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     Besides the research that shows 
that youth involved in 4-H are less 
likely to get involved in risky behavior and more are 
likely to positively contribute to their communities, 
there is recent brain research that validates other 
reasons for promoting the creation and sustainability of 
4-H youth development programming.  This research 
surrounds the impact of technology on the teenage 
brain. 

     We all know about the ever-increasing amount of 
time that youth (and adults) are spending in front of a 
screen.  Earlier research measured the impact of screen 
violence on youth behavior as well as the impact on 
physical health that is associated with the sedentary 
lifestyle associated with screen viewing. Now the 
impact of web browsing, video games, and social media 
on such things as empathy level, decision-making, 
attention, and memory are being studied through fMRI 
(functional magnetic resonance imaging).  The results 
point to a shift in cognitive and emotional well-being.   

     With regard to human cognitive development, it 
proceeds in fairly predictable stages automatically 
without intentional input from the environment.  The 
environment does however, shape its depth and 
breadth.  An environment consisting of overuse of 
technology, in which it seems everyone in modern 
society belongs, can interrupt sleep which is crucial to 
cognitive adolescent brain development.  With an 
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adolescent brain that experiences naturally less 
impulse control and judgment ability, the fast-
paced nature of technology can foster poor choice
-making and lack of critical thinking.  With regard 
to attention and focus, the attention span of all 
individuals has dropped over the past few years 
from 12 seconds to 8. The speculation is that the 
hyperlink nature of technology has impacted this 
statistic. The area of the brain that lights up in 
fMRI imaging when testing people’s use of the 
internet, shows that the area of the brain 
associated with decision-making lights up more 
with more internet use, but the deeper areas of 
the brain that are responsible for establishing 

memories start to light up less. The result is less 
transfer into long-term memory of experiences 
and less reflection when reasoning out problems.  

     Cognitive development weaves into emotional 
development in that the latter requires a good 
working memory, abstract thought, control of 
inhibitions, problem-solving, and perspective 
taking.  In one study surrounding levels of 
empathy, it was found that the left side of the 
brain responsible for logic and knowledge was 
well developed and growing in adolescents; but 
the right side responsible for the application of 
knowledge demonstrated by such things as social 
perception, insight, creativity, and reasoning, was 
not only not growing, but was in atrophy.   

      When talking about emotional development, it 
is known that it doesn’t occur without input from 
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face-to-face forms of communication.  While so-
cial media seems to be the answer to staying in 
touch, it is not providing all of the adaptive emo-
tional regulation development requirements. 
One study involving empathy levels has shown 
that over the past decade, empathy levels in ad-
olescents have gone down dramatically. Technol-
ogy seems to have played its part by changing 
face-to-face time into screen time. 

     To what extent modern technology truly plays 
a role in some brain and behavior changes has 
yet to be fully determined, but the research pre-
sents a clear case for the need to find a ways to 
balance any negative technology impact.  4-H 
Youth Development programming, by its very 
design has the capacity to offer such balancing 
activities. 4-H programming uses the experiential 
learning model which promotes the use of reflec-
tion, problem-solving, and application of life 
skills learned. Thus with more time spent on 
each project and with the introduction of new 
physical learning environments, rather than just 
gathering knowledge and contributing to left 
brain development, students are fortifying all 
areas of the brain. The face-to-face social con-
nections between youth in project group 
meetings, and the mentoring experienced be-
tween adult leaders and 4-H members, assists 
with the development of emotional/social regu-
lation skills.   

     4-H and other youth development program-

ming present alternatives to afterschool screen 

time. The information above was from a presen-

tation by Dr. Scott Becker, Counseling Center Di-

rector at Michigan State University. I welcome all 

opportunities to share this and more brain re-

search information with groups, individuals, and 

organizations. To schedule a presentation or to 

find out more about 4-H programming, call me at 

715-365-2750. 
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How Leaders Use Their Skills 

Community & Economic  

Development 

By Myles Alexander 
Community, Natural Resources & 
Economic Development Educator 
UW-Extension Oneida County 

     This month we look at 
knowledge or expertise, in 
the skills approach to 
leadership1. 

     Knowledge and expertise is information plus 
the structures of thinking that organize what we 
know so we can use the information to solve 
problems.  Yes, classes and reading take time. 
The flood of information available on the 
internet can make it harder to find good 
information.  With practice we become more 
efficient. 

     Some insights for how we increase our ability 
to organize what we know come from social 
psychology.  Thought patterns help us fill the gaps 
when information is not complete.2 

 Continue learning new information.  The more 
we know, the more complete our thought 
patterns and less reliant on habit or bias. 

 Realize it is impossible to have all the 
information needed to manage complex 
problems.  Stretch those thought structures 
with new information from different sources 
and collaborate with people that have 
different perspectives.  

