans, 
and investments to grow Havana. Illinois Extension will take the 
lead in facilitating the project with community involvement. The 
long-term goal is to transfer the full leadership of the project to 
the community. 

The study was also conducted in the Illinois communities of 
Galena, Grafton, and Savannah. 

Overall, the report indicated that Havana is well 
positioned to capitalize on the growing trend of 
outdoor tourism because they have the assets to 
make it happen.
Richard Proffer, CED Educator

Havana benefits from  
Illinois Rural Tourism research 
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Kevin Brooks, Extension farm business management and 
marketing educator, previously served in this role from 2000 to 
2011 in Effingham and Champaign counties. He brings a wealth 
of expertise and experience with him.

As a licensed real estate broker, he has professionally managed 
and consulted on over 25,000 acres of farmland and marketed 
grain for farm management customers as a professional farm 
management and trust officer. 

As a certified agriculture teacher, Kevin has taught farm 
management, agribusiness management, crop science, crop 
production, soil science, pesticide application, grain marketing, 
and general horticulture at the college level. 

His expertise also includes drones, agronomy, ag input sales, 
and farm loan analysis. He is a commercially licensed UAS 
(drone) pilot holding an FAA Part 107 license. He has worked 
in agricultural input sales (farm chemicals and seed) and is 
trained in agronomy through Purdue University and Iowa 
State University. Early in his career, he worked for USDA as a 
Farm Management Specialist, working primarily on farm loan 
analysis.

Farm Coach
extension.illinois.edu/blogs/farm-coach

Our unit is leading the way in bringing the 
agribusiness team back to Illinois Extension. 
Kevin’s prior experience and in-depth expertise 
in farm management is allowing him to quickly 
launch a strong program.
Earl Allen, County Director

Educational Focus
Throughout the year Kevin’s educational programming has 
included direct and indirect methods. Examples of his work 
include:
•	 Farm management website development
•	 Farm Coach blog and social media
•	 Educational articles and social media
•	 Farmland Owners Conference
•	 Research projects about drones and farm drainage
•	 One-on-one client consultations

The Farmland Owners Conference attracted 170 participants to 
learn from 24 speakers. Kevin Brooks, Extension farm business 
management and marketing educator, and Pete Fandel (pictured 
above), Illinois Central College professor, coordinated the 
conference together. 

Extension brings back farm 
business management programs

http://extension.illinois.edu/blogs/farm-coach
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Over 80 classrooms and homeschool groups, with over 2,000 
students, in Peoria and Tazewell Counties participated in 4-H 
Embryology in the Classroom. 

Knowing where your food comes from is vital information for 
anyone who consumes it. The 4-H Embryology in the Classroom 
program provides young people with an opportunity to get 
hands-on learning about food systems and it increases STEM 
skills in the process. This year, the 3rd-grade class at South Side 
Christian Academy (SSCA) helped pilot special embryology 
enrichment activities that sought to further deepen this 
learning. 

As part of the pilot program, 4-H staff facilitated a variety of in-
school enrichment activities. Through these activities, students 
were introduced to the fascinating field of food science through 
kitchen chemistry experiments with eggs. They explored 
the engineering design process with an egg-drop challenge. 
They delved into the scientific method as they learned how 
to formulate hypotheses, design experiments, and analyze 
data about the strength of eggshells. In addition, the students 
learned about related careers. 

The class went on a field trip to Linden Hill Farms, where the 
students interacted with poultry, sheep, and dairy cows, and 
witnessed the connections between animals, farmers, the land, 
and our food system.

Throughout all of this, they watched, cared for, and learned 
about incubating chicken eggs in their classroom. They also 
shared lessons they learned through this experience with other 
classrooms in their school.

The students were equally divided about their favorite part of 
the program, between watching the eggs hatch and holding the 
baby chicks! Perhaps most importantly, all students indicated 
they had fun during school time and now have a positive 
connection with agriculture.

Embryology in the Classroom is a popular 4-H 
program. We were excited to pilot our new 
enrichment activities with South Side Christian 
Academy.
Katharine Girone, 4-H Coordinator

4-H Embryology in the Classroom 
teaches food systems and STEM
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Through specialized training, 
4-H Teen Teachers develop 
leadership and teaching skills.
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BARB KNAKE HONORED WITH 4-H ALUMNI AWARD
Barb Knake (center) with her husband Bill (left) and her mother Martha Schoen 
(right), was presented with the 4-H Alumni Award. Her model of 4-H participation and 
volunteerism, along with her personal accomplishments including completion of higher 
education, career success, plus exemplary citizenship, leadership, and community and 
public service are the ideals of this award. 
Over the course of 24 years, Barb has served with 4-H and Extension as an Extension 
Council member, auditing committee member, 4-H Show judge and superintendent, 
and 4-H club assistant. She provides current 4-H youth with an example of dependable, 
purposeful citizenship, which gives her the opportunity to share with 4-H youth how to 
continue their involvement in 4-H and Extension programs.

