
C
o

lle
g

e 
o

f 
H

u
m

an
 E

co
lo

g
y,

 C
o

rn
el

l U
n

iv
er

si
ty

 •
 J

u
n

e 
20

09
 •

 V
o

lu
m

e 
37

, N
u

m
b

er
 1

Outreach  
and Impact

Cornell Cooperative Extension programs help 
thousands of New Yorkers make ends meet, 
manage credit and debt, and cut down 
energy costs

    page 13
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Rolling Up Our Sleeves
 
Today’s economic conditions, on campus and off, have forced us to tighten our belts and 
focus on efficient and effective stewardship of our mission. Our primary objective in 
responding to these circumstances is to protect and strengthen the undergraduate academic 
experience and to make the budget challenges we face invisible to our students. 
Undergraduates are only here for four years, and it is the only four years they will have. 

At the same time, the challenges we all face in today’s society demand the skills, experience, 
and perspective that the College of Human Ecology offers, particularly through our 
extension and outreach programs.

Faculty members, extension professionals, and various program staff members here in Ithaca and networked 
across New York State are helping individuals and families navigate this economy with financial management 
and energy efficiency workshops and resources. They are mobilizing and training senior citizens to volunteer 
as environmental stewards. They are empowering our youth to take responsibility for themselves and their 
communities. And they are conducting pioneering research that could one day transform public policy, health care, 
education, and personal well being on countless fronts.

The times we live in demand broad perspectives and innovative approaches to problem solving. This is the 
organizing principle at the heart of Human Ecology—the means by which we integrate our three-fold mission of 
academics, research, and outreach and the essential character of our distinct learning environment.

Sincerely,

Alan D. Mathios
Rebecca Q. and James C. Morgan Dean
College of Human Ecology
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Special Note: I would like to take a moment to thank 
Jo Swanson and Gret Atkin for their years of service 
and dedication to the College of Human Ecology and 
Cornell’s land-grant mission. They are both retiring this 
year and it is only fitting that we honor them in an 
issue dedicated to spotlighting Human Ecology’s 
outreach and impact. While we will miss them greatly, 
their contributions are lasting.
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New TV show features New 
York agriculture

Researchers from the Division of 
Nutritional Sciences are contributing to a 
new television program called “From 
Farm to Table” that helps consumers take 
full advantage of the culinary bounty of 
the region and eat more healthfully. It is 
produced by Eat Smart NY educators, a 
Cornell Cooperative Extension program 
that receives training and technical 
assistance from nutritional sciences senior 
extension associate Joan Paddock and 
associate professor Jamie Dollahite. The 
program airs in the Albany area on 
WMHT Public Television in Troy, New 
York, and is available online.
http://www.wmht.org/index.
php?s=1&b=10&p=49

In Short
Sustainability center funds 
workshops featuring faculty
The Cornell Center for a Sustainable 
Future is funding two workshops led by 
Human Ecology faculty members. 
Human development professor Karl 
Pillemer will teach “Environmental 
Stability in an Aging Society” and Nancy 
Wells, a design and environmental 
analysis professor, will teach “Urban 
Trees for Sustainable Cities.” The 
workshops are designed to bring together 
Cornell faculty members to discuss 
specific sustainability issues, prioritize 
needs, and strategize about possible 
solutions. The center aims to start a 
movement of interdisciplinary 
sustainability innovation at Cornell, with 
the potential to involve external partners 
in industry, government, foundations, and 
nongovernmental organizations.

New York first lady partners 
with Cornell to improve 
children’s health
New York first lady Michelle Paige 
Paterson visited Cornell’s Ithaca 
campus January 5 to learn about 
research and outreach programs that 
focus on health and fitness in children. 
Paterson hopes to partner with and 
build upon Cornell research and 
Cornell Cooperative Extension efforts 
to improve families’ access to local, 
healthy foods. She is launching a 

statewide fitness initiative called “Healthy Steps to Albany’s Challenge” to encourage 
middle school students to exercise more and eat more healthful foods. 

Researchers to study violence in nursing homes
Human development professor Karl Pillemer, 
director of the Cornell Institute for 
Translational Research on Aging, has been 
awarded a four-year, $2.5 million grant from 
the National Institute on Aging to conduct 
the first large-scale study of verbal and 
physical aggression among nursing home 
residents. Pillemer will partner with Mark 
Lachs, an MD, and co-chief of the Division 
of Geriatrics at Weill Cornell Medical 
College. They will study residents and staff 
in 10 New York nursing homes to determine 
what causes violence between residents and what can be done to prevent it. The research 
program builds on two previous articles co-authored by Lachs, Pillemer, and Tony 
Rosen, a Weill Cornell medical student, which found that this type of aggression is 
common, can result in serious consequences, and requires further study to identify risk 
factors and preventive measures.

Trochim gets $2.3 million to evaluate science-based 
education 
William Trochim, professor of policy analysis and management, will build a web-based 
system to help evaluate science education programs with a new $2.3 million grant from 
the National Science Foundation. The research is being conducted over five years 
beginning this fall. It builds on previous research by Trochim’s team that developed 
evaluation methods and systems for more than 40 education projects at nine pilot sites. 
The new grant will refine their methods and technologies and apply them in a wide 

range of science education sites both in New York State 
through Cornell Cooperative Extension and nationally 
through the NSF–funded Materials Research Science and 
Engineering Centers. Trochim will work in collaboration 
with Jennifer Brown Urban, human development PhD ’08, 
who will be based at Montclair State University in New 
Jersey.
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College welcomes 4-H educators
The College of Human Ecology will open to 4-H 
educators from across the country as part of the 
National Association of Extension 4-H Agents 
(NAE4-HA) conference scheduled for October 2009 in 
Rochester, New York. Some conference participants will 
visit Human Ecology facilities for a seminar on the 
Cornell campus called From Labs to Life, where they 
can experience the 3–D body scanner, learn why teens 
engage in risky behaviors, and tour the Human 
Metabolic Research Unit. Fiber science and apparel 
design extension associate Charlotte Coffman is a 
member of the NAE4-HA conference committee for the 
seminar. She will team with Valerie Reyna and 
Kimberly O’Brien for the event. 
http://nys4h.cce.cornell.edu/nae4ha2009

Interns connect research with New 
York communities
For the third year, the college will recruit 
undergraduate students for a summer internship 
program that applies the findings of Human Ecology 
research to New York communities. This year, the 
college plans to hire six students, who will work with 
faculty members and extension leaders to: encourage 
families to consume healthy local foods; educate 

seniors on the Medicare prescription drug 
benefit; reduce risk-taking in youth; provide 
training for parenting educators; and analyze 

design features on firefighter uniforms. The 
internship program is a partnership with Cornell 
Cooperative Extension. It brings together the 
college’s education, research, and outreach 
initiatives.

New project strives to recruit mentors for  
rural youth
A new initiative aimed at rural New York communities seeks to 
encourage young people to pursue an education and ultimately  
return to their hometowns as active citizens. The idea is that  
youth are more likely to make and follow rewarding life plans,  
succeed in secondary school, and engage in their communities  
when they have opportunities to work alongside and act to  
improve their communities. The project, called Community 

Mobilization for Mentoring Youth, received Hatch and Cornell Cooperative Extension annual  
funding for three years. It is spearheaded by Mary Agnes Hamilton, director of the Cornell  
Youth in Society Program, and Stephen Hamilton, professor of human development and  
Cornell’s associate provost for outreach.

