
Introduction
Extension staff has a unique set of needs ranging 
from document delivery to off campus locations, 
instruction on citation tracking, file management, 
and technology trends. Through the hire of a dedi-
cated librarian to serve Extension, the University 
of Minnesota Libraries were able to capitalize on a 
perfect storm brewing within Extension. 

This chapter will discuss how the University of 
Minnesota is seeking to reach out to previously un-
derserved Extension staff through virtual and per-
sonal services. A variety of techniques have been 
used, such as trend spotting, lurking and active 
engagement, to identify the strengths and weak-
ness in our library programming and services for 
Extension staff; with this information we are able 
to develop strategies for outreach opportunities. A 
discussion of several digital projects underway will 
highlight how we are working towards integration 
within Extension’s place, policies and preservation.

History of Extension
The University of Minnesota started as a prepara-
tory school in the Territory of Minnesota in 1851. 
The school was designated as the land-grant insti-
tution for the state under the 1862 Morrill Act. 
All universities have the mission of research and 
teaching, but land-grant institutions have a third 

mission, outreach. The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 
established the Cooperative Extension Service 
and provided federal funds for extension activities. 
In 1909, the state legislature created the Exten-
sion division within the University of Minnesota, 
providing funds thereafter. The mission of Exten-
sion furthers the University’s outreach efforts by 
“providing Minnesotans with access to practical, 
research-based information to help improve their 
lives. Extension faculty and staff live and work 
across the state, in regional and county offices as 
well as University campuses and research and out-
reach centers.”1 Currently, Extension has five units 
designated as Extension Centers. These Extension 
Centers include: Family Development; Youth De-
velopment; Community Vitality; and Food, Ag-
ricultural and Natural Resource Sciences.   Each 
Center includes numerous program areas. Some 
examples include, students using science, math, 
engineering and technology to design and build 
robots in 4H and nutrition educators training to 
improve the nutritional content of school lunches 
and food handling techniques. 

Library Liaison Role
Previously, Extension staff had to funnel their ref-
erence questions, instruction requests, and copy-
right inquiries to the appropriate subject liaison 
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within the University of Minnesota Libraries 
based on academic disciplines, rather than pro-
gram areas. Often questions were passed around 
to different experts in the areas of copyright and 
instruction. There was no designated Extension 
contact providing continuity of service in the Li-
braries. 

Before the Outreach and Instruction Librarian 
position was advertised in 2008, the Agricultural, 
Biological and Environmental Sciences depart-
ment within the Libraries analyzed their needs 
and determined that they desired a dedicated li-
aison to two colleges that were previously under-
served. My position, as it stands today, is one that 
combines outreach to the Saint Paul campus com-
munity and the surrounding area, along with co-
ordinating instruction. In addition, my position is 
the liaison to the College of Continuing Education 
(CCE) and Extension, both of which cover numer-
ous discipline areas, making the position uniquely 
interdisciplinary. 

Challenges and Opportunities
Hiring the first dedicated librarian for Extension 
brought many opportunities for the Libraries. At 
the time of my hire, Extension was restructuring 
and implementing a new promotion process for 
their staff. Additionally, Extension staff members 
were excited about having a personal librarian to 
assist them. 

In 2003, due a severe budget cut of 7 million 
dollars or 13% of their budget, Extension consid-
ered new structures and models of organization.2 
Prior to 2004, Extension educators were located in 
all 87 counties in Minnesota. After 2004, Exten-
sion became a regional/county model. Extension 
realigned its program teams to topic-based groups 
mapped to an overarching area. For example, the 
program team Agricultural Drainage is aligned to 
the topic of agriculture, and this falls within the 
Extension Center for Food, Agricultural and Nat-
ural Resource Sciences (EFANS). Though most of 
the staff was retained, everyone had to adjust to 

the new business plans of the program teams and 
smaller budgets. 

Extension staff has embraced technology as an 
affordable means to get their message out to the 
community and amongst themselves. The staff 
members already use tools to create webinars to 
reach community members who are spread out 
over numerous counties. Though they still do in-
person training, they have been able to reach more 
residents with the addition of online technologies. 
Numerous program teams also make use of course 
management systems, such as Moodle, for ongoing 
education regarding new developments in their ar-
eas, such as federal legislation, standards and other 
factors that can influence their outreach and edu-
cational programming. Technology has been inte-
grated into Extension’s workflow, which provides 
the Libraries an opportunity to partner with the 
Extension community and staff, while keeping the 
Libraries budget reductions for site visits and on-
site training during the recession in account. 

