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President’s Letter 
I would like to personally extend a thank you to each one of you for making it a 
priority in your professional development plan to join our chapter of Epsilon 
Sigma Phi as an annual or life member in 2021. Your commitment to the 
organization is important to the Extension Profession. I encourage you to reach 
out to an Extension colleague and have a conversation with them about the 
benefits of ESP membership, which is open to all Extension professionals. If 
they’re not an ESP member, invite them to join our chapter! Extension has a 
gained number of new staff over the last few years and a number who have 
retired. Whether active or retired, annual and life membership is a great way to 
stay connected to Extension professionals, support continuing education, and 
encourage professional development.  
 
The Annual ESP meeting will be held virtually on May 4 after lunch, in conjunction with the 2021 Virtual 
Annual JCEP Conference being held May 4, 6, and 11. More information will be coming out on the ESP 
meeting and JCEP Conference. Please ‘pencil in’ those dates on your calendar, I look forward to seeing 
you at that meeting which will include a social time. Additional dates to note are the PILD conference, 
April 12-14. This conference will be held virtually. And the National ESP 2021 Conference, “Sea of 
Opportunity Anchored in Extension” being held in Savannah, GA on October 25-28. This is being 
planned as a live, in-person conference. I hope you will join a number of us from Wisconsin who plan to 
attend! 
 
This will be my final President’s Letter, as I will become the Past-President at the close of our Annual 
Meeting, and Paul Roback will take the gavel as our President in 2021-22. He has also been a former 
ESP President and will do an amazing job. I want to thank you for the opportunity to serve as your ESP 
President. The past year has flown by with its challenges and accomplishments! Our ESP Chapter has 
a remarkable Board of Directors and Committee Chairs/Co-
Chairs and members. We have worked together to support 
members in attending the virtual conferences, to update 
ESP By-Laws, to promote Award and Grant submissions, 
and to encourage active membership and giving to the ESP 
Foundation. Please consider involvement as a committee 
member or a member of the Board of Directors.  
 
With gratitude, 

 

Mary Ann Schilling    
ESP President 
Wisconsin Alpha Sigma Chapter 
Maryann.schilling@wisc.edu 
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Wisconsin ESP President-Elect  
Paul Roback 

There is a Chinese proverb that says “the wise adapt themselves to circumstanc-
es, as water molds itself to the pitcher.”  This proverb was shared with participants 
during the 2021 JCEP National Leadership Conference and I think it accurately 
describes our Extension work this past year during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Alt-
hough it has been challenging at times, we continue to adapt, innovate, and con-
nect people to the research and resources of the University of Wisconsin.  During 
the pandemic, we have also learned to appreciate how important it is to stay con-
nected to each other.  Although we couldn’t attend the JCEP Leadership Confer-
ence in-person, attending virtually provided an opportunity to make meaningful connections with Exten-
sion colleagues from across the country.  The conference planning team, session hosts, and participants 
worked to ensure the conference experience was welcoming, engaging, and meaningful.  Several of the 
tools used during the conference can be used in our local programs as well. 
 
We and Me, Inc. are the creators of We! Connect Cards and other resources that many of us have used 
to connect and engage people.  They offer a series of free videos on how you can adapt their popular 
products to a virtual environment at: https://weand.me/ingredients-for-virtual-engagement-video-training/  
Flippity.net allows you to turn Google Spreadsheets into learning resources, including quizzes and flash-
cards.  Flippity is free with your Google account.   Over the years, I have used the World Café (http://
www.theworldcafe.com/) methodology to engage people in conversations that matter.  During the confer-
ence, I attended a concurrent session that successfully adapted this methodology to a virtual format us-
ing Zoom.  I also learned about Everyday Democracy (https://www.everyday-democracy.org/), which 
supports “bringing diverse groups of people together, helping them structure and facilitate community 
dialogue on pressing issues, and training them to use a racial equity lens to understand longstanding 
problems and possible solutions.”   

I would like to thank your ESP Chapter for supporting my attendance at the JCEP Leadership Confer-
ence and I look forward to exploring and using these resources in order to continue adapting my Exten-
sion programming during the pandemic and beyond.   

The Retiree Committee continues to serve as your link between Extension and retirement.  Members of 
the Retiree Committee include Jim Barthel, Ginny Hall, Christine Kniep, Linda Kustka, Mary Kaye Mer-
win, and Paul Roback.  Recently, Ginny Hall had an opportunity to interview Chris Kniep.   

 
 
 
 

What was your role(s) with UW-Extension?  I worked as a county based edu-
cator in Winnebago County for 33 years, starting with the title “Home Econo-
mist”, evolving into “Family Living Educator” and adding the Department Head 
role for twenty-five years.  
 