Helping 
friends of 
kids who 
self-injure
Undergraduate 
research 
assistants 
working with 
Janis Whitlock, 
a research 

scientist in the Family Life 
Development Center, have developed 
a new set of outreach materials about 
young people who self-injure. 
Whitlock runs the Cornell Research 
Program on Self-Injurious Behavior 
in Adolescents and Young Adults. 
The fact sheets were written to help 
professionals, parents, and youth 
understand and respond to self-
injurious behavior. The materials, 
which are available online, address 
top misconceptions about self-injury, 
coping techniques, academic 
literature, information for parents, 
and information for friends. 
http://www.crpsib.com

Apparel 
design 
for 
youth
Charlotte 
Coffman, 
senior 
extension 
associate in 
fiber science 

and apparel design, is leading two 
projects to connect New York 
youth interested in apparel 
design. She has just launched the 
4-H Clothes Line web site, which 
aims to inspire youth to express 
their creativity, to learn sewing 
skills, and to actively participate 
in their communities. In addition, 
Coffman runs the Apparel and 
Textiles Life Cycle project, which 
encourages youth to explore the 
impact of clothing on the 
environment through activities 
such as recycling garments 
through redesign.
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Experts Help New York  
Improve Teen Sexual Health 

By MEtta WIntER

OOn February 5, 2009, Jane Powers, PhD ’85, received a 
text message on her cell phone. 

“I just want to thank you so much for caring for people 
like me, and listening to us. Yesterday was an amazing 
experience that I will never forget; it is in my heart.” 

The message was from Rose, a 20-year-old who  
had the previous day participated in the Adolescent 
Sexual Health Symposium in New York City alongside 
11 nationally known experts. As director of the ACT for 
Youth Center of Excellence in the College of Human 
Ecology—which had convened the symposium for the 
New York State Department of Health—it was important 
to Powers that Rose felt good about her contribution 
and that the young woman believed her voice mattered. 
But even more important was that the policy makers had 
heard Rose, too.

The two-day symposium had been convened by the 
center to assist the health department in answering two 
questions: Are we doing the best we can for young people 
in the state? What might we do better?

Thinking about these questions is essential at a time 
when African Americans account for nearly 70 percent 
of all new HIV/AIDS cases, the incidence of sexually 
transmitted diseases is up among adolescents, and teen 
pregnancy rates are racially and ethnically disparate, 
according to Kristine Mesler, the health department’s 
associate bureau director of child and adolescent health. 

“We wanted an opportunity to look at what the current 
research is on the topic and to ask the experts in the field 
to help guide the department in establishing priorities, 
policies, and initiatives for the next decade,” she said.

As a result, Mesler and fellow health department 
colleague Tom Tallon, associate director of the Division 
of HIV Prevention, asked the center to organize the 
symposium for a by-invitation-only group of 100 
members of the health department and long-time youth 
workers from agencies statewide.

In preparation for the symposium, the center used  > > > 

Illustration by Barbara Wells
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aCt for youth’s Center of Excellence in the College of Human Ecology uses the principles  

of positive youth development to tackle teen pregnancy, HIV infection, sexually transmitted  

infections, substance use, and violence

Illustration by Barbara Wells



its national contacts to find the most knowledgeable 
academics and experts from the field on topics including 
trends in adolescent sexual behavior; disparities in access to 
adolescent sexual health services, information and education; 
how environments and relationships impact adolescent 
sexual health; and the impact of new information and 
communication technologies. 

But the work didn’t stop there. In anticipation of the 
symposium, staff members asked young people to participate 
in the fall of 2008 by sharing their knowledge, experience, and 
opinions on how they get 
information about sexual 
health; where they go for 
sexual health services; 
what their experiences 
have been; and needs they 
have that aren’t being 
met. Nearly 300 teens—
among them urban and 
rural adolescents who 
are straight, gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, homeless, well-
housed, and who are HIV 
positive—participated in 
27 focus groups conducted 
by the center research 
team. A preliminary 
written report of the 
interviews was presented 
at the symposium. To even 
further advance the youth 
voice, a five-member youth 
panel—Rose among them—
offered their insights at the event itself.

 “The Department of Health can rely on information that 
comes through us because everything we disseminate to the 
field is based on research and best practices,” said Powers. 
“And more than that, it’s also informed by practitioners in 
the communities we work with and also by the young people 
we’ve gotten to know across the state.” 

The central role of information technologies in supporting 
young people’s sexual health particularly stood out in the 
symposium discussions. Deb Levine ’85, the executive 
director of Internet Sexuality Information Services, described 
how technology could be used to promote sexual health. One 
example she gave was of a text-messaging service that answers 
questions such as what to do if a condom breaks, providing 
information about the possible consequences along with 
contact numbers for local clinics. 

In addition to special events, such as the adolescent sexual 
health symposium, center staff members work with selected 
adolescent health programs and with 12 ACT for Youth 
Collaborations for Community Change sites across the state. 

The New York State Department of Health first turned 
to the College of Human Ecology a decade ago after the 
development of the ACT for Youth Initiative. The idea behind 
the initiative was to bring a new philosophy to promoting 
the healthy development of young people, embodied in the 
principles of positive youth development—an approach that 
engages youth in making choices that build on their strengths, 

in contrast to traditional youth programs that were often 
designed and run entirely by adults and aimed at preventing 
or treating specific youth problems, according to Stephen F. 
Hamilton, professor of human development and associate 
provost for outreach.

“Perhaps the key insight of positive youth development 
is simply that identifying people by their deficits is a poor 
starting point for promoting development,” said Hamilton, 
one of the co-principal investigators on the ACT for Youth 
program. “Better to emphasize strengths or assets that already 

exist and build on those. 
Rather than fixing the 
problems of selected 
youth, the goal of positive 
youth development is to 
help all youth thrive.”

In contrast to the 
deficit-based approach, 
in which time and 
energy are focused on 
trying to prevent young 
people from risk-taking 
behaviors, positive youth 
development focuses on 
creating an environment 
in which they are given 
what they need to thrive.

It’s a pretty radical 
idea for a lot of people, 
requiring education 
at the grassroots level. 

Convinced that positive 
youth development was 

the way to go, the health department funded the ACT for 
Youth Center of Excellence, which is housed in the College 
of Human Ecology’s Family Life Development Center, to 
provide technical assistance, evaluation and training, and 
to act as a clearinghouse for best practices and resources. 
Partners of the ACT for Youth Center of Excellence include 
the University of Rochester Medical Center’s Division of 
Adolescent Medicine, the New York State Center for School 
Safety in New Paltz, and Cornell University Cooperative 
Extension (CCE) of New York City.

“We all have limited resources staff-wise so we were able 
to sit down with Jane [Powers] and Jutta [Dotterweich, ACT 
for Youth’s training and technical assistance coordinator] 
and say, ‘Our providers are at this point in the spectrum of 
understanding positive youth development and could use 
some training on X topic,’” said Tallon, who, along with 
Mesler is responsible for the health department’s community-
based HIV prevention and pregnancy prevention programs. 
“Jane and Jutta would take that conversation and design a 
one-day workshop our providers could go to and then they’d 
follow-up to see how successful the training was. The benefit 
to us was incalculable in improving the programs we funded 
for high-risk young people.” 

Furthering positive youth development requires aligning 
the messages young people receive from adults in all the 
settings they grow up in: their families, schools, after-
school programs, businesses, sports clubs, social networking 

Teenage participants share their viewpoints at the 2009 Adolescent Sexual Health 
Symposium in New York City, convened by the ACT for Youth Center for 
Excellence in the College of Human Ecology. 
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sites, mental health associations, YMCAs, the police, faith 
communities, and more. 

To promote cross-sector cooperation in this endeavor, 
the health department funded the 12 ACT for Youth 
Collaborations for Community Change (CCC) sites, which 
are scattered across the state. Each CCC has a coordinator, 
who is assisted by the center through regional trainings, 
workshops, and ever-expanding web and electronic resources. 

These include an e-newsletter and a downloadable 
training manual for use in educating community groups 
about positive youth development, publications delineating 
best practices for youth workers, and several fact sheets on 
topics from the perennial 
favorites (adolescent romantic 
relationships) to the hot 
issues of the day (growing up 
transgender, adolescent brain 
development, and self-injury). 

“People aren’t going to 
sit and read 35 articles that 
come out of Journal of the American Medical Association or the 
American Journal of Public Health, so we synthesize studies 
and make them available in easy-to-understand language,” 
said Powers.

More than 10,500 people view the ACT for Youth Center 
of Excellence web site monthly. The site bolsters the center’s 
mission to create local capacity as a way to give young people 
what they need to develop healthfully, not by introducing a 
new program or giving young people particular skills, but 
by changing the structure (policies, roles, and resources) and 
culture (attitudes, norms, and values) within communities 
to bring about a more a supportive environment in which 
young people grow up, according to Dotterweich.

