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Deanna Roby-Vorgias
County Director

Building for 
the future
Extension is known for creating partnerships 
and helping Illinois residents, at any age, 
develop skills. In 2023, this familiar mission 
inspired a theme for our tri-county unit as we 
looked to “building” our team, our reach, and 
our future.

First, we have been re-building our local team. 
Several retirements and promotions of more 
seasoned staff led to the search for new team 
members. That, in turn, brings new ideas and 
connections.

Second, strong local partnerships help bolster 
how we can reach and serve our communities. 
However, we strive to continue to grow and 
diversify these relationships and our reach. 
This past fall, we hosted the first of three 
Community Forums. We invited current and 
potential partners in Kane County to join us for 
an informal open house centered on promoting 
positive youth development, improving food 
access, and protecting the environment. 

Together, we shared great conversations 
and insights, and we hope to develop new 
partnerships to further our impact! We will be 
hosting similar events in DuPage County this 
spring and Kendall County this fall. I hope you 
can join us!

Last but not least, our future is bright. We have 
a passionate, energetic team with new ideas, 
program plans, and partnerships. Please reach 
out if you would like to partner with us or learn 
more about what we can offer. We are here for 
everyone in DuPage, Kane, and Kendall counties 
to connect, learn, and grow!

Deanna Roby-Vorgias
County Extension Director
DuPage, Kane & Kendall Counties
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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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Harvesting hope together 
Extension teams and neighbors come 
together through gardening grant
What food pantry doesn’t want to provide fresh local produce? 
That task is easier said than done. Thanks to Extension teams 
banding together and securing a Growing Together Illinois 
grant, one Aurora food pantry has not only increased the 
availability of fresh produce, but also now provides more 
culturally relevant food to its neighbor-clients, who in turn 
increased confidence and knowledge of at-home gardening. 

In 2023, SNAP-Education, the Aurora Area Interfaith Food 
Pantry, and the Kane County Master Gardeners earned a $4,000 
grant to expand the pantry’s garden. They did so by increasing 
raised beds, tilling and utilizing more area, adding height and 
growing space to the garden with panel trellis systems, and 
adding educational sessions to the garden area. 

The garden has changed my visits at the pantry. 
Previously, when we were given a number, we 
would wait in our cars, and everyone would 
keep to themselves. Now, with the garden, 
everyone comes out; we walk the garden, look 
at all the vegetables, and admire their beauty. 
Many of us gather on the deck and talk and 
share stories of delicious recipes. It has brought 
us together and is now a great meeting place to 
catch up with our fellow pantry friends. 
Aurora Area Interfaith Food Pantry client

Extension also provided signage, recipes, lessons and 
demonstrations, and other materials. In the 2023 growing 
season, the project harvested and donated 2,164 pounds of 
produce.

“Partnering with University of Illinois Extension staff has 
been a blessing for the families that visit the pantry for food,” 
said Becky Dunnigan, Community Impact Manager at AAIFP. 
“Through the classes and the garden, families learn basics on 
how to grow veggies, as well as meal prepping or shopping on a 
budget. All of this assists families to better themselves and the 
life they live.”

Kane County Master Gardeners also helped SNAP-Education 
staff teach gardening lessons, such as a container gardening 
class where participants received “salsa garden” plants such as 
cilantro, jalapeno, onion, and tomato in cloth planters.

Grant inspires University of Illinois Extension and community.
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SNAP-ED TEAMS UP WITH FRIDA KAHLO COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION
The DuPage County SNAP-Ed team launched nutrition education 
programming with long-sought-after School District 45, thanks in part 
to a grant with the Frida Kahlo Community Organization, a non-profit 
group dedicated to the development of strong and thriving youth and 
neighborhoods. Through interactive, bilingual lessons, students try new 
nutritious foods and learn safe, simple, fun ways to prepare healthy snacks. 
Resources are provided in English and Spanish. “SNAP-Ed has provided 
nutrition, food safety, and kitchen management skills to our community in 
a way that is relatable and fun,” said Alejandro Aguilera, program manager/
coordinator. “Students absolutely love that their instructor provides them 
with a role model as well. They are supportive, patient, and present.”