What did you value about your career in Extension? The opportunity to con-
tinuously learn, teach, support families, work with community groups and be a 
part of a nationwide program.  The opportunities I was given  

as an extension educator gave me incredible freedom to be creative, responsive and  

Retiree Committee 
Paul Roback, Committee Chair 

Retiree Highlight: Chris Kniep 

https://weand.me/ingredients-for-virtual-engagement-video-training/
http://www.theworldcafe.com/
http://www.theworldcafe.com/
https://www.everyday-democracy.org/
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engaged.   It opened doors to connections across the country through WEAFCS/NEAFCS and ESP 
involvement.  I feel blessed by the truly incredible opportunities an Extension Educator has every day. 
 
What advice do you have for current UW staff? Change is a constant in Extension – from the work 
you do, to the organizational structure.  My first year in Winnebago County the state downsized and staff 
were cut.  As I was facing retirement, nEXT Gen was happening. And in between many changes…  As 
much as possible focus on making a difference and being a partner – those things will continue to make 
Extension work a valued entity in communities, counties and the state. 
 
How did you transition into retirement?  I still am…I retired knowing I “wasn’t done yet.” I knew I 
wanted to make a difference in my Church, my community, my family.  I’d been advised to learn the word 
“no” and to use it.  Sometimes that works for me, sometimes not.  I keep trying things out, like a part time 
job this year sewing for the Green Bay Packers, working for Marge’s Pro Sewing.  I’ve been thinking I 
should apply at Kelley’s Creamery for a season or maybe teach quilting classes….what do I really want 
to do??? 
 
How have you contributed to UWEX and/or the community since retirement?  I’ve worked to 
contribute to UWEX in ways that don’t look like I’m still working….I’ve become a 4-H volunteer, teaching 
sewing and flipping pancakes at the fair for the Leader’s association.   I point people to Extension when 
they have questions and limit my role in community groups where Extension is active.  I am serving on 
the Friends of the Oshkosh Seniors Center Board and Winnebago County Human Services Board.  I had 
increased my volunteer time as a mediator for the Winnebago County Conflict Mediation Center until 
COVID…will return to that.  Church, Altrusa, Ladies Benevolent Society….so many great opportunities 
and many done during the day time! 
 
How do you connect with former colleagues and/or UWEX in retirement?  Upon retiring I became 
life members of ESP and NEAFCS.  Both groups connect me with current and former colleagues in 
Wisconsin and across the country in many different ways.   Working with another retiree, Peggy 
Nordgren, we connected retired Home Economists/Family Living Educators in a fund raising event for 
WEAFCS.   And I’ve continued to judge at county fairs. 
 
How do you identify and/or tap into a passion during retirement? Again, try things out that interest 
you, know you can move on if it doesn’t fit.   While I knew Extension was providing me with opportunities 
to meet and work with people, continue to learn and grow, etc. when you bring those skills and abilities 
to groups in retirement – you’ll know if it’s a fit, fun and if you want to do more.  That’s when that “no” is 
important!  I guess my passion right now is “giving back” – from teaching 4-Hers sew, to serving on 
Church committees, to picking up groceries for those folks “safer at home”.   
 
Do you have any advice to those who are about to retire? First, give yourself some time to winnow 
and sift.  Second, Celebrate - take some time to think about all you’ve accomplished, all you’ve learned, 
those friends you have made.  Third, give thanks to those who have been a part of your life in Extension 
and let them know.  Then….Breathe deeply on Sunday nights – they will have a whole new feel….take a 
break….let it flow….change direction…tackle some projects that have waiting and forget some of them!   

Retiree Committee (Continued Interview of Chris Kniep) 
Paul Roback, Committee Chair 
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Awards Committee 
Donna Peterson, Committee Chair 

The Awards committee have been busy reviewing Award 
applications. We want to thank each and everyone of you who 
contributed in any way to an award application. The Awards 
Committee felt it was a very successful year regarding the number 
of applications received. The quality of work that our colleagues are 
doing is awesome. 

The Awards Committee has also been working on updating the two ESP Chapter 
award applications. We have created the new application forms that are more 
reflective of the award description. Those revised applications will be on the Chapter 
Awards Committee page soon. 

When the committee reviewed the applications this year we also created, reviewed 
and now have revised/new review forms and criteria for all of the ESP Awards. 

It has been a busy spring for the Awards Committee members - Debbie Moellendorf, 
Bev Baker, Aerica Bjurstrom, Mary Kaye Merwin, Peggy Compton, and Donna 
Peterson. 

In the next ESP newsletter issue the Awards Committee will have the awardees. 
 