It’s not an easy job. 
“What’s required is a profound shift, it goes beyond just 

thinking positively about young people to giving them 
decision-making power, giving them new roles in the 
communities, looking to them for help,” said Karen Schantz, 
the center’s communication coordinator. 

How this is accomplished differs from one locale to 
another. 

“Each community has its own ideas, its own power 
brokers—and sometimes it feels like it’s one step forward and 
two steps back, but over time we’ve been very successful,” 
said Dotterweich. 

For example, the after-school programs offered by the 
United Way of Seneca County have been redesigned to 
include more community-based projects as a result of a series 
of focus groups with program participants. The juvenile 
justice system in Erie County is planning to implement 
the recommendation of a youth advisory council to offer 
service learning in lieu of time served. A summer job listing 
service grew out of a community resource mapping project 
young people conducted in Washington County. In Monroe 
County, youth adult teams patrol city neighborhoods 
handing out “positive tickets” to young people doing good 
works as a way of promoting positive images of youth and 
countering reliance on police enforcement for neighborhood 
safety. A youth advisory board in Queens serves as advisor to 
the borough president. 

Three of the CCC sites—Staten Island, Nassau County 
and the Borough of Queens—dubbed themselves the 
“Mighty Metro.” When the grant for the center was renewed 
three years ago, Cornell University Cooperative Extension 
of New York City (CUCE-NYC) was brought on board as 
a partner. CUCE-NYC was already adept at bringing the 
principles of positive youth development to the more than 
8,500 young people it serves in its 4-H leadership, life skills, 
and science and technology programs. 

One case in point occurred when CUCE-NYC staff took 
responsibility for conducting the youth focus groups for the 
symposium. 

“This gave us an 
entry to places we’d 
not been before—the 
Harvey Milk High 
School [for gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender, 
and questioning youth] 
was one—a chance to 

build new relationships; it’s a natural synergy,” said Jackie 
Davis-Manigaulte ’72, CUCE-NYC’s family youth and 
development program leader. 

Based on the information gathered from the youth focus 
group presentations and dialogue from the symposium, the 
center staff members will create a concise report. Then staff 
members will sit down with Mesler and Tallon, and others 
within the health department, to develop a set of program 
and policy recommendations. 

“It’s a highlight of our jobs that we have this outside group 
of experts we can call on to strengthen our work in New York 
State,” said Mesler. “Tom and I have colleagues around the 
country doing work similar to ours and nobody else has this 
expert support.” 

More than 10,500 people view the aCt  
for youth Center of Excellence web site monthly.

www.actforyouth.net

For more information:
Jackie Davis-Manigaulte 
jad23@cornell.edu

Jutta Dotterweich 
jd81@cornell.edu

Steve Hamilton 
sfh3@cornell.edu 

Jane Powers 
jlp5@cornell.edu

Karen Schantz 
ks548@cornell.edu
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Human Ecology program fights  

breast cancer by addressing obesity

Lose the Weight, 
Lower the Risk
By SHERI Hall

One in every eight women in the 
United States will have invasive breast 
cancer at some time during her life. 
Researchers still don’t know what 
exactly causes this pervasive disease, 
but they have identified dozens of risk 
factors that appear to be linked to it—
from family history to alcohol 
consumption.

The leaders of a prevention program 
called Small Steps Are Easier Together 
have studied these risk factors and 
pinpointed one major link that women 
can actually do something about: 
obesity. Now they’re reaching out 
to rural communities to help reduce 
obesity rates and the incidence of 
breast cancer. The program is part of 
Cornell’s Program on Breast Cancer 
and Environmental Risk Factors 

(BCERF) and is funded by the 
Cooperative State Research, Education, 
and Extension Service, an agency of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture.

“Obesity is the major risk factor 
that post-menopausal women can 
modify to reduce their risk of breast 
cancer,” said Carol Devine, a nutrition 
professor who is leading the program. 
“A lot of risk factors for breast cancer 
you can’t do anything about, but this 
is something you can change. It’s hard, 
but you can do it.”

When Small Steps launched in 
2004, Devine and a team of educators 
at BCERF sat down to figure out the 
best way to reduce obesity rates among 
women in rural communities. Studies 
show individual weight-loss programs 
only sustain weight loss in about  

10 percent of cases, so they went 
looking for a different kind of solution. 

“We have a population problem, 
so we wanted to come up with a 
population solution,” Devine said. 
“We wanted an approach that would 
impact a lot of people. We came to the 
conclusion that we would try to help 
people change their environments, to 
make it easier for them to be active, 
and make healthy food choices.”

The team also wanted to help women 
make long-lasting changes and they 
wanted to encourage community 
participation, said Mary Maley, Small 
Step’s health educator.

“Small changes are easier for people 
to sustain, so we wanted to start 
there,” she said. “We also learned that 
leadership at the local level has a huge 

Program leaders created this map of Stamford, New York, to encourage local residents to walk more.
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impact on whether you can actually 
implement change.”

In its first year, the project team 
reached out to two rural communities— 
Hobart and Stamford in Delaware 
County.

The team interviewed community 
members and solicited opinions about 
changes the community could make. 
“People took pictures of food in 
vending machines, a farmer’s market, 
a school gymnasium, and a rail trail,” 
Devine said. “Then we would have 
a conversation about changes they 
thought they could make. We wanted to 
help them realize what they had, and to 
make changes that they could sustain.”

For Jeanne Darling, executive director 
of Cornell Cooperative Extension in 
Delaware County, the input from local 
residents was essential.

“The local leadership team really 
took ownership,” Darling said. “More 
than 500 people came out for the first 
meeting, and people walked around the 
world and back together. It was pretty 
powerful.”

Darling is continuing the program 
locally through a grant she received 
from the Robinson Broadhurst 
Foundation. “We’re offering 
opportunities for physical activity 
and some healthy eating options,” she 
said. “We’ve had a student walking 
group, and we’re supporting youth 
gardening projects. We’re also planning 

on conducting nutrition and physical 
activity workshops one night a week for 
community participation.”

The project team learned a lot from 
that first experience, including the 
difficulties of making changes across 
an entire community. “We were very 
successful in encouraging them to 
walk more,” Devine said. “It was more 
difficult for them to find ways to 
support healthy eating.”

Since then, the team decided to move 
the intervention to work sites. “We 
find there’s more control because it’s a 
defined environment,” Devine said. 

Last year, they worked with ten 
different work sites in rural areas 
throughout New York. At each site, 
they worked with employees to conduct 
an environmental assessment and then 
held work-site meetings to incorporate 
employee suggestions.

Then they set up strategies to 
encourage walking and healthy eating. 
They created walking teams, drew up 
maps that show walking routes, and 
handed out pedometers. Some work 
sites also tried to replace soda with non-
caloric beverages in vending machines, 
encourage workers to eat fruit instead 
of other snack foods, and ask work-site 
cafeterias to reduce serving sizes.

Darling, from Delaware County, has 
worked with more than 20 work sites 
to help reduce obesity rates. “We’re 
having people approach us now to 

ask us to help them,” she said. “It’s 
exciting because you engage a team to 
be involved and make a lasting change. 
The number of people we are reaching 
is amazing.”

Last year, the goal was to have 20 
percent of participants increase their 
daily walking steps by 2,000 steps, and 
they exceeded that goal at every work 
site. Changes in food consumption have 
been a bit more difficult to measure, 
Devine said. “There are more healthy 
choices available at these work sites, 
but we haven’t been able to quantify 
if people are forgoing the less healthy 
choices as well,” she explained.

This year, they will bring the program 
to five new work sites in New York. 
They plan to measure diet changes 
more carefully. And they hope to find 
new ways to encourage employees 
to join in. “That will mean better 
equipping leaders to implement the 
project by understanding the possible 
attitudinal or institutional barriers that 
might prevent making environmental 
changes to support healthy choices for 
all,” Maley said.

The overall goal is to help a 
community—in this case a workplace—
develop the skills they need to sustain 
a healthy environment without 
intervention. “In the long run, we hope 
they don’t need us at all,” Devine said.