Because few extension staff members are lo-
cated on a University of Minnesota campus, ac-
cessing the Libraries’ resources can be challenging. 
A proxy server allows off-campus staff to authen-
ticate to the University of Minnesota and access 
the Libraries’ web-based resources.3 Staff also may 
request items to be delivered from Document De-
livery via e-mail. This does not address the dispar-
ity of broadband access that exists within regional 
offices and within the general community in parts 
of the state. According to a broadband study, 94% 
of Minnesotans have access to broadband.4 How-
ever, examining rural Minnesota reveals drasti-
cally different numbers. Only 73% of households 
in outstate own a computer, and 68% maintain an 
internet connection.5 All Extension staff members 
have access to a computer and e-mail is the most 
common communication medium, however the 
Internet report illustrates that not all connections 
are equal. Some Extension offices have relatively 
slow upload/download times, making developing 
resources and content for staff more challenging. 
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Another inequity that off-campus Extension 
staff experience is the lack of access to physical 
materials within the Libraries. Currently, offsite 
extension staff may request materials to be deliv-
ered to their offices through the program Docu-
ments to U. However, this is a fee-based program, 
with a cost associated for each item requested and 
for postage. Extension staff use personal or Center 
professional development funds to request delivery 
of materials from the Libraries to their offices. As 
a work around, many extension staff off campus 
will request University of Minnesota library ma-
terials through the public library system. Through 
the statewide network, MnLINK, residents of 
Minnesota may borrow materials from other Min-
nesota library systems, including many academic 
libraries, at no charge. However, most public li-
braries have a two-week loan period, while staff 
and faculty at the University may borrow materials 
for thirteen weeks with unlimited renewals. This 
inequity needs to be resolved, as numerous other 
institutions offer direct mailing of materials to off 
campus Extension personnel.6–9 

In addition to new programming directions 
and the consolidation of regional offices in 2004, 
Extension recently reviewed their promotion pro-
cess. Extension educators are now evaluated on 
leadership, scholarship, teaching, management, 
and service. The scholarship section plays a larger 
role than it has in the past, giving the Libraries an 
opportunity to work with Extension staff as they 
publish and promote their research and evidence-
based programming. 

One of the major challenges in working with 
Extension is that being a subject expert in all ar-
eas of Extension is perhaps not realistic for a single 
Libraries liaison. Rather, as Extension liaison, I il-
lustrate how I can assist with the tools and strate-
gies for research in their respected areas and look 
to them to provide the content expertise. 

Working with staff throughout the state makes 
outreach and communication challenging. There 
are numerous factors to take into consideration, 

including those areas the Libraries has little con-
trol over, such as network connectivity, and poli-
cies that should be reconsidered, such as our loan 
policy and process for offsite staff. 

In the Know
Communication is the key to keeping current and 
relevant with Extension staff throughout Minne-
sota. Knowing the programming under develop-
ment allows the Libraries to be a potential partner 
in creating content and providing research support. 
Being present within Extension’s communication 
channels allows the Libraries to provide informa-
tion regarding our resources and services within 
their workflow. I use six communication channels 
to remain informed and disperse content as needed: 
email lists, Twitter, blogs, video, Extension meet-
ings, and connecting with influential technology 
and community personnel within Extension. 

Email lists are an obvious choice when it comes 
to being an effective subject librarian. We use them 
across the University to keep up-to-date on student 
and faculty research, to monitor department efforts 
and to communicate what the Libraries have to of-
fer that specific population; Extension is no differ-
ent. The Extension all-staff list provides updates 
on the Dean’s vision for Extension and procedural 
changes, but it is the Center lists that I have found 
to be most useful. Rather than subscribing to al-
most a hundred program team email lists, which 
would be unmanageable in my workflow, I sub-
scribe to each Center’s general list. Most Centers 
put together weekly or monthly highlights regard-
ing developments among their program teams. To 
manage all the messages, I have a strong filtering 
system in my e-mail, along with a tagging system 
to mark the e-mails for follow-up for various rea-
sons: new program, policy change, program can-
cellation, new initiative, and research. 

