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Cross Cultural Immersion in Cooperative Extension: An Analysis of a [State] Program

Introduction/Need for Innovation or Idea
One of the largest populations to increase in the United States in recent years is that of the Hispanic population. Extension educators are now charged with the task of creating innovative programs, organizing educational seminars, and working with clubs or organizations to better meet the needs of this population. Ludwig states, “Global is becoming part of local, and education and support for clientele will have to be delivered within a culturally sensitive framework” (Ludwig, 2002, para. 13). This increase of global becoming local creates a need for training in cultural competence of Extension professionals when dealing with other populations. 

How it Works/Methodology/Program Phases/Steps
In order for the Cooperative Extension to remain effective in its position to the nation, leadership of the system must provide an atmosphere that permits professionals to continually develop their cultural competence.  “Leadership must provide the environment that allows staff to learn new skills for designing programs and to employ people from historically excluded groups, while staff has to engage in the personal development work that will build a welcoming environment” (Schauber & Castania, 2001, para. 4). This responsibility of the Cooperative Extension in [State] has largely been explored through cultural exchange and immersion programs. These programs are used to engross professionals in a different culture while concurrently creating cultural competence. The University of [State] began its Cross Cultural Studies Program (CCSP) in 2002, with its objectives defined by Ames and Atiles (2008) as the following:

(1) to provide participants with a knowledge of social, cultural, and environmental issues . . . [of Latin America]; (2) to compare and contrast cultural values between . . . [Latin America] and the U.S. and to interpret these values relative to the Hispanic and non-Hispanic communities in . . . [State]; (3) to learn about globalization and its impact on . . . [Latin America]; and (4) to expose participants to basic Spanish language skills. (para 4)

A typical cross-cultural experience through the University includes a trip to a local University in the host country, tours of numerous agricultural sites, social service agencies, public health clinics, and rural schools. The intention of visiting these various sites is to give participants a broad set of cultural experiences so that they can better understand, communicate with, and ultimately work more effectively with Hispanic communities in [State]. Upon their return participants are expected to expound upon their current programs and share their experiences with other Extension educators across the state to encourage excitement and interest in the program. It should be noted that immersion experiences are invaluable to these professionals and provide them with an opportunity and occurrence that they would not be able to achieve in the United States, “Submersion into another culture provides a perspective that, in some ways, is difficult to transfer” (Marsden, 2000, para. 4).  

The emphasis of the research performed was placed on the analysis of benefits, knowledge gained, and change of attitudes and practices resulting from participation by outreach professionals in the [State] CCSP. In the spring of 2009 volunteers were selected from a list of alumni (past participants) of the Program. Response was completely voluntary and participants were asked to participate in an interview that lasted 45 minutes. Interviews took place either in person or via the phone.

Results to Date/Implications
Seven cross cultural immersion participants completed the interview and were asked seven questions regarding their experience and knowledge gained from the Cross Cultural Studies Program (CCSP). All interview results were transcribed and compiled to be further analyzed. Three themes emerged which included, gendered relations with Hispanic populations, difficulties programming activities for Hispanic populations, and personal gain of cross cultural immersion participants. The most common and reoccurring theme was that of personal gain attributed to participants from completing the Program. This personal gain was established in cross cultural competence, and the ability to better relate to Hispanic populations. It was also noted that although the Program was able to provide a different view point and personal gain for participants, many were not able to transfer this into effective and successful programming for Hispanic populations in their county or respective area. 

Future Plans/Advice to Others
Diversity remains an important concept in the notion of cultural competence and is vital for better understanding different groups and cultures. As the population being served becomes more diverse, so grows the need of diversity among Extension staff. After completion and analysis of the initial set of interviews it is advised that a follow up survey should be distributed to all participants of the CCSP. This survey will further explore the transformation of personal gain to professional implementation and program planning. 

Costs/Resources Needed
The aforementioned experiences leave Extension professionals and educators with a unique experience that is unforgettable and allows individuals to immerse themselves in a new perspective and way of life. Partial funding for some of the Cross Cultural Study Programs has been provided by the USDA-CSREES International Science and Education Competitive Grants Program (Ames & Atiles, 2008). 
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