FULTON 4-H PILOTS JR. MASTER NATURALIST CLUB
Extension Master Naturalist (EMN) Jenny Beal and Canton Park District Superintendent 
of Recreation and new EMN intern Amanda Atchley collaborated with Illinois Extension 
to form the Fulton 4-H Junior Master Naturalist Club. As a retired teacher, Jenny 
understands how outdoor, active, hands-on learning is a perfect way for youth to gain a 
better understanding and appreciation for nature. Both Jenny and Amanda want to share 
their experiences knowing that kids thrive when they spend time outdoors. In addition 
to local staff, State Master Naturalist and Climate Change Specialist Duane Friend and 
Natural Resources and Shooting Sports 4-H Specialist Curt Sinclair assisted with the 
launch of this new club as part of the pilot program. The six monthly meetings focused 
on wildlife in Illinois; fossils and geology; climate change & weather; insects, wildflowers, 
and trees; pond explorers and aquatics; and camping adventures. The club engaged five 
guest speakers and one other Master Naturalist to share their knowledge with 16 youth. 

SPANGLERS CELEBRATE 50 YEARS OF VOLUNTEER SERVICE TO 4-H
Fulton 4-H honored Sharon and Bruce Spangler for 50 years of volunteer work as the 
leaders of Checkrow Volunteers 4-H Club. These years do not reflect the years prior 
in which each served their community as 4-H volunteers. As club leaders, they have 
impacted an estimated 250 4-H members. One of their goals as leaders was to teach 
young people to give back through community service projects. They’ve taken 4-H into 
local schools and brought members into their home to learn sewing and textiles skills. 
They’ve taught young people to care for animals and to develop good stockmanship 
and showmanship skills. They’ve taught the value of hard work and the joy of new skills. 
Sharon was inducted into the 4-H Hall of Fame in 2008, and the Spanglers won the 2015 
4-H Family Spirit Award.

CLOVERS AROUND THE COUNTIES 4-H WORKSHOP SPARKS NEW INTERESTS
The unit 4-H Youth Development team created a new workshop series to engage youth 
across county lines and expose them to 4-H project-focused topics and activities. 
Clovers Around the Counties focused on providing 4-H members with hands-on 
workshops throughout the four counties to help them learn more about the wide 
array of 4-H projects they may exhibit at the 4-H show. Youth attending three or more 
workshops in at least two different counties received a special prize. This challenge was 
accomplished by 16% of the participating youth.“We wanted to provide 4-H members 
with meaningful workshops that allowed them the opportunity to learn more about 
their current passions, explore new possibilities, and make new 4-H friends from around 
the counties,” explained Emily Schoenfelder, 4-H educator. The workshops focused on a 
current 4-H projects, such as foods, visual arts, geology, and livestock. 
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The “typical” yard can easily be improved to help reduce 
water run-off, increase wildlife habitat, and improve the soil, 
which ultimately improves the environment. Conservation@
Home is the ultimate everyone-can-do-something program. By 
making some earth-conscious choices in a home landscape, 
such as replacing some turf grass with beautiful and drought-
resistant native plants, installing a rain barrel or two, and 
reducing or eliminating chemical use, homeowners can enjoy 
environmental benefits such as reduced water usage, more 
birds and butterflies in their yard, and less lawn mowing.

The local Extension horticulture and natural resources team 
worked with The Conservation Foundation to introduce the 
program in late April. Since that time, a group of 18 Extension 
Master Gardeners and Master Naturalists have gone through 
C@H evaluator training and certified 18 yards with more 
scheduled for the coming spring. 

C@H members receive access to continuing conservation 
education opportunities and a quarterly newsletter.

In May, phase two of the local C@H education program began 
as volunteers installed a native plant demonstration garden 
at the Fulton County Farm Bureau. EMN & EMG Carla Presnell 
did the landscape design. The demonstration garden serves as 
educational, inspirational, and environmentally beneficial. 