Tagging can also be found on Twitter. Exten-
sion is often at the forefront of new technologies as 
the staff members try new ways to communicate 
with their community and the profession. Many 
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extension staff use Twitter, a microblogging site 
that allows for 140 character messages. Using a 
program called TweetDeck to manage my Twitter 
account on my desktop and mobile phone, I have 
created a group for all the Extension staff I follow. 
I keep track of what they are discussing and ad-
vertising to the community and add to the discus-
sions with comments and links to useful resources. 
In addition to following Extension employees and 
groups, I follow Extension hashtags for the program 
teams, such as #trotttweet for the Horse Program 
Team, and official Extension communications at 
#UMNExt. Not only does this afford me an easy, 
nonintrusive way to engage Extension staff, but it 
also has increased my visibility. Numerous Exten-
sion staff now follow my account, @KLMLibrar-
ian, and often repost my tweets to share with their 
community at large. I have also been able to gain 
valuable feedback regarding presentations based on 
the immediacy of a post on Twitter. As soon as I 
enter a message on Twitter it is posted, unlike the 
mediated Extension email lists which may take a 
few days to be approved and sent out. 

Blogs are another immediate mode of com-
munication that I use. Like Twitter, I subscribe 
to blogs from individuals and Extension programs 
through RSS feeds. Again, the use of folders, fil-
ters and tagging allow me to organize the blog 
posts and focus on those that are relevant to the 
Libraries. I also use a blog (http://blog.lib.umn.
edu/meye0539/kristenmastel/) to communicate 
with Extension staff. To aid Extension staff in their 
scholarship, my blog posts highlight useful reports 
and University sources, as well as quality free re-
sources that could be useful in their programming 
with the general public. I embed YouTube video 
screencasts, welcome messages, and productivity 
tips I want to present visually in less than five min-
utes within the blog. One of the main reasons I 
use YouTube instead of other video-sharing sites 
is the accessibility component. In YouTube, I can 
offer closed captioning to assist those with hear-
ing impairments and to reinforce the message to 

international Extension staff. Since Twitter only 
allows 140 characters, I can have a longer discus-
sion about a resource or topic on my blog and link 
to that post via a tweet on Twitter. 

Since there was strong buy-in from Extension 
administration to having a dedicated Libraries li-
aison, I have been invited to participate as an ex-
officio member on many of the Extension teams. 
For example, I am invited to attend all monthly 
Extension Center for Food, Agricultural and 
Natural Resource Sciences Program Leader Team 
meetings. In each of their meetings one program 
team is highlighted. This allows me to hear the 
latest accomplishments and annual goals from the 
administrative perspective. Again, this reinforces 
the support that the Libraries play within Exten-
sion, and allows me to strengthen our ties with Ex-
tension leadership. 

Serendipitously I have met many influential 
and informed personnel within Extension. One of 
the first support groups I met within extension was 
EDTech. This group of Extension staff is interested 
in educational technology, and many of them are 
early adopters. This group has become a sounding 
board for outreach possibilities and has introduced 
me to upcoming initiatives and projects. Through 
one of the members of EdTech I learned that the 
Center for Community Vitality was interested 
in organizing all of the personal libraries Exten-
sion staff have across the state about community 
economics and other areas. After analyzing their 
situation, we developed a group RefWorks account 
and came up with custom fields to help organize 
the data. I helped train the administrative assistant 
on efficient and effective citation tracking strate-
gies and uploading to RefWorks. She then im-
ported the Center’s circulating library, along with 
the administration’s personal files. Instructions 
were developed and dispersed to Community Vi-
tality staff who were invested in the program. One 
can never underestimate the power of networking 
within an institution to lead you down new pro-
gram and outreach paths. 
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Some of these methods to embed within Ex-
tension’s communication workflow are from the 
top down and others bubble up from the bottom. 
Twitter and blogging are grassroots methods of 
connecting directly with the Extension staff and 
their communities to share information at a point 
of need. Attending various meetings with admin-
istration allows for the Libraries to strategically as-
sist in accomplishing Extension goals, and poten-
tially be incorporated in the future. 

Marketing Resources
The Libraries are embedded in two core areas of 
Extension: the promotion process and the intranet. 
Marketing and assessment of resources for both 
areas is possible by embedding within the commu-
nication system. 

When the promotion guidelines for Exten-
sion educators changed, there was a great deal of 
unease about what scholarship meant and how it 
would be evaluated. To relieve apprehension about 
the review process, Extension administration de-
veloped numerous tools and strategies to inform 
and educate staff. Many Centers offered webinars, 
handouts and worksheets that discussed assessing 
evidence-based programming, building a dossier, 
writing a narration, and examples of curriculum 
vitae. 

