Extension’s Forgotten Aim

John Photiadis

Extension has been long on helping societal changes occur and short
on helping people adjust to these changes according to Photiadis. He sug-
gests that a new aim for Extension should be helping people adjust to
societal change. In his words, “It’s crucial for those who bring about
change in the community, family, or the individual’s style of life, to focus
on what happens to the individual’s internal world during the process of
change.” Extension agents should serve as “. . . a buffer for change so its

impact will be controlled.”

Extension’s new aim should be
the individual’s adjustment to soci-
ety. The role of the Extension agent
should be a buffer for change so its
impact will be controlled. It’s cru-
cial for those who bring about
change in the community, family, or
the individual's style of life, to focus
on what happens to the individual’s
internal world during this process of
change. Any organization working
with people in a changing society
will: (1) “seek to understand” what
is happening in today’s society, (2)
on the basis of known principles of
change, project what societal forms
are likely to exist tomorrow, and
(3) in light of present and future
societal forms, try to establish what
role the organization should play.

The first step, is to understand
the present and future forms of soci-
ety. There are three characteristics
of societal change.! First, societal
change is initiated through techno-
logical change. The largest part of
social movements and processes can
be explained in either technology or
the economic change technology
produces. For example, the rebel-
liousness, resentment, and reaction
of the urban slum dweller have
roots in an economic ‘“have-not”
base. The second and third charac-
teristics of societal change are inter-
related to the rate of technological
change is increasing at a greater rate
each year; and technological change
occurs more rapidly than sociocul-
tural change. Societal changes are
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faster than changes in important
personality attributes.

Therefore, it’s important to
consider change in light of three sys-
tems—culture, society, and person-
ality. The faster technology changes,
the more the individual and the
groups he belongs to become dislo-
cated in adjustment to societal and
cultural environments. Value orien-
tations and ways of life become a
part of an individual’s personality
system over time and, thus, become
guidelines for behavior. The lag be-
tween the systems in adjusting to
new changes causes an incompata-
bility between the formed personal-
ity and the social and cultural envi-
ronment. This often produces frus-
tration, apathy, and retreatism to
traditional ways of life.

Rural Appalachia

The case of rural Appalachia is
an extreme example of an isolated
social system. Since the 1940s,
rural areas, such as rural Appalac-
hia, have faced accelerated changes
imposed by the decline of agricul-
ture, advances in mining technology,
more jobs in the city, more automo-
biles, better roads, and availability
of television. The influence of mass
society has increased, while the in-
fluence of local communities, neigh-
borhoods, families, and other local
reference groups has declined. Bet-
ter transportation and migration have
increased interaction with the out-
side, while better communication
has made rural residents more
aware of the urban middle-class
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style of life.?

Interaction and communication
with the outside are the two forces
that can create new social and refer-
ence systems and de-emphasis of old
ones. In rural Appalchia, the larger
American society is the influential
social system that is incorporating
rural social systems. Satisfaction is
determined more by the standards
of what the rest of American soci-
ety, outside Appalachia, wants.
However, the rural personality de-
veloped early in life and in an iso-
lated and homogeneous social and
cultural environment differs from
that of the larger society. Also, rural
Appalachia doesn’t offer the eco-
nomic opportunities necessary to
achieve society’s demands. Its peo-
ple weren’t culturally or education-
ally prepared to enter the urban
society where satisfactory employ-
ment was available, Geographically,
therefore, the strains imposed by a
technology are more severe in
places isolated from the mainstream
of American society.

This is an undefined problem
by Extension people—the adjust-
ment of individuals to societal
change. Adjustment determines a
person’s long-term satisfaction with
life and his long-term happiness.
Happiness is a state of mind related
to the balance between the individ-
ual and his social and cultural envi-
ronment. It’s the feeling of belong-
ing, sharing, or participating that
follows the individual’s inclusion or
integration into sociocultural rela-
tionships. An individual with a per-
sonality system developed early in
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life and geared to rural life may
have difficulty adjusting to a chang-
ing social and cultural system.

Extension Organization

Consider the importance and
position of the existing organiza-
tional framework. Originally, Exten-
sion was to raise the level of living
of people, primarily through better
farming, and later through home-
making and youth work. However,
with advancing technology and
change in the society of the 1940s,
Extension focused its goals to “help
the individual in the progress of a
nation.”® Little or no consideration
has been given to: (1) what is hap-
pening in the individual’s internal
world during the fulfillment of socie-
tal expectations and (2) in light of
personal needs, how those groups
can be directed toward adjustment.

This proposal does not suggest
that raising a people’s level of living
shouldn’t be an important concern
of Extension. Rather, we suggest
that both the level of living and the
individual’s psychic world be con-
sidered. We’re proposing an aim to
guide both activities, an aim that
can be used as a model to select ob-
jectives and groups to help. This ap-
proach broadens the objectives and
plans of Extension to include those
who are eager to accept new chal-
lenges and continue to strive for
higher levels of living. It also in-
cludes those who aren’t able to cope
with the new challenges for psycho-
logical, cultural, or physical reasons.
Extension’s role becomes a buffer,

cushioning and directing oncoming
changes to induce the individual’s
adjustment to the new society.
Extension is in an excellent po-
sition to activate this aim. Presently
many agencies are working to help
people adjust to rapid, disruptive
change. But eventually this will be
performed by one segment of soci-
ety. Historically, Extension has
worked in just this area, along more
middle-class and production-ori-
ented lines. Further, the Land-Grant
institutions in which the Extension
services are based have become the
primary well-springs of serious anal-
ysis of the human condition. Exten-
sion employs or is in constant con-
tact with all kinds of experts and
subject-matter specialists. Also, con-
nections with and knowledge of var-
ious governmental agencies, particu-
larly local governmental groups,
places Extension in a unique liaison
position. Thus, Extension is geared
to identify problems in cooperation
with academic and research units
and act on these problems with
available community resources.