Visitors will be able to see native plants in a 
typical home landscape setting and hopefully 
be inspired to add some to their yard. The 
Farm Bureau will reap the benefits of reduced 
water runoff, low maintenance, and a beautiful 
landscape that attracts beautiful pollinators.
Nicole Flowers-Kimmerle, Educator 145

Master Gardeners
93
Master Naturalists

Conservation@Home program 
comes to West Central Illinois
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GARDENERS’ BIG DAY CONNECTS NATURE LOVING AUDIENCE
For the past 23 years, Extension Master Gardeners have coordinated Gardeners’ BIG 
Day. This year the team planned a fun-filled conference for 125 people, that included 
11 speakers, vendors, a silent auction, door prizes, and networking with gardening 
enthusiasts. “Our Master Gardeners are passionate about helping others improve their 
gardening skills and inspiring them to try something new,” stated Tara Heath, horticulture 
program coordinator. “It was wonderful to see so many of our volunteers work together 
to make it happen.”
The event is a partnership with Spoon River Garden Club in Canton. Spoon River College 
serves as the host site. The workshop presenter list included Tippy Creek, Luthy Botanical 
Garden, Jubilee Prairie Dawgs, Kipling Lavender Farm, Illinois Central College, HyVee, 
and Giving Gardens. 

VOLUNTEERS HOST STATE CONFERENCE
Local Extension Master Gardeners and staff welcomed 300 guests to East Peoria for the 
Illinois Master Gardener State Conference. The two-day event included tours, a trivia 
night, educational sessions, and awards banquet. A team of volunteers and staff from the 
unit worked together to coordinate this special event. 
The conference extended into the community with tours, offering participants the 
opportunity to explore a variety of gardens and learn from experienced horticulturists. 
A full-day tour embarked on a journey to the Mason State Tree Nursery, Dickson Mounds 
State Museum, Black Sheep Flower Farm, and St. Ann’s Garden of Hope. Morning and 
afternoon half-day tours delved into the Illinois Central College Gardens, Wildlife Prairie 
Park (pictured left), and Luthy Botanical Garden. 

SPECIAL POLLINATOR EFFORTS HELD THROUGHOUT FOUR COUNTIES
Native plants that attract pollinators have tremendous benefits to the environment and 
the gardener. Volunteers and staff understand their importance, and extra efforts were 
made in the areas of pollinator continuing education and special projects. 
EXAMPLES OF CONTINUING ED PROGRAMS: Native Pollinators and Native Plants 
workshop by Horticulture Educator Nicole Flowers-Kimmerle, Sustainable Landscape 
program and tour of downtown Havana by Amy Wilson of Farnsworth Group, and A Little 
Patch of Prairie program by Master Naturalist Paul Resnick.
EXAMPLES OF MASTER GARDENER AND NATURALIST PROJECTS: New pollinator plot at 
Lakeland Park in Canton (pictured left), Morton Library pollinator garden, Wildlife Prairie 
Park butterfly habitat, and Fulton County Farm Bureau demonstration landscape.

INTERNS DEVELOP PROJECT SPOTLIGHT VIDEOS
Thanks to the work of two interns. Ellie Bourwieg (pictured far left) and Maria 
Gottemoller, 20 Extension Master Volunteer Project Spotlight videos were created this 
year and are helping to share the impact of the volunteer work to a broader audience. 
“The idea for the spotlight videos came from the initial work the interns did conducting 
annual project reviews,” explained Nicole Flowers-Kimmerle, horticulture educator. 
“They interviewed the volunteers and documented details about their individual 
projects, how they were progressing, and the best ways staff could support them. Their 
work is so impressive we wanted to tell everyone about it.”
The videos highlight the work done by Extension Master Gardeners and Master 
Naturalists in local communities. Through the videos, a wider audience can see the 
passion volunteers have for their projects, which increases the impact of the program. 
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Morton Library is one of many 
sites of Master Gardener native 
pollinator gardens.
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By combining multiple programs into one event, SNAP-
Education staff have created a family-friendly event that quickly 
became a favorite activity that youth and adults enjoy together.

PJs and Pancakes is just as it sounds...participants come 
dressed in their pajamas, enjoy a healthy pumpkin-pancake 
breakfast, and participate in lessons that focus on healthy living. 

“The uniqueness of wearing pajamas to a class creates a sense 
of excitement, not only with the children but also the adults,” 
explained Julie Dantone, SNAP-Ed instructor. “As soon as 
people walk in the door, they are checking out all of the PJs and 
laughing with people. It gets everyone in good spirits.”

Julie and her SNAP-Ed colleagues coordinate to provide 
three different SNAP-Ed programs at the PJs and Pancakes 
event. Everyone has an encounter with the Eat.Move.Save 
(E.M.S.) booth that is set up near the registration table. The 
adults participate in a lesson from a curriculum called Healthy 
Cents. The kids enjoy a lesson and activities from the CATCH 
curriculum. Throughout 2023, Extension has offered three 
PJs and Pancakes events that have impacted 43 youth and 31 
adults.