Slimming down work sites

The Small Steps program worked with employees 
at the following job sites in 2008:

• Schuyler County Head Start in Montour Falls

• Advantage After-School in Canton

• Three campus buildings at SUNY Delhi 

• Franklin County CCE Office in Malone

• Clinton County CCE Office in Plattsburgh

• St. Lawrence County CCE Office in Canton 

• Lewis County CCE Office in Lowville 

• Sidney School District in Sidney 

Stamford, New York
Program leaders created this map of Stamford, New York, to encourage local residents to walk more.
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HHuman development professor Karl Pillemer has identified a critical 
intersection of two trends in society—the aging of the baby 
boomers and the growing number of environmental problems—and 
he plans to capitalize on this unique connection.

Pillemer is working to build a retiree volunteer corps with the 
skills needed to tackle environmental threats and then study how 
volunteering helps retirees. Co-leaders of the program are Linda 
P. Wagenet, a senior extension associate in development sociology, 
and Rhoda H. Meador, assistant director of the Bronfenbrenner Life 
Course Center.

“It’s rare that one gets an opportunity to address two problems 
at the same time,” said Pillemer, who is the director of the Cornell 
Institute for Translational Research on Aging. “Here we have 
retirees looking for meaningful opportunities for engagement and 
environmental organizations that are hungry for trained, motivated 
volunteers. By putting them together, we believe there is a huge 
potential to benefit older persons and promote environmental 
sustainability.”

Retiree Environmental Stewards will create clear benefits for the 
environment. More people working on issues like conservation and 
sustainability means that more gets done. But what is surprising 
about Pillemer’s work are the benefits for the volunteers themselves. 

There’s some evidence already that volunteering specifically for 
environmental causes improves health by encouraging seniors to be 
more active, Pillemer explained. “Getting involved also addresses 
other problems associated with aging, including loneliness and 
depression. Older people also commonly feel the need to leave a 
legacy behind—a desire that environmental volunteering fulfills.”

Older adults are also disproportionately vulnerable to 
environmental toxins and the extreme weather conditions caused by 
global warming, Pillemer said. “In that respect, they’re really helping 
themselves,” he said. 

The program is broad—involving both research and extension. 
A training course for seniors who wish to volunteer was piloted 
last fall in Tompkins County. This spring, it is being rolled out 
to six additional New York counties: Schuyler, Chemung, Tioga, 
Schenectady, Albany, and Renssalaer. A major symposium was held 
in January in Ithaca with researchers and government officials 
concerned with the environmental implications of the aging 
population. In addition, Pillemer is conducting interviews with 

Karl Pillemer’s volunteer corps will help the environment and senior citizens

Mobilizing Retirees as 
Environmental Stewards

By SHERI Hall



retirees to assess the advantages of volunteering and assessing 
large sets of survey data to look for additional health benefits. 

The project has also received a grant from the Cornell 
Center for a Sustainable Future, a campus organization that 
promotes collaborations that help create a sustainable world. 
“We’ll be hosting some workshops and in general trying to 
foster faculty interest in this area,” Pillemer said. 
“Our goal is to offer training sessions throughout New York, 
and ultimately disseminate the program nationally,” he said. 
“If we can mobilize the baby boom generation, their size is so 
enormous that there’s a huge potential for social change.”

Pilot training
Seventeen retirees attended the first pilot training program 
in Tompkins County, which consisted of weekly sessions to 
learn about topics such as air pollution and climate change; 
water and watersheds; conflict and communication; waste 
and recycling; and storm-water management. 

Participants also took field trips with lectures from local 
experts. They learned about lake issues by setting sail on the 
“Floating Classroom” on Cayuga Lake and touring Cornell’s 
Lake Source Cooling facility; about energy while visiting a 
home in Berkshire, New York, that generates its own power; 
and about waste and recycling while visiting the Cornell 
composting facility.

“The course has been a traverse through a wide range of 
environmental issues presented in an exquisitely prepared 
format,” said Lyle Raymond, a retired Cornell employee who 
took the course. 

With their new training, the group has developed a project 
that looks at how prescription drugs are disposed of in 
the water supply. They are exploring ways to involve the 
community in efforts to increase safe drug disposal.

“This is a wonderful opportunity to discover what is 
happening environmentally in Ithaca and become involved 
as a group in order to make a difference in our own 
community,” said Susan Eyster, who attended the training.

This research was supported in part by the Cornell 
Agricultural Experiment Station, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, and the National Institute on Aging.

Retirees in Tompkins County attend weekly training sessions to 
learn about environmental activism. 

• • •

For more information:
Karl Pillemer 
kap6@cornell.edu

Have you become involved in environmental 
volunteering post-retirement? The Cornell 
Institute for Translational Research on Aging is 
interested in learning about your experience. 
E-mail Karl Pillemer at kap6@cornell.edu.
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Cornell Cooperative Extension workshops lead 
statewide effort in energy use and financial education

By ClaUDIa WHEatlEy

Helping Families Weather  
the Economic Storm

C
Crystal Wyant is doing OK now. 
But a couple years ago, the single 
mother from upstate New York 
was forced to file for bankruptcy 
when she became overwhelmed 
by medical bills following neck 
surgery. 

Like thousands of people across 
the state, Wyant has benefited 
from EmPower New York, a set of 
workshops on household finances 
and energy efficiency developed 
and implemented by Cornell 
Cooperative Extension (CCE).

“I wanted to see if there was 
more I could do. I learned a lot 
about things I was overspending 
on,” Wyant said. “It makes 
me think more before I buy 
something!” > > > 
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In 2004, the New York 
State Energy Research and 
Development Authority 
set aside proceeds from 
the service benefit charge 
on electric bills to increase 
awareness of energy 
efficiency methods among 
utility customers who 
were eligible for heating 
assistance funds. CCE was 
assigned to develop and 
implement EmPower New 
York workshops throughout 
the state.

CCE responded by 
designing a set of workshops 
that focus on energy 
efficiency and household 
finances. The juxtaposition 
“just makes sense,” said Joe 
Laquatra ’74, PhD ’84, an 
authority on residential 
energy efficiency. “We can 
show people that while 
they’re being energy literate, 
they can also improve their 
family finances.”

By the end of 2008, 
CCE associations had led 
workshops in 46 counties 
and four of the five boroughs 
in New York City, and had 
partnered with other agencies 
to run workshops in three 
other counties. Statewide, more than 28,400 people have 
attended workshops since 2004. In the fall of 2008 alone, CCE 
associations held 400 energy-efficiency workshops with more 
than 5,000 attendees.

A third of the total energy consumed in the United States 
is used to heat and light homes. In the frigid Northeast, 
the cost of heating a home through the winter represents a 
sizeable chunk of the household energy budget. The problem 
is compounded in New York State, because 90 percent of the 
energy consumed is imported. The federal Energy Information 
Administration has estimated that households in New York 
spent an average of $2,414 on energy in 2005, compared to 
$1,693 in Florida and $1,396 in California.

And yet, “We have the technology, without inventing 
anything new, to lower energy bills by 40 percent,” said 
Laquatra. “Higher levels of insulation in attics. Improving the 
efficiency of heating systems. Lighting—if people replaced the 
five most-frequently used incandescent lights in their homes 
with compact florescent lights, their electric bills would go 
down by about $100 a year. Weather-stripping around doors 
and windows—if you find all the places where cold air gets 
in, you can reduce your heating bills by 10 percent. These are 
low-cost and no-cost measures homeowners can take right now 
that will save them money and make their homes  
more comfortable.”

As is often the case, 
the people who would 
benefit the most from 
energy-saving measures—
low-income households, 
usually occupying older 
housing units without 
insulation—are the least 
likely to know about them. 

According to a 2006 
CCE report, 63 percent 
of attendees at the energy 
workshops have an income 
below $30,000 and are 
overwhelmingly female, 
single, and homeowners. 
The finance workshops 
also skew female and 
single; they tend to be 
poorer, and renters rather 
than homeowners.

That still leaves a 
number of participants 
who don’t fit the profile.