 

Submitted by Francis Ginther, 2020 National ESP 
Conference Attendee 
 
Attended and took part in Epsilon Sigma Phi national Extension conference virtually 
with sessions in drug and alcohol abuse prevention ideas for parents and law 
enforcement, how to do 4-H programming to new audiences, how to teach youth 
about zoonotic disease transmission, working with autistic youth through gardening, 
mindfulness techniques and strategies for leaders, research sessions on 4-H impacts 
on workforce preparation for youth & a recruitment and retention study for 4-H Clubs 
along with numerous guest speakers on providing Extension services to new, 
emerging, and diverse audiences.  
 
 

Grants Committee 
Pattie Carroll & Mandi Dornfeld, Committee Co-Chairs 
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There are two big news items from the ESP National Office this month: 1) 
we are searching for a new Executive Director and 2) we have a 
redesigned National ESP website! As was announced recently in a letter to 
all ESP chapters and members, our Executive Director Team of Greg and 
Becky Price, have notified the National Board of their intention to retire in 
2021. I simply can’t say enough what a pleasure it has been working with 
them and what a positive impact they have had on National ESP day to day 
operations. Through Greg’s vision and persistence, the National ESP website has been redesigned 
with a simple public-facing page for the National Association followed by streamlined members-only 
pages accessible once you have logged into the website. Check it out https://espnational.org/  and 
be sure to log in and update your profile to include your interests, photo, Extension hire date and 
bio. There is also a built-in template for chapter websites. Your Alpha Sigma Chapter Board of 
Directors will be carefully examining this option and comparing it to continuing with our current 
website. 
 
In other news: A recent request for proposals for webinars yielded the highest number of 
submissions since the ESP National Webinar Series began four years ago. The Professional 
Development Committee has reviewed the proposals is will be hosting a “whopping” SEVEN 
webinars throughout the spring and summer of 2021. Look for topics/dates/times in upcoming 
emails from the National Office.   
 
Speaking of professional development, I’d love to see you in person, October 25-28, 2021 in 
Savannah, Georgia for our Annual ESP National Conference! The National Board recently 
approved the use of additional funds to support first-time conference attendees. The scholarship 
deadline will be May 1st. Watch for details on the national website and in upcoming emails from the 
national office." https://espnational.org/2021-ESP-National-Conference.  

Highlights from the ESP National Board 
Peggy Compton, President, National Board of Directors 

 
 
 
 

 
The Annual ESP Chapter meeting will be held on Tuesday, May 4  

beginning at 12:30 with a social time offered after the business meeting.  
Look for the Zoom meeting information and an agenda in a future email. 

https://espnational.org/
https://espnational.org/2021-ESP-National-Conference
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March 1, 2021—The State of Wisconsin Investment Board Core Trust Fund, Variable Trust Fund and 
corresponding Benchmarks Year-to-Date preliminary returns

*
 for the month ending January 31 is 

presented in Table 1. Five and ten year returns as of  January 31 are also presented in the same 
table. Other pertinent information can be found at the SWIB web site at: https://
www.swib.state.wi.us/wrs-performance 

 Table 1. State of Wisconsin Investment Board Trust Fund Performance  
  
                   January 31, 2021                --------- January 31, 2021------------  
          2020 Year-to-Date Return

*
     5 Year Return

**
   10 Year Return

** 
 

                         (%)                                      (%)                                 (%)       .  
Core                 -0.62                                 11.20                    8.32  
Benchmark      -0.37                                10.81                    7.94  
Variable           -0.60                                 14.90                  11.07  
Benchmark      -0.24                                14.98                  10.99           .  
*Preliminary returns are net of manager fees.  
**Net of external management fees.  
  
The stock market returns for the year as of February 28, 2021 are:              
          Dow Jones Industrial Average                + 1.1 %                 
          S & P 500                                                 + 1.5 %                                      
          NASDAQ                                                 + 2.4 %          
 
The Conference Board Leading Economic Index® (LEI) for the U.S. increased 0.5 percent in 
January to 110.3 (2016 = 100), following a 0.4 percent increase in December and a 0.9 percent 
increase in November.   
 
“While the pace of increase in the U.S. LEI has slowed since mid-2020, January’s gains were broad-
based and suggest economic growth should improve gradually over the first half of 2021,” said 
Ataman Ozyildirim, Senior Director of Economic Research at The Conference Board. “As the 
vaccination campaign against COVID-19 accelerates, labor markets and overall growth are likely to 
continue improving through the rest of this year as well. The Conference Board now expects the 
U.S. economy to expand by 4.4 percent in 2021, after a 3.5 percent contraction in 2020.”   
 