Pekin First Church of God has hosted two of these events in their 
all-purpose room and provided food and supplies from their 
food pantry.

“The church is amazing to work with,” Julie continued. “They 
love the event too and have several volunteers who look 

PJs & Pancakes event created to 
reach both youth and adults 

forward to helping make and serve breakfast and have fun with 
all of the participants. I have been told that two volunteers have 
already purchased new, special pajamas in anticipation of the 
next event.”

The large open space at the church allows staff to incorporate 
lots of exercise and games that the kids love to do. A craft table 
is also a favorite spot for kids to create projects that reinforce 
lessons such as eating fruits and vegetables that are colors of 
the whole rainbow.

In addition to SNAP-Ed topics, participants also benefit from 
special guests who are invited to share about their own 
programs. Recently, Ameren Illinois Energy Efficacy Program 
was on hand to educate participants on their free program and 
offer sign-ups. 

“This is a nice social hour for everyone,” Julie said. “The families 
usually stay for a while. After the kids eat, some go back to the 
activities they were just doing. It is a great morning of fun and 
learning for all ages.” 

7,695
SNAP-Education direct education participants

8,495
SNAP-Education reach via indirect activities

221
SNAP-Education partners
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PEKIN HIGH SCHOOL LIFE SKILLS CLASS ENJOYS ILLINOIS JUNIOR CHEFS
The Illinois Junior Chefs program not only helps youth develop cooking skills, it also 
opens the door to trying new foods. Julie Dantone, SNAP-Ed instructor, enjoys working 
with the kids in the Pekin High School Life Skills class. She incorporates additional life 
skills such as table manners and polite bites into the lessons.
Over the course of the school year, Julie noted avocados, celery, peppers, and fried 
potatoes were among the foods that students tried for the first time. Some were won over 
and others were not. 
The classes celebrated the completion of the program with a “graduation” party which 
included the honor of receiving their official cookbook while donning their personalized 
chef hat, and enjoying a selection of finger foods.

FOCUS GROUPS ADDRESS HEALTH EQUITY
Staff from Illinois Extension and University of Illinois College of Medicine Peoria (UICOMP) 
collaborated on a multi-year project with community groups to expand public access 
to health and wellness resources. The health equity project was made possible through 
special funding from Extension’s SNAP-Education grant. 
Extension staff connected with a group of interested partners to form the Peoria Youth 
Wellness Community Partnership (PYWCP), which includes Extension SNAP-Ed, Extension 
4-H, UICOMP, Peoria Public Schools, and Peoria afterschool providers. The partnership 
identified a need for gaining a better understanding of barriers to and necessary supports 
for improving participation in afterschool programming. The collaboration worked to 
create equitable solutions driven by the community. Based on the information gathered 
by the partnership, two pilot programs were launched. 

SUMMER CATCH CAMP KEEPS KIDS ACTIVE
Music was the theme for this year’s Coordinated Approach to Child Health (CATCH) 
Camp held in Mason County. For three days a week, during June, July, and August, 
youth enjoy nutrition lessons, active games, and hands-on activities. Some weeks guest 
speakers join the fun to support the theme and nutrition lessons. 
This year, the campers got to make different musical instruments, write a song together, 
create a dance as a team, and make a music video. They heard presentations about 
string instruments, woodwinds, brass, and percussion. They also got to see real 
instruments and learn more about how to play them.
This is the third year Skye Mibbs, SNAP-Ed instructor, has coordinated this engaging 
summer camp. 

THE HOPE CHEST IS LONG-TIME SNAP-EDUCATION PARTNER
The HOPE Chest of Pekin is not just a thrift store, it is a faith-based organization that 
exists to Help Other People Excel (HOPE). They supply tangible needs to support those 
in crisis, near or in poverty, or experiencing a life-changing event.
The HOPE Chest has been a long-time partner of Illinois Extension’s SNAP-Education 
program, especially with their food pantry, The HOPE Cupboard. In 2022, The Cupboard 
served 11,930 individuals, plus provided 450 holiday meals. The Cupboard supplies food 
and personal hygiene items donated or purchased from such groups as Midwest Food 
Bank, Peoria Area Food Bank, and local business and personal donations.
Thanks to a solid partnership, when it was time to plan and set up their new location, 
The HOPE Chest administrators worked with SNAP-Ed educators to design a “client 
choice” layout for The Cupboard that feels like a grocery store.
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