
Oregon STATE UNIVERSITY

OSU Extension Service: 
Helping Communities Envision and Create a 
Better Future
By Ann Marie Murphy, Communications & Marketing Manager, University Outreach and Engagement, Oregon State University 

A
s the state’s only land grant university, Oregon State 
University (OSU) solves real problems for real people 
where they live and work.  As a result, OSU’s engage-

ment and research work evolves to respond to the complex 
21st century challenges facing today’s urban, suburban and 
rural communities.

Agriculture, 4-H youth and their animals are most often  
associated with OSU Extension Service.  And with good 
reason: Extension began in Oregon more than 100 years ago, 
when less than 20 percent of the population lived and worked 
in cities.  

With a presence in each of Oregon’s 36 counties, today’s OSU 
Extension Service delivers access to the full array of practical 
Oregon State research from disaster resilience to healthier and 
more stable food systems to natural resource management and 
support for the development of sustainable tourism.

Oregon’s Land Grant University
The national Cooperative Extension Service system, as created 
by the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, advocated for the improve-
ment and vitality of all communities to create a better Ameri-
ca.  Extension’s early focus on agriculture and home economics 
made it responsive to the needs at the time of the American 
people.

These days, OSU Extension expertise embraces the areas of 
sustainable earth ecosystems; human health and wellness; and 
economic growth and community vitality through research 
and extension programs.  With more than 400 faculty located 
throughout the state, Extension works in partnership with Or-
egon communities to create positive change for youth, families, 
business and industry.  

Community Outreach and Engagement
Tackling community challenges requires flexibility, long-term 
resource commitment and a strategy that builds community 
capacity.  

Large and small communities alike are facing increasingly 
complex challenges, which are often called grand challenges or 
wicked problems for good reason.  Some are difficult—or even 
impossible—to solve because of their complex interconnected 
nature with other challenging problems.  

Unraveling Oregon’s wicked problems is the definition of the 
outreach and engagement work of an extension program.  But 
OSU Extension does not—and cannot—do it alone.  It  

requires building partnerships across communities and  
interests to co-create solutions to the pressing challenges  
facing people, communities, industry and man-made and natu-
ral environments.  

The 21st century OSU Extension Service offers:

• Practical, science-based, unbiased research on urban and
rural issues;

• Economic development and industry innovation to
improve the performance and formation of businesses and
sustain community vitality;

• Security and disaster resilience to prepare for and mitigate
major disruptions in community services;

• Youth development to cultivate confidence and leadership
skills in youth and create an informed citizenry;

• Health and well-being activities to support healthy
aging and reduce poverty and obesity across age groups
and diverse populations;

• Nutrition expertise to help vulnerable communities make
better food choices, handle food safely and manage
resources so they have food throughout the month;

• K–20 education to strengthen the nation’s workforce,
support entrepreneurship and encourage an interest in
lifelong learning;

Families Involved in Education: Sociocultural Teaching and STEM  
(FIESTAS) is a 4-H STEM (science, technology, engineering and math) 
program that enhances the knowledge of STEM-related topics of 
Latino and underrepresented youth in the third to fifth grades.
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• Increasing access to higher education by encouraging
high school completion, making education a family goal,
helping navigate the higher education enrollment and
financial aid process, and creating seamless transition
between a community college education and OSU;

• Certificate and volunteer programs for woodland
management, gardening and food preservation to increase
access to knowledge, resource management and healthy
lifestyles; and

• Professional and career development education for
success in life, citizenship, work or further education.

Forging True Partnerships Statewide 
Complex issues do not stop at rural county lines or at city 
boundaries.  Metropolitan and rural areas share common  
social issues such as poverty and hunger; housing and home-
lessness; migration and population growth; and public safety 
and health.  Well-functioning cities and suburbs and a healthy 
and sustainable rural economy are both needed for shared 
success in Oregon.  