4-H CAN AND DOES MAKE A DIFFERENCE
4-H members across Illinois were tasked with gathering non-perishable food and self-care 
items as part of a statewide 4-H Can Make a Difference Food Drive last summer. Each year, 
over a million people face hunger in Illinois, including 1 in 9 children. To help their peers 
and spread awareness about food insecurity, the Illinois 4-H Youth Leadership Team 
encouraged county 4-H programs to gather donations locally and compile the collections 
at the Illinois State Fair in August. More than 1,300 items were donated over the course of 
three days, and counties participated in a friendly competition to see who could donate 
the most items to the drive. Our own DuPage County won with 412 items and received 
funds to support future local community service efforts. “This is a great way for youth to 
get involved on the local level and make a statewide change,” said Katie 
Duitsman, Illinois 4-H. “Great things happen when we put youth at the lead.”

ADDISON MICRO PANTRY MAKES MEGA IMPACT TO NEIGHBORS
With only one food pantry open two hours a week, Addison residents needed more local 
food resources. Our SNAP-Ed team joined forces with Hamdard Health and the Guardian 
Group to create something “small” in order to make a large difference: a micro pantry. 
These outdoor structures remove barriers to accessing food because they are open 24/7 
and can be used anonymously. “The concept is simple: Take what you need, leave what 
you can,” said Jo Anna Romero, Hamdard community relations lead. “There is no sign-
up and no strings attached. Just stop by anytime. DuPage County does not have many 
food pantries in the area; having one in our parking lot has made an impact for families 
in our community.” Even in its first months, the shelves needed to be filled several times 
a week. It was such a success that the SNAP-Ed team is spearheading three more micro 
pantry projects in Addison and Carol Stream. 

EXTENSION TEAMS SUPPORT RESIDENTS OF MERCY HOUSING
Throughout the year, SNAP-Ed staff teach food and health lessons at Mercy Housing’s 
Batavia Apartments. In addition, 4-H staff now provide after-school programming 
to build life skills with programs like Cooking 101 and Mindful Me. In fall 2023, Kane 
County staff and volunteers spiritedly participated in “Trunk or Treat,” which provides 
local residents with a safe and fun environment to trick-or-treat as well as socialize 
with community members and connect with service organizations, like the police, food 
pantry, and University of Illinois Extension. More than 400 hats were distributed, along 
with hundreds of socks, t-shirts, sweatshirts, footballs, books, coats, walking tacos, 
cookies, popcorn, free wi-fi information, fruit, and, of course, lots of candy. Master 
Gardeners, 4-H, and SNAP-Ed hosted fun activities, including nutrition trivia and rock 
painting, raising awareness of our programs for residents and building relationships.
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Building life skills, and bridges
4-H Bridge Bust returns from break to 
celebrate ninth and 10th competitions
After a three-year pause due to the pandemic, 4-H Bridge Bust 
returned in 2023, once again providing tri-county community 
members a way to challenge their brains, work together, and 
learn new things, all while having fun. 

From start to finish, this project encourages important life skills 
like planning, time management, teamwork, communication, 
and sportsmanship, as well as skills in engineering, physics, 
math, and design. Each team receives the same packet, which 
included 20 balsa wood pieces, a bottle of glue, and the contest 
guidelines and resources, which originated with Purdue 
University. 

The goal is to build a bridge that can support the weight of a 
bucket and as much sand as possible, which is gradually added 
until the bridge busts. However, holding weight is not enough; 
the true goal is structural efficiency. That calculation takes into 
account the weight of the bridge itself in relation to the weight it 
held, providing a structural efficiency rating.

“It’s a great opportunity to work together on a project as a 
family,” said Charlotte Wyncoop of Plano. “There are so few 
chances to do things together, things that pose a challenge 
and really make us think. Bridge Bust is a fantastic way to draw 
closer together on a shared project using everyone’s strengths.”