“The target audience 
for the program is 
customers with limited 
resources,” said Ann 
Gifford, an extension 
team coordinator with the 
CCE of Tompkins County. 
“But we have insisted that 
workshops be free and 

open to public. That way, 
there’s no stigma about 

who’s coming and why they are there. The reality is that the 
strategies we teach are the same regardless of income, so we 
tend to attract a cross-section of the population.”

Besides, the one-two punch of higher energy prices and 
recession has caused even affluent homeowners to look harder 
for ways to save money. “All across the board, people are being 
affected by the economic crisis,” said Laquatra. “One area 
where we can make a difference is in energy efficiency.”

“We’re finding numbers at the financial workshops have 
increased, especially for the credit workshop,” said Gifford. 
“We can’t tell if it’s because people are in worse straits, or if 
they have less discretionary income and, as prices go up, they 
are just paying more attention.”

The “Aha!” Moments
Workshop curricula were developed by Gifford and Barbara 
Henza, from the CCE of Cortland County, and are based in 
part on research conducted at Cornell. The two-hour sessions 
are designed to convey a great deal of basic information. In 
Making Ends Meet, for example, “we talk about the importance 
of setting goals: what you want your money to do for you, 
where you want be in five years; and how to develop an action 
plan,” said Gifford. “We show how to track spending, which is 
a huge tool for any income level—research shows that 
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Carole Fisher, a community educator for Cornell Cooperative Extension of 
Tompkins County, teaches a workshop on energy efficiency. The workshop is 
one of three workshops offered through the EmPower New York program.



tracking reduces out-of-pocket spending by 20 percent. 
People get a real ‘Aha!’ moment when they do those totals.”

Participants have varying levels of experience with financial 
management. “Some will come in with pretty good handle 
on it and are looking for ways to tweak what they’re doing,” 
said Gifford. “Some say they already know how to do it, so we 
invite them to come share—it helps people to hear from other 
participants instead of just the instructor.

“But a lot of people don’t know where to start,” she said. 
“On the evaluation forms, we find comments like, ‘I wish I 
knew this long ago,’ and, ‘Too bad it’s not taught in school.’ 
Frequently under ‘The most important thing I learned today,’ 
they write, ‘That I’m not the only one.’ Finding out that others 
don’t know this either can be pretty powerful.”

The Exploring Credit and Debt Management workshop 
covers what credit is and how it works, how credit scores affect 
employability and eligibility for mortgages and car loans, and 
how to evaluate and apply for credit cards. Attendees aren’t 
always in trouble when they sign up for this workshop, “but 
they’re often carrying quite a bit of debt,” said Gifford. “Some 
people have no credit cards and no debt, and they want to 
learn to handle them correctly when they do get into that 
arena. Others may have already filed bankruptcy or are in the 
process of doing so.”

Energy workshops feature a demonstration pitting a 
compact fluorescent light (CFL) against a regular incandescent 
light bulb. The lights are hooked up to a rotating electric 
meter to show the difference in the speed with which the 
meter records energy usage from each bulb. When the CFL 
is turned on, the meter moves slowly enough to read the 
numbers on the dial; the incandescent bulb uses energy so fast, 
the numbers are just a blur.

Participants who complete the workshops leave with a kit 
that encourages them to implement what they learned. The 
kit for the energy efficiency workshop includes rope caulk for 
sealing leaks around door and window frames, reusable plastic 
to substitute for storm windows, a tube of caulk or a CFL, and 
outlet gaskets and plugs. “People with limited resources often 
don’t have the money to invest in these things for the sake of 
trying them,” Gifford said. “With the kit, they can try it on 
one window or one light and see if it works for them. And if 
it does, they’re more apt to go out and make the investment 
themselves to do the rest of the house.”

Finance workshop kits include accordion folders for record-
keeping and calculators that show, for example, how much 
money the user could save after a year of bringing coffee from 
home instead of buying it from a coffee shop on the way to 
work. The calculator in the credit workshop kit shows how 
much interest is saved—and how much more quickly a balance 
is repaid—by paying one or two percent over the minimum 
payment for a credit card. “That’s a real eye-opener,” said 
Gifford.

It’s a lot to absorb, and Gifford said instructors acknowledge 
that fact up front. “With all these workshops we start out 
by telling people we’re going to talk about a lot of tools and 
strategies, but we challenge them to find at least one or two 
new ideas that they are willing to implement, that they think 
will improve their situations.”

Spreading Influence
In addition to reaching people directly, the workshops have 
fostered new relationships between local CCE associations 
and more than 226 different agencies, organizations, 
employers, and businesses.  > > > 
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EmPower ny now part of Governor 
Paterson’s HeatSmart ny Initiative

The energy and financial management workshops, 

conducted by Cornell Cooperative Extension as part of 

the EmPower New York Program, are now a component 

of Governor David Paterson’s HeatSmart NY initiative.

Making Ends Meet provides an overview of the 

process for developing and using a household spending 

plan, and also covers ways to maximize resources and 

reduce energy use. Participants receive a free money 

management kit.

Save Energy, Save Dollars focuses on low-cost and 

no-cost strategies easily implemented by homeowners 

or renters to save energy and reduce energy bills; 

participants also learn about programs that can help 

them afford energy-efficiency improvements with 

subsidies, low-interest loans, or free services to 

qualifying households. Participants receive a free 

energy kit, including weatherstripping, shrink window 

insulation, and outlet and light-switch gaskets.

Exploring Credit and Debt Management Issues 

emphasizes on selecting and using credit wisely, as well 

as strategies for paying down debt, obtaining and 

reviewing a credit report, and understanding a credit 

score. Participants receive free credit management 

tools.

All workshops are free, open to the public, and run 

about two hours. Class size is limited, so pre-

registration is required. For schedules and contact 

information for counties throughout New York State, 

visit the web site.

http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/tompkins/
EmPowerNY



Check your furnace
filter monthly.

Use ENERGY STAR® 
appliances.

Caulk cracks around 
windows and doors.

Switch to CFL bulbs.

Use your utility’s
budget plan.

Use a programmable 
thermostat.

Insulate your attic and
foundation space.

Close your shades and
drapes at night.

Close vents in
rooms not in use.

Call 1-877-NY-SMART or visit HeatSmartNY.orgHeatSmartNY
And, if you’re having trouble paying your energy bills, this toll-free number and Web site can connect you to assistance programs.

Take the Chill Out of 
Your Winter Energy Bills.

Whether you rent an apartment or own your own home, follow these simple tips to control energy costs –

New York State Wants to Help You Control Your Energy Bills
To help you stay warm this winter and control your energy bills, New York State now has a special HeatSmartNY toll-free number and Web site.

By calling 1-877-NY-SMART or visiting HeatSmartNY.org, you can learn about programs to help you manage your energy bills,
save money, discover simple tips to cut your energy costs, and protect the environment.

Some examples:
• Several agencies that conduct 

first-time homebuyer programs 
began either requiring 
participants to attend the 
EmPower New York workshop 
on financial management or 
requested CCE educators to 
offer workshops on site.

• Local contractors have begun providing in-home services, 
such as energy audits, and several have attended workshops 
to vouch for the content and value of the program.

• Utility companies customer advocates encourage customer 
attendance.

• In Syracuse, a local bank provided funding for additional 
workshops to be conducted with the target of a higher-
income population. 

• An educator in Albany County adapted the presentations 
and conducted workshops for youth audiences.

• After reviewing the content for the financial workshops, 
the U.S. Department of Justice approved participation in 
them to satisfy the requirement for Financial Management 
Education by Bankruptcy Filers under the new bankruptcy 
laws. 

Is EmPower New York in any danger as a result of the state’s 
fiscal crisis? Laquatra doesn’t think so: “It isn’t funded by tax 
dollars, and in the worst of financial times, it only makes sense 
to continue investing in energy efficiency.” Reducing New 
York’s dependence on outside energy sources makes good sense 
from an economic standpoint, he said. “In a local economy, 
when you spend money in a store or restaurant, that dollar gets 
respent over and over. When we spend on energy from outside 
the state, that dollar leaves our economy immediately and never 
comes back. So investing in energy efficiency improves our 
local and state economies.” At the household level, it also frees 
up disposable income, much of which is likely to be spent  
in-state.