Building on the key pieces of information 
needed for promotion, I was invited by the Com-
munity Economics Team to develop a webinar on 
conducting literature searches to support the area 
of scholarship. A communication channel was in 
place to archive the presentation. In the hour-long 
session I introduced familiar indexes and databas-
es, along with strategic searching strategies, such 
as using controlled vocabulary. Creating a search 
alert was also demonstrated, as staff members often 
work on projects over a period of time. Locating 
grey literature, illustrating bibliographic mining 
and cited reference searching were also discussed. 

The Community Economics program team 
endorsed the quality of the webinar and posted it 

on the internal Promotion Initiatives for Educators 
(PIE) website. The webinar is cited as a tool to con-
sult as staff moves through the promotion process. 
This successful partnership led to more than ten 
one-on-one consultations via Skype and confer-
ence calls with Community Economics Extension 
educators. Since the Community Economics pre-
sentation, I have developed five other presentations 
covering similar strategies for other topic areas of 
Extension. 

The PIE website exists within the intranet for 
Extension, which uses the MyU Portal. In addi-
tion to creating content to populate Extension’s 
websites, I have created a custom myLibrary page 
within their Portal, which is a part of their daily 
workflow. 

MyU is a web portal “created by the Univer-
sity’s Office of Information Technology and Of-
fice of the Vice Provost for Distributed Education 
and Instructional Technology. The site is intended 
as ‘the first stop for University of Minnesota in-
formation and applications’ for students, staff, and 
faculty.”10 The portal is a one-stop-shop for work 
and student life here at the University. Undergrad-
uate students can register for courses, access course 
management systems, check their e-mail, and pay 
bills through the portal interface. The staff can ac-
cess their e-mail, view their pay statements, and 
other core work life related tasks. This is all em-
bedded within Extension’s customized MyU Por-
tal, which also serves as their intranet. Both groups 
are able to have customized content delivered to 
them. 

The Libraries have a dedicated tab within the 
portal, titled myLibrary. Undergraduate, graduate, 
staff and faculty all receive different pieces of con-
tent produced by the Libraries. To reach Extension 
staff where they are virtually I created a custom 
myLibrary template for the portal. 

The Extension myLibrary page has compo-
nents that are standard for all myLibrary pages, 
such as a widget featuring a library catalog search 
box at the top, another box that allows you to save 
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your favorite databases, e-journals and citations, 
along with listing items you have checked out, and 
in the footer a list of Libraries. I was able to cus-
tomize all of the other boxes of content throughout 
the page with assistance of the coding skills of the 
Libraries developers. 

I created a custom “Search Key Resources” 
widget that recommends databases, indexes and 
other web resources for Extension. Ideally, I would 
be able to push economics related information to 
the Extension Community Economics Program 
Team within the Center for Community Vitality, 
or horticulture resources to the Master Garden-
ers. However, this is not currently possible, as the 
human resources records do not have unique job 
codes for each Center or Program Team. There-
fore, we had to create one list that would reflect the 
five Centers of Extension equally. This is a difficult 
task, as the first ten items alphabetically I mark as 
core resources on my subject guide are pulled into 
the myLibrary interface. I strategically identified 
less than ten core resources: two general interest 
databases and one subject specific database appro-
priate broadly for each Center. In the widget there 
is a link to “More” which links out to the longer 
Extension subject guide. However, I wanted to do 
more than simply pushing content out. Extension 
staff is familiar with a wealth of resources for their 
specific areas of interest, and I wanted to provide 
an opportunity to gather their feedback and addi-
tions to a subject guide, which the current technol-
ogy the Libraries uses does not allow. 

To allow user feedback and contributions I de-
cided to link to all the relevant library resources 
via social bookmarking. Social bookmarking al-
lows users to share and organize bookmarks of web 
content. I decided to use the social bookmarking 
site Delicious (http://delicious.com/). Since I knew 
other Extension staff was using that particular 
program to manage their personal and professional 
bookmarks, I went where the people were already 
invested, although other social networking tools 
would work as well. I bookmarked databases and 

free web resources and tagged them with the ap-
propriate Center names to group the items. I also 
added other items of interest, such as literature 
searching, writing a literature review, and copy-
right and intellectual property. I included a link to 
my Delicious account in the core resources of the 
Extension subject guide; therefore it appears at the 
top of the alphabetical list of “Key Resources.” In 
the short time since creating the Delicious account 
I have received over a dozen recommendations of 
resources to include. Another way I hope to revise 
the “Key Resources” area is to incorporate the most 
popular online resources Extension staff has saved 
to the e-journals and database favorites section. 
This illustrates the importance of not only pushing 
content to our users, but also pulling in their sug-
gestions to make our resources more robust. 