Bridges also receive aesthetic scores based on provided 
specifications, the quality of craftsmanship, sound structural 
design, and originality. 

In addition, Francis Klaas, Kendall County engineer and 
namesake of the new bridge on Eldamain Road, spoke to the 
crowd about the process of planning and building a real-world 
bridge, and he asked the youth to help him demonstrate how 
bridges support weight using a model as pictured above.

The return was so successful that 20 teams signed up for the 
2024 event, which celebrated the contest’s 10th anniversary.

4-H Bridge Bust came back in a big way for 2023 and 2024, 
following a pause on the program due to the pandemic.
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LOCAL STORE LEADS NATION IN 4-H FUNDRAISER TO INSPIRE KIDS 
Each year, JOANN Fabrics and National 4-H Council team up to empower kids 
and teens across the nation, and in 2023, the Geneva store ranked first, raising 
more than $9,300 during the fundraising campaign. “4-H is all about kids 
building lifelong skills – Who wouldn’t want to support that?” said Amy Nesbitt, 
JOANN store manager. “We want to inspire kids and help them with the tools 
and resources they need to make and create.” 4-H volunteers and members from 
the Fabric Fanatics Club joined the local store team for a celebration in June, 
which included an educational tour and a hands-on crochet lesson. Donations 
go back to 4-H through local, state, and national levels. Whether it’s sewing and 
painting, caring for animals, or robotics and engineering, 4-H’ers learn how to try 
something new, follow directions, make decisions, and solve problems.

NATIONAL SUMMIT LIGHTS UP PATHWAYS FOR TEEN LEADERS
Three local 4-H members represented Illinois at the Ignite by 4-H Summit in Washington, 
D.C. Justin Gergen of Lombard, Roland Stetz of Aurora, and Guari Venkatraman of Aurora 
were selected to join teens from across the country who participated in four days of 
inspiring panels and workshop sessions, while hearing from respected speakers. The 
event was previously held as four different summits and combined in 2023 as a “super” 
summit, representing STEM, Agriscience, Healthy Living, and Emotional Well-Being 
interest tracks. Youth were able to form new connections, explore career paths, and 
create an actionable plan to help make real change in their communities. “The summit 
provided us the chance to showcase Illinois Ag Innovators and participate in other 
workshops,” said Venkatraman, a 4-H Teen Science Ambassador. “It was a wonderful 
opportunity to meet people from other parts of the country and visit our nation’s capital.”

4-H TEEN TEACHERS BRING COMPUTER CODING TO YOUTH
4-H joined forces with the Aurora Public Library to introduce computer programming to 
youth who may not have ways to travel to such classes. The 5-week summer program 
filled with 20 registrants. Three 4-H teen teachers developed the curriculum and taught 
youth to use block coding, icons, and animation to develop a personal page to share 
a message or a topic of interest. “Lots of children do not get the opportunity to learn 
computer science at their schools, so we decided to start a program,” said 4-H’er Ashmit 
Gambhir. “Being a 4-H teen teacher allows me to help other kids learn and see how they 
grow and that I make a positive impact. I have seen how to change my lessons according 
to the learning styles of students. 4-H has provided me with beneficial skills, such as 
problem-solving and time management.” The trio worked with other libraries and 
locations and, next year, will lead a virtual club and a spring break workshop series.

POULTRY STATE CHAMPS TRAVEL TO NATIONAL LEARNING EXPERIENCE
Illinois 4-H members traveled to the 2023 National 4-H Poultry and Egg Conference to 
learn through activities and contests and about the poultry industry. Three Kendall 
County 4-H members made the Illinois team: Rachel Dickson of Bristol, Madisyn Glenn 
of Oswego, and Faustina Krysciak of Yorkville. “They have been working toward this goal 
for about four years,” said 4-H volunteer coach Beth Lohrey, who led a group of local 
youth to the state competition in August. “These teens have to be able to stand up and 
give reasons, from memory, to a panel of judges to explain their choices.” Skills tested 
during competition include orderly decision-making, reasoning skills, communicating 
decisions, and subject matter knowledge of poultry species, food safety, physiology, 
nutrition, and eggs. The U of I Department of Animal Sciences, Illinois 4-H, and the 
Illinois 4-H Foundation provided financial support for the state team.
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Smashing success of fun and function
Extension hosts community-centered 
event to promote composting pumpkins
Each fall, jack-o’-lanterns portray silly and spooky faces, but 
what’s really frightening is when they haunt landfills.