Programs like EmPower New York can also lead to 
improvements in the state’s housing stock. “My research 
has shown that improving the energy efficiency of a home 
increases the resale value of the house,” said Laquatra. “One 
study showed every dollar decrease in a house’s annual utility 
bill leads to a $25 increase in the home’s value. There’s no 
agreement on that number yet, but we’re fairly certain energy 
efficiency is capitalized into the value of the home.

“Energy efficiency is one aspect toward greening our 
economy,” he said. “If we want a sustainable economy, it has to 
be one of our focuses.”

However, the impact of the workshops is felt most directly in 
the lives of participants.

Renaye Phillips of Tompkins County has attended all three 
workshops because “CCE always has good information. The 
instructor is wonderful. And it’s not only the instructor—
someone will ask a question, and then everyone will start 
throwing out ideas. I enjoyed the workshops very much. I 
would recommend them to anyone.”

For more information:
ann Gifford 
amg29@cornell.edu

Joe laquatra 
jl27@cornell.edu

• • •

“With all these workshops we start out 
by telling people we’re going to talk 
about a lot of tools and strategies, but 
we challenge them to find at least one or 
two new ideas that they are willing to 
implement, that they think will improve 
their situations.”

—ann Gifford, CCE of tompkins County

www.nyserda.org/homeheating/calendar.aspx
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Working Wonders  
in New York
Extension program gives young 
people the resources they need to 
change their communities . . . and 
themselves
By SHERI Hall

It’s a unique idea that’s working wonders in two New York 
counties: Give disadvantaged youth the resources to make 
meaningful changes in their communities and ask them to make 
a two-year commitment to doing good.

That’s the concept behind the Community Improvement 
Through Youth (CITY) Project—a grassroots collaborative effort 
to mobilize underprivileged teens in Broome County and New 
York City. 

Now in its third year, the program was recognized with two 
national awards earlier this year: the 2008 4-H Families Count: 
Family Strengthening Award sponsored by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation and the MetLife Foundation Award for Excellence in 
After-School Programming. 

“I’m so incredibly proud of the young people in our program 
and the project coordinators who are helping them turn their  > > > 

Teens in Broome County work on community 
improvement projects, including building a 
garden shed, a gazebo, and a storage shed used 
by local organizations.
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lives around,” said June Mead, a senior extension 
associate in human development and project director for 
CITY Project. “These are teenagers from some pretty 
desperate situations, and they’re really developing into 
phenomenal citizens.”

Vicki Giarratano is a youth educator who works 
directly with the teens in Broome County. She said the 
awards gave her kids a much-needed confidence boost.

“It gave validity to the work they were doing,” she 
said. “They thought, ‘Wow, what we are doing really is 
important.’ They felt people were watching them and 
were proud of them.”

Forty teenagers are recruited to join the CITY Project 
each year in Broome County and New York City. They 
go through “Public Adventures: An Active Citizenship 
Curriculum for Youth,” a 4-H curriculum that teaches 
them how to implement changes in their communities.

“It leads them through a process of how to develop a 
project, reach out to stakeholders, and solicit funding” 
Mead said. “We don’t come in and say, ‘Next weekend, 
we’re going to clean up the riverbank.’ We let them 
survey their community and figure out what needs to be 
done.”

Small community improvement projects are put into 
action throughout the school year. Each of the four 
CITY Project groups—each with 10 students—also 
chooses a large project, which they implement over 
a paid summer employment experience that’s part of 
CITY Project’s workforce development focus. Dozens of 
community organizations collaborate with CITY Project 
to provide meeting spaces, salaries for the summer 
employment, and forums for the teens to implement 
their ideas. 

For one of their projects, a class in Broome County 
decided they wanted to recognize workers in their school 
district who they felt were underappreciated. So they 
decided they would pass out hot chocolate to the school 
crossing guards. 

“They said the crossing guard, the janitors, and the 
cafeteria ladies don’t get recognition for anything,” 
Giarratano explained. “They wanted to do something 
nice for them. The interesting part is these people were 

smiling and sending us thank-you cards. And it made 
them think differently about the kids in the community.”

For a larger project last year, the CITY Teen Leaders 
in New York City decided they wanted to address the 
issue of young people being manipulated by advertisers. 
Their solution was to put together the First Ever 
Affordable Fashion Show. They worked with local 
retailers to put together outfits that couldn’t cost more 
than $20 each.

“The whole idea of the project is to instill skills in 
them, get them to care about their communities, and get 
them connected to what it takes to carry out successful 
community improvement projects, so they could sustain 
this effort of giving to others and volunteering,” Mead 
said.

So far, it seems to be working. Pre- and post-tests 
are administered each year to every teen entering the 
program to measure developmental assets, life skills, civic 
engagement, leadership, and caring about others. To 
date, they’ve found statistically significant improvements 
in each of the areas they test. One of the things the 
CITY Project is most proud of is what has happened 
after the CITY teen leaders complete the program. Ten 
out of 11 graduating seniors from the program are going 
to college and seven received full scholarships. The 11th 
is going into military service.

“That’s huge,” Mead said. “It’s life-changing.”
Now that the project has proved successful, Mead 

hopes to carry it to other communities. With the money 
CITY Project earned with this year’s awards—$15,000 
from the Annie E. Casey Foundation and $1,500 from 
the MetLife Foundation—she plans to create a tool kit 
that will help other communities replicate the program 
and then travel around the state to train youth leaders in 
CITY Project’s model.

“It’s a real opportunity to have a profound effect on 
the lives on these youth,” she said. “We work with young 
people who come from very challenging—sometimes 
desperate situations. It’s inspiring to see them change and 
make a difference in their communities.”
For more information: • • •

For more information:
June Mead 
jm62@cornell.edu
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Lecturer Rhonda Gilmore’s sophomore 
interior design studio has been redesigning 
Ithaca—one nonprofit organization at a 
time—for over a decade.

Each spring, Gilmore chooses a local non-
profit organization that needs help improving 
their facility, and then sends her students to 
work. The class initially got involved in the 
community with help from the Cornell Public 
Service Center—a campus office that helps 
connect faculty members and students to local 
organizations.

Helping Those Who  
Help the Community
Interior design students revamp local nonprofits

By SHERI Hall

 > > > 
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“There are some very basic problems 
that are pervasive throughout the 
nonprofit world,” said Gilmore, who 
teaches in design and environmental 
analysis. “These organizations are all 
about their services for their clients, 
and they don’t think of their facilities 
as components of the services they 

provide. They’re often in a donated 
building, and they’re just making do.”

Over the past 11 years, the class 
helped restore a historic building 
that is home to The Cancer Resource 
Center of the Finger Lakes, used 
graphic design to establish identity 
in several buildings on the campus 
of George Junior Republic, and 
completely redesigned a room at the 
Recovery Center, a local facility for 
Alcoholics Anonymous.

“Their work was invaluable to us,” 
said Bob Riter, associate director of the 
cancer center. “They gave us a level of 
knowledge and sophistication that we 
wouldn’t have been able to afford.”

For each project, the students 
approach the facilities through the 
eyes of the clients,” Gilmore said. 
“They’re trying to determine what 
kind of message—what kind of first 
impression—a facility sends.” 

Lobbies and reception areas tend 
to be important to organizations that 

provide a service, she 
said. They should make 
an explicit statement 
about the values of the 
organization. Entrances 
and waiting spaces should 
also have comfortable 
seating, lighting bright 
enough for reading, and a 
clear line of sight from the 

receptionist to the seating area.
The other major issue the students 

typically address is way-finding—
giving people visual cues so they can 
navigate the interior. “It’s the little 
things like creating consistent signage 
and labeling offices that brings unity 
to these facilities that are dependent 
on serving a variety of end-users.” 

The project nearly always involves 
the students doing the actual work—
whether that means designing signs, 
painting rooms, or reconfiguring 
spaces. 