The LEI, at 110.3, is approaching the 112.1 value of February 2020 just prior to the COVID induced 
recession.  
 
Based on a report from the Commerce Department released on Friday, personal income for U.S. 
adults was up 10 percent on the month in January. The personal savings rate jumped 20.35 percent 
to reach its peak since May of last year. This accounted for the slightly lower than hoped for 
personal spending data on the month.  
 
The 0.3 percent increase in the personal consumption expenditures price index beat the forecast 
0.2 percent. The Federal Reserve benches the inflation rate against this index, which was only up 
1.5 percent on the year, despite public confirmations from the Fed that the target inflation rate would 
be floated as high as 2 percent given the state of the economy.  
 

Benefits Review  
Brian Holmes 

https://www.swib.state.wi.us/wrs-performance
https://www.swib.state.wi.us/wrs-performance
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The small business confidence index fell to 95.0 in January, down from 95.9 in December. Analysts 
were looking for an increase, but lockdown policies in some states have kept uncertainty high for 
affected businesses.  
 
Headline consumer inflation increased 0.3 percent in January, while core prices were flat. Core 
inflation was in line with forecasts, but the consensus expected a 0.1 percent increase in core 
inflation.  
 
Job openings held steady at 6.6 million in December. Even though 49,000 jobs were added in 
January, the nation is still down nearly 10 million jobs since before the pandemic. US employers 
cut 22 million jobs in March and April. Since then, just over half have been recovered. The private 
sector as a whole only added 6,000 jobs in January, while the rest of the increase came from jobs 
added in public education and government.  

Continuing jobless claims continued their decline, falling to 4.55 million in the week ended January 
30, down from 4.69 million the week prior. January’s jobs report also showed the unemployment 
rate fell to 6.3%, beating economists' expectations, marking the first decrease in two months. While 
the unemployment rate decreased, the labor force participation rate inched down ever so slightly.  
 
The economy grew at a 4.0 percent pace in the fourth quarter. This was slightly behind economist 
estimates and the Atlanta Federal Reserve’s GDPNow forecast. Exports, business investment and 
personal consumption supported a boost in growth rates. Imports, which detract from GDP growth 
numbers, increased over that period. Government spending at the state and federal levels was 
lower than anticipated for the quarter. The Atlanta Fed’s GDPNow model projects 6.0 percent fourth 
quarter growth based on very early data points in January. The economist consensus currently 
places the growth rate below 3 percent for this quarter.   
 
New home sales were much stronger than predicted with an annualized sales pace of 923,000 in 
January, up from 885,000 in December. Analysts expected a decline to 850,000 homes. Lockdowns 
understandably dented sales though, which means we could see a consequential surge in response 
to pent-up demand again as lockdowns are lifted. Even the strictest states started easing rules amid 
soaring case numbers because the economic impact necessitated a more balanced approach in 
restricting public activities to combat the spread of the virus. One of the biggest headwinds for 
housing at the moment is itself. Demand for lumber has driven material’s price to a new all-time 
high. The National Association of Home Builders reports the cost of the average new home has 
increased $16,000 due to rising lumber prices alone. Home builders say they are approaching the 
point of having to eat increased costs to sell homes at the current pace and will be forced to pull 
back on construction if they cannot successfully pass along increased materials costs to buyers.  
 
Consumer confidence improved in February. The Conference Board index rose to 91.3, up from 
88.9 in January and beating expectations. The University of Michigan’s consumer sentiment survey 
also increased, matching the consensus forecast of a 76.8 reading.  

Benefits Review (Continued) 
Brian Holmes 
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2020-2021 ESP Board of Directors  

  
 President    Mary Ann Schilling  
 President-Elect   Paul Roback 
 Past President   Dan Marzu 
 Secretary    Cindy Sarkady  
 Treasurer    Patrick Nehring 
 Director, State   Peggy Compton 
 Director, State   Matt Hanson  
 Director, Retirees  Chris Kniep  
 Director, Retirees  Karen Joos 
 Director, County  Aerica Bjurstrom 
 Director, County  Mandi Dornfeld 
 Annalist     Vacant  
 

Ex-Officio Board Members 
 

 Historian        Melanie Miller  
 Newsletter      Katie Gellings  

Mission of Epsilon Sigma Phi (ESP) 
 

Epsilon Sigma Phi (ESP) is dedicated to fostering standards of 
excellence in the Extension System and developing the Extension 

profession and professional. 
 

Vision of Epsilon Sigma Phi (ESP) 
 

Epsilon Sigma Phi (ESP) leads the Extension System in providing and 
facilitating professional development that focuses on the Extension 

organization and the Extension professional. 