Like other food waste, when pumpkins decompose without 
oxygen, they produce the potent greenhouse gas methane. 
Pumpkins are also 90% water, which leaches into landfills 
and carries pollutants from trash to surrounding waterways. 
Recycling pumpkins reduces gas emissions and water pollution 
and creates a useful, nutrient-rich product: compost.

To raise awareness and take action, Extension teamed up with 
the McCleery Elementary School garden club to host the first 
“Pumpkin Smash” in Aurora. With guidance from environmental 
organization SCARCE, and support from various Extension 
program teams, the neighborhood food pantry, and local 
officials, the project grew to be a community-wide event.

On Nov. 3, school families and community members gathered 
to take turns throwing, smashing, and even catapulting their 
pumpkins into a dumpster so they could be recycled to help 
something new grow. 

At this event alone, a total of 1.55 tons of pumpkins,or 3,100 
pounds, were collected and turned into compost. Throughout 
Illinois in 2023, the 95 SCARCE program Pumpkin Smash sites 

composted more than 241 tons of pumpkins, which reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions by 173.34 tons and diverted 51,828 
gallons of water from landfills.

Aurora Pumpkin Smash participants also learned about healthy 
food choices and nutritious pumpkin recipes with SNAP-
Education and completed themed, hands-on activities with 
Master Gardener volunteers and 4-H staff. 

With guidance from SNAP-Education and Master Gardener staff, 
the garden club students helped plan and promote the event, 
building leadership and civic engagement skills, a hallmark of 
positive youth development.

The first-ever Aurora Pumpkin Smash collected 1.55 tons of 
pumpkins to be composted instead of ending up in landfills.



2023 ILLINOIS EXTENSION IMPACT REPORT  9

TEAM EXPANDS PROGRAMS AND CONTINUES IMPROVEMENTS AT IDEA GARDEN
The horticulture team and Kane County Master Gardeners made large strides in 
enhancing the Idea Garden space. To create a safer, more effective workspace, the 
program invested in a new roof, doors, and gutters for the shed, as well as tuckpointing 
and painting the brick structure. In the garden, the group added raised beds and cattle 
panels to showcase new trends and styles. In a partnership with Proven Winners, the 
company donated plant material for an educational trial. Throughout the summer, Master 
Gardeners hosted three open houses, drawing more than 250 people to tour the different 
plots and get research-based information. The team also held a successful plant sale 
fundraiser. The results of the updates created a more appealing, inviting location for 
future educational events and continued community engagement. 

MASTER NATURALIST LEADS RESTORATION PROJECT IN NORTHERN KANE COUNTY
Four years ago, Carol Weinhammer became a steward at the Dixie Briggs Fromm Nature 
Preserve, a state-protected area in Dundee Township. Invasive species had crept in, 
threatening endangered native plants, as with most Illinois forests and park districts. 
Weinhammer took notice and charge, recruiting volunteers, helping with prescribed 
burns, and organizing work days to address problem spots. “I have used the knowledge 
gained in the Master Naturalist program to educate others,” she said. “In 2023, we cleared 
many wooded areas where the thickets of brush were so dense it even scared wildlife from 
penetrating it. Once hidden, large oak trees now have room to grow again, and the wildlife 
has returned. Native woodland seed has been spread, and in a few years, pollinators will 
be visiting the transformed area. We have turned an unhealthy forested woodland into a 
healthy and thriving ecosystem.”