This spring, the class is taking on 
a new kind of project—designing 
a mobile space the American Red 

Cross can use for local blood drives. 
The class will work with another 
class—”Human Factors” taught by 
assistant professor David Feathers—to 
understand the ergonomic demands 
of drawing blood, as well as creating a 
relaxing space for blood donors.

“This will be a different kind of 
project for the students because it’s 
a mobile space,” Gilmore said. “I’m 
excited to see what they come up 
with.”

Agencies served by Gilmore’s 
students
• Family and Children’s Services

• Challenge Industries

• Women’s Opportunity Center    
   (two years)

• George Junior Republic  
   (three years)

• Alcohol and Drug Council  
   of Tompkins County

• Cayuga Heights Elementary  
   School

• Cancer Resource Center of  
   the Finger Lakes

• Ithaca Recovery Center

Lecturer Rhonda Gilmore  
talks with students and  
Red Cross workers at a  
blood drive on campus. 

“they gave us a level of knowledge 
and sophistication that we wouldn’t 
have been able to afford.”
— Bob Riter, associate director of the Cancer Resource 

Center of the Finger lakes

• • •
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Human Ecology students were hard at work last semester 
trying to improve the lives of senior citizens. 

One group developed concepts for a portable machine that 
allows seniors to put on their pants without bending over, a winter 
coat that provides protection from the impact of a fall, and a jacket 
that is easy to put on and take off while sitting in a wheelchair. 
Those projects were part of the course “Textiles, Apparel and 
Innovation” taught this past fall by Juan Hinestroza, assistant 
professor of fiber science and apparel design. 

Two other classes redesigned spaces to make exercise more 
convenient, safer, and more enjoyable for residents of Kendal at 
Ithaca, a local retirement community. The classes—in interior 
design and behavioral science—built full-scale models that include 
a system to help the elderly monitor their exercise and a physical 
therapy exam room to give the residents more privacy.

All three classes were part of a series of intergenerational courses 
sponsored by the Living Environments Aging Partnership, which is 
funded by the Foundation for Long-Term Care and the Corporation 
for National and Community Services.

Gadgets for seniors
This is the third year that Hinestroza’s class worked with local senior 
citizens to develop products to improve their lives. The 
collaboration not only gives senior citizens the opportunity to voice 
their ideas but also helps students apply their knowledge to real-
world problems, Hinestroza said.

“They’re three generations apart, and yet they work together very 
well,” he said. “It’s such an interesting dynamic.”

And, Hinestroza said, the project ideas “keep getting better and 
better.”

Several of the project teams are applying for patents. Among them 
is the team that developed “Easy Pants,” a machine that allows the 
user to thread their pants onto a set of metal clamps. The user then 
lowers the pants, steps onto a footpad, and then presses a button 
that raises the pants to waist level.

Another team applying for a patent created “Assis Manteau: The 
Wheelchair Jacket.” A brainstorming session with local seniors 
inspired the idea, said Kara Brass, a junior majoring in fiber science 
and apparel design. Working with seniors also provided inspiration 
to make their product the best it could be, she said.

“Their enthusiasm made this project that much more important to 
my group,” she said. “We realized that people really were in need 
of the product we were designing and would definitely buy it if it 
were on the market one day.”

Exercise environment
The other two classes spent time at the Kendal at Ithaca retirement 
community conducting research and interviewing staff and 
residents. Then, they designed new fitness and physical therapy 
spaces and built full-scale models of their proposed solutions.

Their proposals included:

• building an examination room in the current physical therapy 
space to give patients more privacy; 

• expanding physical fitness space to include a workout room 
with multiple entrances and a large wall of windows; 

• enhancing the experience of walking for fitness through the 
hallways by installing an interactive lap counter; and 

• hanging participatory art in the hallways to encourage 
residents to work on motor skills. 

The projects were based on collaborations between two classes: 
professor Paul Eshelman’s “Intermediate Interior Design” and 
professor Gary Evans’s “ Environmental and Social Behavior.” The 
students in Evans’s class served as behavioral science consultants, 
researching the needs of senior housing facility residents and 
developing design guidelines. Eshelman’s class created the designs.

“The crucial component is that it’s a real-life challenge,” Evans said. 
“It’s a great way to teach because the students are so motivated to 
solve a real problem.”

The projects also involved learning about building materials, 
hardware, tool use, structural integrity, and model construction, 
which included ordering materials, planning tasks that involved 
students from both classes, building in the workshop, and planning 
for their presentations.

“The students put a lot of thought and effort into this,” said Tom 
Scott, a Kendal resident who uses the community’s exercise 
facilities each morning. “We have some real needs to improve these 
areas, so it was wonderful to have their input.”

This is the second year the classes have collaborated to design new 
spaces at Kendal. Last year, they created designs for the cafeteria 
and the dining areas.

By SHERI Hall

Student Innovations Improve the Lives 
of Senior Citizens

• • •
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By SUSan lanG

Most New Yorkers view health insurance and 
health care costs as important issues that 
should be addressed by New York’s 
government leaders, and they are willing to 
pay higher taxes to reduce the number of 
uninsured, according to a new study by 
researchers in the Department of Policy 
Analysis and Management.

“Our research indicates that New Yorkers 
have strong feelings about health insurance 
reform,” said Kosali Simon, an associate 
professor of policy analysis and management 
who leads the project at Cornell. “It will be 
important to continually gauge opinions of 
employers and residents as details of reform 
packages are hammered out at either the state 
or national level.”

Among the key findings:
• Nine in 10 New York residents want 

the state’s elected officials to reduce the 
number of uninsured and reduce the costs 
of health coverage and health care; 

• New Yorkers support expanding public 
coverage through existing programs; 60 
percent would be willing to pay $50 or 
more a year to reduce the number of 
uninsured by 25 percent; 

• New Yorkers are open to a range of 
possible reform options, including 
a model that shares responsibility 
among employers, employees, and the 
government, a single-payer system, and 
high-deductible health plans. 

• A majority of New York employers agree 
that responsibility for health insurance 
rests with employers as well as workers 

above the poverty level, while they 
cite costs as a major barrier to offering 
coverage. 

• Employers indicate they would be likely 
to continue to offer private coverage even 
if public coverage expands. However, they 
say the availability of public coverage 
could alter how they do business, for 
example, by changing decisions about pay 
raises and eligibility for coverage. 

The study, funded by the New York State 
Health Foundation, reveals the opinions of 
upstate and downstate New York residents 
and employers on health insurance reform 
options. The report provides an important 
baseline for policymakers seeking to assess 
the views of New Yorkers and to compare the 
results of future opinion polls.

“New Yorkers are clearly demanding 
solutions to the problem of the uninsured,” 
said New York State Health Foundation 
president and CEO James R. Knickman. 
“The current economic downturn affirms the 
link between economic security and health 
security. We need to keep pushing forward on 
a health reform agenda now more than ever.”

The research is based on the findings 
from quantitative and qualitative research 
conducted throughout the spring of 2008.

Quantitative work for this study was 
conducted by Cornell’s Survey Research 
Institute. The full report, “Informing Health 
Care Reform Options for New York State,” is 
available online.

See a breakdown of the survey on the next 
page.   > > >

New Yorkers Want Health 
Insurance Reform
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Kosali Simon, associate professor of policy analysis and 
management, was interviewed for the University of 
Michigan’s online series “On My Mind: Conversations with 
Economists” about the best way to provide health insurance 
to employees of small businesses. She discussed the problems 
and myths about the small group market, as well as 
highlighting policies likely and unlikely to improve coverage 
rates for workers employed by small firms. In her work, 
Simon studies the impact of regulatory programs designed to 
make health insurance more available for vulnerable 
populations, including workers in small firms. She is a 
Faculty Research Fellow of the National Bureau of Economic 
Research and a research associate of the Census Bureau. She 
is the 2007 recipient of the John D. Thompson Prize for 
Young Investigators. The following is an excerpt from her 
interview.

What are the biggest 
reasons that small 
firms don’t offer 
health insurance to 
their workers at the 
rates that large firms 
do?