Selecting Objectives

This proposed aim for Exten-
sion has several functions. First, it
proposes action programs based on
the individual’s needs and long-term
happiness rather than on the basis
of creating socially expected images.
Second, it allows the Extension
planner to examine objectives rang-
ing from assistance in the develop-
ment of natural resources to treat-
ment of welfare recipients or poten-
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tial school dropouts. Third, Exten-
sion can examine all of these objec-
tives under a single criterion—ad-
justment.

A difficulty arises in establish-
ing the proposed aim. Some of the
new subject-matter areas include
complicated and elusive objectives.
For example, if the individual’s ad-
justment to society had been the aim
of Extension 25 years ago, helping
Appalachian migrants would have
become an important Extension ob-
jective. Thus, in West Virginia
alone, Extension would have helped
800,000 migrants who went through
a series of shocks and extensive dis-
comfort to meet the new societal ex-
pectations. A recent survey in
Cleveland indicated that simple in-
structions and brief preparation
would have been invaluable to the
migrants, particularly those who left
during the first 10 years of the great
migration.*

The new aim, then, can
broaden and give direction to Ex-
tension objectives.

Focusing on the individual’s
adjustment to society as an aim
would also allow the Extension
planner to look at a variety of
groups. Let’s consider those who
haven’t been able to compete in the
new society and have joined the
welfare roles. These people are dis-
located in terms of societal adjust-
ment. We should try to cure the
causes of their apathy and their re-
treat. Before helping them get a job,
Extension must prepare them psy-
chologically. Creating interaction
situations such as group therapy to
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incur attitude change and morale
building could be useful. In cooper-
ation with retraining agencies, Ex-
tension could serve as a referral ser-
vice to help the individual take ad-
vantage of existing opportunities for
retraining and employment. This
process could help welfare cases to
again join the mainstream of life in
our society.

Also, we could examine other
programs of Extension: programs
for youth and women. Youth groups
such as the school dropouts could
be an important target group. The
research unit of Extension could
suggest which tests could best pre-
dict the potential dropouts from
among the rural Appalachian high
school students. The Mink Scale of
prediction of dropout proneness is
an example of such a test.® In many
rural low-income counties where ed-
ucation has become the way to se-
cure the level of living society ex-
pects, the dropout rate is as high as
85 per cent. These tests could pin-
point the potential dropouts. Then
Extension could help attract and or-
ganize these students into a club or
group that could offer them interac-
tion. Cooperation could come from
contacts with other youth groups
and government agencies.

Eleanor Glenn, CES Program
Leader for Women, West Virginia,
indicated in a survey of Extension’s
programs for women that most of the
activities of home agents involve
club work. The survey also revealed
that overall membership came from
the middle- and upper-class older
women. When selecting its objec-
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tives, Extension should consider the
role of the low-income housewife
who helps her family cope with the
pressures of societal adjustment.
But, this group is difficult to ap-
proach, organize, and work with.
However, the research unit of Ex-
tension could suggest ways of ap-
proaching and organizing these
women so that work with them
could be possible.

Considering the two objectives
we’re  focused on—low-income
groups and sociopsychological prob-
lems—raises two points. First, it
isn’t suggested that these be the tar-
get areas receiving top priority in
Extension activities. These two
areas have been discussed more ex-
tensively because they’ve received
too little attention by Extension. Se-
condly, we don’t propose that more
objectives be added to the goals of
Extension work, but that a single
tool be selected that will help us (a)
see new and important objectives
and (b) select under a single crite-
rion the objectives crucial to the in-
dividual’s basic needs and long-term
satisfaction with life.

Summary

There are several points to
consider when looking at Exten-
sion’s aim of emphasizing the indi-
vidual’s adjustment to society. First,
there will be a definite need for an
organization with a philosophy and
structure such as Extension.

Second, the new aim considers
all possible objectives under a single
criterion. This includes objectives

dealing with adjustment, directly,
for example, group therapy and oc-
cupational retraining of welfare re-
cipients; and indirectly, for example,
assistance in developing natural re-
sources, agricultural and otherwise,
that will help human adjustment.

Third, Extension doesn’t need
drastic changes to implement the
new aim. More than anything, it
needs a philosophy that will help
Extension become both a practical
and theoretical enterprise.

Fourth, the new aim should be
associated with higher morale and a
stronger feeling of fulfillment by
both administration and personnel.
These feelings should become in-
strumental in (a) favorably dispos-
ing personnel to go through the un-
comfortable task of changing occu-
pational orientation when necessary
and (b) helping personnel to over-
come the frustration of an occupa-
tion involving shifting and often un-
clear objectives.

Fifth, an aim of this nature will
allow not only the examination of
all possible objectives under a single
criterion, but also the selection of
new areas of subject matter, associa-
tions with new branches of scientific
institutions, and changes in organi-
zational structure.

We suggest a reconsideration
of position based on a single criter-
ion of additional objectives, some
of which could be social or socio-
psychological. But in particular, we
propose that all objectives be evalu-
ated on the basis of what their influ-
ence on the internal world of the in-
dividual will be, and not on the cre-
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ation of socially desired images—
which seems to be Extension’s main
concern today. The new role of Ex-
tension in society today becomes,
even more so than in the past, man-
agement of the effects of change on
the individual’s world.®
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