MASTER GARDENER PROGRAM GROWS WITH FALL TRAINING SESSIONS
Nearly 50 Master Gardener trainees completed the 12-week hybrid program in DuPage, 
Kane, and Kendall counties in the fall. The newly minted volunteers began their 40 hours 
of volunteer work to complete certification. “My original and primary motivation for 
taking the course was to gain knowledge,” said intern Laura Ludwig of Wheaton. “What 
I did not anticipate was to make friends and find inclusiveness in a group that shares 
knowledge and interests and encourages everyone to continue on their gardening 
journeys. I was also impressed and pleased to have a mentor who has taken an interest 
in my personal growth as a Master Gardener. I hope to volunteer with schools to 
encourage and teach our next generations to respect and enjoy our planet. I am also 
interested in volunteering with local governments and builders to utilize beneficial 
streetscapes and landscapes to incorporate what is natural for Illinois.”

TREE PLANTING PROJECT BOLSTERS FORESTED AREAS
Twenty-five new oak trees are now growing in Woodridge thanks to local 4-H youth, 
community members, and organizations. The group of oak trees, known as a savanna, 
will help restore a tornado-damaged area, as well as supplement oak-hickory forests 
under threat in Illinois. 4-H partnered with Soil and Water Conservation Districts to help 
plant 950 oak trees in 38 counties in 2023. The 4-H Green Communities Tree Program 
tackles global issues at a local level by combining the “learn by doing” philosophy of 4-H 
with the guidance of the Illinois Forest Action Plan. 4-H families, Master Gardeners, and 
Master Naturalists planted a mix of bur, red, and white oak species in an area damaged 
by a June 2021 tornado that lost an estimated 300 mature trees. The SWCD provided 
the trees and mulch, and staff of Woodridge Park District and SWCD gave guidance and 
conducted a tree planting demonstration.
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Campus officials joined our local Extension team at the Kane 
County 4-H Kick-Off.

The Kane County team hosted the first of three community forums 
to learn more about the needs of partners and the people served. 

Community forum generates ideas, 
partnerships, and projects
Rich conversations and passionate people filled the room 
during the Kane County Community Forum. Extension hosted 
organizations from around the county to meet and discuss 
challenges, ideas, and solutions for local community issues. The 
individuals and the groups they represented came together to 
increase awareness of services, partner for further progress, and 
learn from one another. 

“As a Community Outreach Coordinator, anytime I learn of 
any organizations that would help our families in need, it is a 
bonus!” said Amy Nelson with Batavia School District in the 
post-event survey.

Participants joined the forum from legislator offices, the county 
board, city councils, local food pantries, health and nutrition 
services, school districts, library and park programs, and more. 
Through small table discussions, the representatives explored 
food access, health and nutrition, positive youth development, 
and the environment.

Following the forum’s “café conversations,” each table shared 
back with the larger group and recognized the diverse needs in 
rural, suburban, and urban areas of the county. However, the 
forum also identified common priorities to address, including 
mental and social-emotional health, affordable childcare and 
housing, transportation deficits, growing migrant populations, 
food cost and supply challenges, broadband access, and dealing 
with the aftermath of a pandemic. 

The participants explored ideas to lighten the load of these 
issues and start pathways toward solutions. One participant 
may have said it best: “You can’t take care of the community 
without community.” Extension will host similar events in 
DuPage County and Kendall County in 2024. 

Campus leaders visit Kane County
In fall 2023, the local Extension team welcomed special visitors 
from campus, including Dean of the College of ACES Germán 
Bollero; Shelly Nickols-Richardson, director of Illinois Extension; 
Durriyyah Kemp, assistant director for northeastern Illinois; Carl 
Baker, government relations assistant director; Amanda Cole, 
assistant director of strategy, planning and implementation; 
and Dr. Margarita Terán-Garcia, assistant dean for integrated 
health disparities programs. 