“There are a 
couple of major reasons, including the size of the purchasing 
group. Small firms face higher administrative costs and lower 
economies of scale because of their smaller size. Health 
insurers also suspect more of what is known as “adverse 
selection” among smaller firms, as compared to larger firms. 
That is, they fear that among smaller firms (far fewer of 
whom seek health insurance contracts), it is more likely that 
the employees of those seeking insurance are sicker than 
the average worker at large firms seeking health insurance. 
Therefore, smaller firms face higher prices for the same 
coverage at larger firms. Another reason why small firms do 
not offer health insurance as often as large firms is related to 
the characteristics of small firm workers. They tend to have a 
lower demand for health insurance, mainly because they tend 
to be lower-skilled and receive a smaller total compensation 
package.
So what incremental steps can policymakers take to 
improve health insurance offer rates and take-up rates in 
small firms? 

“Policy changes that might hold some promise revolve 
around lessening adverse selection concerns through the use 
of state high-risk pools (mechanisms to insure the sickest 
workers outside of the regular commercial insurance market), 
and making small firms look like large firms through “pooled” 
purchasing arrangements. 

The idea of establishing pools has been given a lot of 
thought lately because of states considering plans like the 
Massachusetts Connector to help small employers buy 
health insurance. To be efficient, the pool should be as large 
as possible and have binding features, such as long-term 
contractual requirements. Massachusetts has a mandate and a 
pooling mechanism, so they are not afraid of people pulling 
out. 
Would it be more efficient to target individuals who are 
without coverage, who happen to work for small firms, 
rather than to try to get the small employer to offer 
coverage?

“Possibly—if many in small firms are getting health 
insurance from other employers through a spouse and that 
system works for them, perhaps the policy should attempt to 
get small firm employees who are uninsured into a pool that is 
outside an employer arrangement (but still enjoys economies 
of size and the same tax advantage as employer groups). In 
theory, a sustainable and enforceable pooling arrangement 
for small firms should solve this. The remainder of the 
uninsurance problem is one of equity, if the reason for lower 
coverage in small firms is due to low skills and incomes.”

Simon’s entire interview is available online.
http://www.rwjf-eriu.org/forthemedia/interviews_simon.
html.

tallying opinions

Cornell researchers collected opinions from New York 
residents and employers in surveys and focus groups 
conducted in spring 2008. Here’s a rundown of their 
research.

New York residents were surveyed in three telephone surveys 
conducted by the Cornell Survey Research Institute. 

• The first was part of the Empire State Poll, a survey of 
800 randomly selected households in New York. This 
poll has a margin of error of 3.5 percent.

• A second contacted 300 rural households at random in 
upstate New York. Rural residents were given special 
consideration because they face unique problems with 
health care access and coverage. And there are only a 
small number of responses from rural households in the 
Empire State Poll.

• A third surveyed 100 cell-phone-only users throughout 
New York. They were surveyed separately due to the 
growing proportion of households that only use cell 
phones.

A random sample of 475 private employers in New York State 
was conducted via telephone. They were classified by the 
number of workers they employ to understand how opinions 
relate to employer size.

Researchers conducted eight focus groups.

• Four groups—in Buffalo, Ithaca, Rochester, and 
Queens—focused on the opinions of New York 
residents. 

• Four others—in Buffalo, Ithaca, Rochester, and 
Brooklyn—tallied the opinions of small business owners.

An Interview with Kosali Simon

• • •

http://www.human.cornell.edu/che/PAM/Research/
upload/nyshealth08.pdf
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AAs a faculty member with a research and extension 
appointment, I seek to use research to inform policies and 
programs in New York State. Additionally, the real-world 
experiences I have gained through my work with 
policymakers and practitioners inform the research I 
conduct. One area of focus for my research and extension 
activities is that of grandparent caregivers.

In 2002, 2.3 million children (2 percent of all U.S. 
children) were being raised by their relatives, with no 
parent present in their household. Over half of these 
children were being raised by a grandparent, in what are 
termed custodial grandparent families. Grandparents serve 
as primary caregivers for grandchildren whose parents are 
not able to care for them and child welfare agencies often 
rely on grandparents to care for children instead of placing 
them in foster care.

The vast majority of children being raised by their 
grandparents enter this situation through a private 
arrangement made within the family, with no formal 
involvement by social service agencies. Often times these 
private arrangements are made in times of family crisis. A 
variety of difficult situations precipitate children leaving 
their parental home and entering custodial grandparent 
families, the most common of which are drug and alcohol 
abuse among the parent(s), parental mental health 
problems, abuse or neglect, and parental incarceration.

Because children being raised by relatives are not part 
of the formal child welfare system, they often fall through 
the cracks, having minimal or no contact with social service 
agencies, and receiving little or no financial support from 
the state. Additionally, unlike youth in foster care, youth in 
custodial grandparent families receive no services designed 
to assist them in the transition to adulthood and, in fact, 
lose all eligibility for any type of financial assistance upon 
reaching the age of 18. This lack of connection to the 
public welfare and social service system is particularly 
unfortunate, as research shows that custodial grandparent 
families have unique needs. In a recent study I conducted 
in upstate New York, I found that almost half of children 
being raised by relatives had diagnosed medical conditions, 
such as asthma or attention-deficit disorder. Additionally, 
such families are often in precarious financial situations—
in the same study, I found that 24 percent relied on 
emergency food sources such as food pantries and a third 
had a problem paying their bills.

The Hudson Valley Relatives as Parents Program 
(RAPP) is designed to address the needs of families in 
which children are being raised by grandparents or other 
relatives. Led by Cornell Cooperative Extension of Orange 

County, and funded by the New 
York State Office of Children and 
Family Services, the program provides 
a variety of services for relative 
caregivers, including support groups; 
parenting classes; recreational events 
and outings; and activities for children 
and youth being raised by relatives.

A key component of RAPP is the 
PASTA (Parenting a Second Time 
Around) curriculum, which consists of six workshops 
designed to address the specific needs of relatives raising 
children, including discipline, rebuilding a family after 
crisis, legal issues, and caregiver rights. In 2003, PASTA 
was awarded National First Place for Educational 
Curriculum Package by the National Extension Association 
of Family and Consumer Sciences and is offered 
throughout New York, as well as in 24 other states.

In my current work, I seek to increase our understanding 
of grandparents raising grandchildren, and to use this 
information to enhance programs like PASTA. I am taking 
a multipronged approach to better understanding such 
families, collecting data through a series of interviews, 
focus groups, and videotaped interactions between 
grandparents and the youth they are raising. Our results 
to date indicate the need for special programs to address 
the needs of grandparents raising teenagers, including 
issues such as appropriate discipline and understanding 
the technology and social habits of today’s youth. I 
am working with policy analysis and management 
extension associate Kimberly Kopko, along with Cornell 
Cooperative Extension educators Denyse Variano, Nancy 
Olsen-Harbich, and Isabelle Jensen, and retired human 
development faculty member Jennifer Birckmayer, to revise 
the PASTA curriculum to focus on these issues and conduct 
a thorough evaluation of it.

Throughout all of this work, I seek to use research to 
raise our understanding of the unique needs of relative 
caregivers and to use this information to enhance policies 
and programs for these families, thereby fulfilling and 
benefitting from the land-grant mission of the College of 
Human Ecology.

Rachel Dunifon is an associate professor in the College 
of Human Ecology’s Department of Policy Analysis and 
Management.

Parenting a Second time around
By RaCHEl DUnIFOn
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Educators interested in improving the lives of people, families, and communities will 
gather in Lake Placid, New York, this fall to commemorate the 100th anniversary of 
the American Association of Family & Consumer Sciences, formerly the American 
Home Economics Association. Among the attendees will be Alan Mathios, the 
Rebecca Q. and James C. Morgan Dean of the College of Human Ecology, who is 
taking part in a panel on the future of family and consumer science education.

The field of home economics had its beginnings at a similar meeting in Lake Placid 
in 1899, where the term “home economics” was coined and a new multidisciplinary 
field emerged. The Lake Placid conferences were repeated annually and Martha Van 
Rensselaer began regular attendance in 1901. It was there that she established 
connections with home economics leaders and recruited many for Cornell’s first 
home economics course. From 1914 to 1916, Van Rensselaer held the position of 
president of the American Home Economics Association.
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