Another custom widget in the myLibrary tab 
is “Library News.” I wanted to create a custom 
feed rather than linking to the Libraries’ general 
RSS feed, which populates all other myLibrary 
templates. Most Extension staff is located offsite 
and the general RSS feed lists onsite events, work-
shops and other information that does not always 
apply to this population. The developers used my 
blog’s RSS feed to populate “Library News.” Now, 
Extension staff receives highlights of resources, 
embedded screencasts, and discussions regarding 
current projects and partnerships between the Li-
braries and Extension delivered to their myLibrary 
page. 

The last area I was able to customize was “Li-
brary Links.” There I featured our chat reference 
service, recorded workshops, copyright informa-
tion and other sites relevant to distance learners. 

The custom myLibrary page within the por-
tal allows Extension staff to have a personalized 
virtual library to fit their needs and interests. In 
the future, by examining the items people click on 
and archive in their “Saved Resources” section, the 
Libraries hope to build in a recommender system. 

Through the myLibrary and Promotion Initia-
tives for Educators projects, research assistance has 
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been provided to Extension staff located on and off 
campus. A recent small sample study at a similar 
sized University found that 71% of off campus Ex-
tension personnel access the Libraries website less 
than once a month.11 By integrating the Libraries 
resources into Extension’s workflow and interface 
I hope to increase awareness and ease of access to 
library information. 

Embedding Services
In addition to being embedded within the com-
munication methods of Extension, and within the 
portal tools, library services have been embedded 
into numerous Extension programs to provide ref-
erence support and document archiving. 

Many libraries that serve Extension staff of-
fer reference assistance in-person, on the phone, 
via chat and e-mail, and the University of Min-
nesota is no different. Extension staff members are 
welcome to contact the Libraries though whatever 
medium is most comfortable for them. However, 
when I started working with Extension I tried an 
additional approach. Three months after I started 
in 2008, the Center for Youth Development was 
hosting their annual conference online, due to 
budget considerations. In collaboration with the 
conference organizer and Associate Dean of the 
Center for Youth Development I created a wel-
come video to introduce myself to the Extension 
staff and a library scavenger hunt to acquaint staff 
with relevant resources and services on the Librar-
ies website. In addition, I offered an optional drop-
in chat session to meet Youth Development staff. 
Of the eighty Youth Development staff that par-
ticipated in the conference over fifteen introduced 
themselves to me during the one-hour chat ses-
sion and/or asked questions. Since this was a suc-
cess and only a short period of time was invested, I 
have offered drop-in virtual chat sessions quarterly 
or biannually, with similar attendance. As other 
Extension Centers have started to move their more 
in-depth professional development opportunities 
online I have been able to extend this service. 

In addition to attending the Center’s small-
er professional development events I have been 
involved with Extension’s fall conference ev-
ery year. While attending my first conference I 
participated in the poster session and presented 
on the customized myLibrary tab in the portal. 
There were over fifty research-based posters being 
presented and there was no archiving precedent 
for their work. After the conference, I worked 
with the organizers to issue a call to the poster 
session presenters to add their work to the Uni-
versity’s digital repository, the University Digital 
Conservancy (UDC). The majority of poster ses-
sion presenters participated and submitted their 
materials to the UDC. This project has expanded 
the UDC‘s collection to include national presen-
tations and posters by Extension staff as a part of 
their workflow after they present. 

The Libraries need to be present from the be-
ginning of the research process to the end product. 
The personal connections made during the drop-in 
chat sessions have led to collaborations on addi-
tional projects and the pursuit of adding Extension 
publications to the University Digital Conservan-
cy. 

Conclusion
Two years ago the Libraries connection with Ex-
tension was ad hoc. Some librarians had relation-
ships with Extension faculty in their subject liai-
son areas, but there was no systematic effort for 
reference, instruction, collection development or 
outreach. Through buy-in and risk taking within 
Extension the Libraries has become part of their 
communication channel. Through this open dia-
logue, opportunities for partnerships on projects 
and resources have emerged, as the Libraries con-
tinue to understand and fulfill the needs of Exten-
sion staff. 

The University of Minnesota Libraries is a 
land-grant library system with a mission to provide 
information to the people of Minnesota. Similarly, 
the mission of Extension is to provide useful in-
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formation to the people of Minnesota anchored in 
current research done within the University. The 
alignment of outreach within both the Libraries 
and Extension provides opportunities for growth 

and development which stretch beyond embedding 
Libraries resources and services within Extension 
to informing the Minnesota community of state-
wide resources and services. 