A robust OSU Extension Service presence throughout the 
state builds strong connectivity between urban, suburban and 
rural communities as it responds to emerging needs.  Exten-
sion helps tie metropolitan and rural communities together.  
For example, helping Oregon’s wine, food and craft brewing 
industries thrive polishes Oregon’s reputation as a travel and 
lifestyle destination, helping all communities prosper.1  

“True partnerships are rare,” says Scott Reed, vice provost for 
University Outreach and Engagement and director of OSU 
Extension Service.  “True partnerships go beyond simple 
cooperation and collaboration.  True partnerships honor the 
contributions of co-equals.  True partnerships create what 
cannot be done otherwise.” 

As evident in the following examples, OSU Extension  
supports Oregon communities in numerous ways, driven 
by local needs.  

In response to the coast region’s growing tourism industry 
and subsequent economic impact, and based on partnerships 
created with Travel Oregon and Wild Rivers Coast Alliance, 
a new Extension faculty position is working with businesses, 
local governments and citizens to provide regional coordina-
tion, applied research and expert training around sustainable 
tourism development.

The Partners for Rural Innovation Center is being co-created 
with Tillamook Bay Community College (TBCC).  It will 
jointly house OSU Extension and Open Campus, TBCC, 
Economic and Small Business Development Center and other 
partners.  Scheduled to be complete in December 2016, the 
joint facility will increase student success, degree completion 
and community engagement.

OSU Extension 4-H partnered with Metro, Portland Com-
munity College, U.S. Forest Service, and the Pacific NW 
Research Station to create the Blue Lake Young Rangers  
program.  The three-month summer program offers  
underserved and underrepresented middle school- to  

OSU Extension Service Locations (35)
OSU Research and Extension Centers (5) *
OSU Campuses (2)
Oregon Agricultural Experiment Station Sites (10)
Forest Research Laboratory Sites (10)
* Co-location of Extension and AES faculty
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high school-age youth in Multnomah County the chance to 
participate in a variety of real world STEM (science, tech-
nology, engineering and math) and outdoor service projects, 
develop interpretive materials, lead hikes, and create connec-
tions to natural spaces while building leadership skills, goal 
setting and academic preparedness.

More than 50 organizations representing all five Colum-
bia Gorge counties discussed the region’s food insecurity.  
Spearheaded by Gorge Grown Food Network, the Veggie 
Rx program was developed in partnership with Extension, 
local medical providers, regional farmers markets and grocery 
stores.  Medical providers identify food insecure patients using 
two screening questions.  When a patient screens “positive,” 
the provider writes a “prescription” of 10 $2 scrips for their 
patient to use at local farmers markets or grocery stores.  More 
than 20,000 prescriptions have been written for approximately 
200 individuals.  Many of the educational materials were  
developed using the Oregon State-developed FoodHero pro-
gram (FoodHero.com) and recipients are encouraged to partici-
pate in SNAP-Ed nutrition classes offered by OSU Extension.

OSU Extension in Baker County collaborated with fam-
ily forestland owners to create a forest products marketing 
cooperative.  In its second year, it successfully completed 
its first sawlog—a felled tree trunk suitable for cutting up 
into timber—volume commitment to a local sawmill.  The 
cooperative was able to leverage the guaranteed log volume to 
secure much higher purchase prices, increasing profitability for 
participating members.

Engaged Scholarship
An essential part of Oregon State’s outreach and engagement 
work is engaged scholarship, which can be described as  
“research that brings together university scholarly resources 
with those in the public and private sectors to enrich knowl-
edge, address and help solve critical societal issues, and 
contribute to the public good.”2 

Small scale farmers with diverse operations who tend to focus 
on direct-to-the-consumer marketing are a large, but histori-
cally underserved audience.  The OSU Small Farm website 
and newsletter were developed to increase access to research-
based information to enhance the likelihood of developing a 
successful farm business.  Content focuses on land steward-
ship, crop production and marketing.  The website now has 
annual page views in excess of two million.  The audience 
is primarily U.S. based, but it also reaches small farmers in 
China, the United Kingdom, Japan and Canada.