Following a working dinner to learn about Extension outreach 
in the tri-county area, the group participated in the 4-H Kick-Off 
event at the Kane County Fairgrounds, where returning 4-H 
volunteers and families, and new families, gathered to launch 
into the new 4-H year.

We need input from across the state to 
ensure that Illinois Extension addresses the 
key current issues and emerging challenges 
facing Illinois residents. Understanding 
stakeholder needs is a critical part of our 
ability to offer educational programs, 
trainings, and services of importance to 
those we serve.
Shelly Nickols-Richardson

Learn more about this statewide process
extension.illinois.edu/strategic-planning

Stakeholder feedback welcomed
In spring 2023, University of Illinois Extension began a bold, 
strategic planning process to establish priorities, goals, and a 
common vision for statewide engagement, service, partnership, 
and impact. The initial phases focused on engaging internal and 
external stakeholders from around the state via surveys, focus 
groups, and listening sessions to identify potential future trends 
across Illinois. The process will continue into 2024.

http://extension.illinois.edu/strategic-planning
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Serving our communities

131
4-H volunteers

762
4-H club members

756
Expert consultations and Help desk services

14,835 = $25,516
Pounds of produce donated and equivalent value

313
Master Gardener and Master Naturalist Volunteers

826
Educational sessions (in-person and online)

83
SNAP-Ed partnerships

$1,250,543
Value of volunteer hours

444
Extension volunteers

38,266
Volunteer service hours

42.85%
Youth engaged who identify as a minority

488
Nutrition education classes

22,541
Educational program attendance

11,242
4-H experiences

247
Extension partnerships

Service and value provided

People and partners supported

Horticulture and Environment 

Youth Development

Nutrition Education

88
Local government leaders receiving resources

23
Full-time staff members

7
Coalitions with Extension representation

21
Full-time equivalent of volunteers
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DuPage County Extension
1100 E. Warrenville Road | Suite 170
Naperville, IL 
(630) 955-1123
uie-dkk@illinois.edu
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 4:30 PM

Kane County Extension
535 S. Randall Road
St. Charles, IL 60174
(630) 584-6166
uie-dkk@illinois.edu
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 4:30 PM

Kendall County Extension
7775-B IL Route 47
Yorkville, IL 60560
(630) 553-5823
uie-dkk@illinois.edu
Monday - Friday, 8:30 AM - 4:30 PM

facebook.com/ExtensionDKK 
facebook.com/DKK4H 

go.illinois.edu/ExtensionDKK 

OFFICE INFORMATION

ONLINE

DuPage County
Nancy Bell
Claire Gustis*
Steven Gustis
Julie Kulak
Cheryl McGarrity

Kane County
Mazher Ahmed
Liz Dorn
Wayne Gehrke 
Colleen Haas
Anne Herrmann
Elizabeth Melton*
Donna Plonczynski

Kendall County
Jeff Farren
Matias Habib*
Kathleen Janick
Rhonda Oker
Laura Reppy
Emily Reppy*
Sydney Reppy*

*denotes youth member
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Nanette Long  
Office Support Assistant
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Office Support Associate

Rosie Ralston 
Publicity Promotion Associate

4-H Youth Development

Andrea Farrier  
Extension Educator

Donna Nuger  
Extension Educator

Tina Anderson 
Program Coordinator 

Lydia Nickels 
Program Coordinator 

Katie McFarland 
Program Coordinator 

Nancy Reppe 
Program Coordinator 

Horticulture  
and Natural Resources

Jamie Viebach 
Extension Educator

Sarah Fellerer  
Program Coordinator

Maddie Olivieri-Rangel 
Program Coordinator 

Danielle Stojan 
Program Coordinator

SNAP-Education

Christine Birns 
Extension Educator

Shelley Booth 
Program Administrator

Cindy Glavin 
Program Coordinator

Olivia Melgoza 
Program Coordinator

Community  
Outreach Workers

Jocelyn Briones Cid

Yolanda Escobedo

Lisa Mills

Reyna Pena

Cristina Rios go.illinois.edu/ExtensionDKKvideos
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