Oregon Season Tracker citizen science program is a partner-
ship between OSU Extension, the HJ Andrews Experimental 
Forest long-term ecological research program and PRISM  
Climate Group, a Northwest alliance for computational 
science and engineering, to develop collaborative climate 
change-related research and educational activities.  The 
program is meant to generate data of interest to national and 
local teams studying ecology and climate change and strength-
en the connections between researchers, educators, natural 
resource managers and the public.  Fifty-seven unique phenol-
ogy observers contributed more than 12,000 observations in a 
two-year timeframe.  

Programs Addressing Unique Needs Statewide
A signature program of OSU Extension, OSU Open Cam-
pus, provides local access to learning in order to address the 
unique educational needs of Oregon’s communities.  The 
program has three goals, all dedicated to bettering the com-
munity: college and career readiness, degree completion, and 
economic and community development.  

Through a statewide network of Open Campus education 
coordinators, working in partnership with community col-
leges, regional economic development groups, K-12 education 
systems, business communities and local governments, Oregon 
State is delivering education to underserved and place-bound 
Oregonians.

Latino youth are particularly vulnerable to dropping out of 
school between grades 9 and 10.  Juntos (meaning “together” 
in Spanish), an Open Campus initiative, increases degree 
completion by providing culturally relevant programming for 
8–12 grade students and their parents.  Working with Open 

The OSU Small Farm website and newsletter were developed 
to increase access to research-based information to enhance  
the likelihood of developing a successful farm business.  The  
website receives over two million annual page views. 
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Resources for Oregon Communities:
• Find OSU Extension Service near you

http://extension.oregonstate.edu/find-us

• OSU Extension Service Leadership

 à Scott Reed, director and vice provost University Outreach
and Engagement (scott.reed@oregonstate.edu, 541-737-
2713)

 à Lindsey Shirley, associate director and associate provost for 
University Outreach and Engagement  
(lindsey.shirley@oregonstate.edu, 541-737-2711).

• Cascadia Lifeline Programs (CLiP)
http://cascadia.oregonstate.edu/

• Oregon Hazard Explorer for Lifelines Program (O-HELP)
http://ohelp.oregonstate.edu/

• Rural Communities Explorer
http://oregonexplorer.info

• Small Farms website and newsletter
http://smallfarms.oregonstate.edu

• University Outreach and Engagement Academic Report
http://outreach.oregonstate.edu/sites/default/files/university-
outreach-and-engagement-academic-report-2015-2016.pdf

Campus coordinators, local facilitators and volunteers, families 
build the knowledge, skills and resources to encourage high 
school completion and increase access to college.  What began 
with a few families in Jefferson County has grown into a success-
ful engagement program serving more than 1,000 individuals in 
eight counties and 14 school districts across Oregon.  To date, 
Juntos has impressive results: 100 percent high school gradua-
tion rates and almost 100 percent post-secondary access.

Responding to local needs and creating positive change requires 
identifying where to focus resources.  The Rural Communities 
Explorer (RCE), a public and unbiased database consolidating 
data from more than 30 sources, provides indicator data for 
every community in Oregon.  RCE’s foundational informa-tion, 
combined with community indicators, local knowledge and 
OSU Extension Service participation, allows for rich and 
powerful discussions about what is going on in communities and 
how—together—a more vital future might be created.

Oregon State University drives economic development, social 
progress and community engagement throughout Oregon and 
beyond.  To learn how OSU Extension Service can partner with 
your community, contact your local OSU Extension  
office. 

Sources:

1 A National Framework for Urban Extension (2015), nuelaction.org

2 New Times Demand New Scholarship II – Research Universities and 
Civic Engagement: Opportunities and Challenges (2007)ies.org

Appeared in the October 2016 issue of Local Focus, the magazine of the League of Oregon Cities. 
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