     Betty K. Garner’s work with K-12 learners 
offers encouragement.3   “There are two key 
points to keep in mind: 

1. Everyone develops his or her own cognitive 
structures. 

2. It is never too late to develop cognitive 
structures. 

Some of Garner’s lessons are:  

 Look for patterns and relationships in what we 
know.  That means we need to look at the  

 

 

information we have.  If it is direct observation, 
what data do the senses perceive?  Try not to 
jump to what you think about what you observe, 
but see, hear, smell, feel and taste what is there.  
Practice when making dinner.  For example, you 
may begin with a mental picture of mom’s tuna 
noodle hot dish and the fragrance of it as you 
read the recipe, assemble the ingredients, and 
prepare it. 

 Think of something you already know.  What 
might that knowledge teach you about other 
information?  What “guiding certainty” helps 
you understand new information and solve 
new problems?  It can be as simple as 
remembering that compact, heavy objects 
tend to fall straight down.  So, when I drop a 
nail while hanging a picture, I will usually find 
it below the place it left my fingers. 

 Consider what always stays the same and 
what changes.  For example, the letter “C” is 
always the same, but the function changes 
with different combinations of letters as it 
contributes to different words.  Cake will 
always spell cake.  Yet, the letter c will appear 
in words with different sounds and meanings, 
such as church and cat.  

     Use connections, patterns, rules, and 
generalizable principles to help learn new 
information.  Watch for when over-reliance on 
them prevents new ideas. 

 
1. Northouse, P. (2016). Leadership: theory and practice. Sage 
Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA., p. 47ff. 
2. DiMaggio, P (1997). "Culture and cognition". Annual 
Review of Sociology. 23: 263–287. 
3. Garner, Betty K. (2007). Getting to “Got it!”: helping 
struggling students learn how to learn, Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), 
Alexandria, VA. 

 

 



UW-EXTENSION ONEIDA COUNTY                                               WEBSITE: HTTP: //ONEIDA.UWEX.EDU  

 

Programs create Families that Thrive 

By Sara Richie, 
 Family Living Educator 

Page 4  

     
 
                                                                                                                             
     UW-Extension offers a variety of 
programming to help families be 
successful in raising children, being 
healthy, active members of the 
community and financially responsible consumers.  
Some may question why it is important to offer family 
programming in their community.  What’s the value?  
Here are five reasons why providing educational 
opportunities and resources to families is important.  

Families and Children are our Future 

     Children learn behaviors and life lessons from their 
parents and they carry them into adulthood. By 
providing parents with opportunities and resources to 
be successful parents, it will positively affect the social 
and economic future of our community.  Family Living 
parenting newsletters have provided valuable research-
informed parent education to parents for over two 
decades.  Over the years, the newsletters have evolved 
to meet the needs of parents around the state and are 
now available on digital platforms to meet parents 
when and where is most convenient for them.   

Families Fuel the Workforce 

     Most parents today have to work to keep a roof over 
their family’s heads and food in their mouths. It is no 
secret that being a working parent can be difficult, and 
sometimes the best dinner decisions are not made. 
FoodWIse educators provide health education to 
working families so that they have the knowledge to 
make healthier decisions and prevent many chronic 
diseases that are linked to an unhealthy diet. In turn, 
families are healthier and workers have less sick days.  

Families are Consumers  

     Families support the local economy by purchasing a 
variety of goods, such as food, local services, housing 
and transportation.  UW-Extension’s “Check your 
Credit” campaign encourages families to take 
advantage of the three free credit reports each year on 
February 2nd, June 6th and October 10th. The 
information in a credit report affects many aspects of 
life, such as buying a car or a house, or securing a bank 

loan.  Encouraging families to check their credit 
report three times a year will help them make sure 
that it is accurate and up-to-date.  It will also make 
them more aware of their financial situation.  

Working Families are Taxpayers 

     Working families provide dollars locally, and to the 
state, by paying their fair share of income, property 
and sales taxes.  UW-Extension provides resources to 
help families budget and track their spending in order 
to be financially responsible consumers and 
understand the basic fundamentals of good money 
management. Families that are financially sound 
contribute more through local taxes by shopping 
locally and securing services through local businesses.  

Families Care for their Elderly and Disabled 

     Family caregivers are increasing rapidly as our 
community ages.  Caregivers need support and 
resources to ensure that they are keeping their loved 
one safe at home, communicating effectively, 
managing stress and balancing work and eldercare.  
UW-Extension has responded to this need in many 
communities across the state and provides resources 
to family care providers as needed.  

Working for Families  

UW-Extension Family Living Programs provide a 
variety of resources, tools and educational 
opportunities for families during all stages of life 
across the state. Each community has different needs 
that are based on a number of different factors, such 
as demographics, needs of the community and 
services that are available.  In Oneida County, the UW
-Extension Family Living Program provides parenting 
education and newsletters, healthy aging programs 
and initiatives with community partners, healthy 
living programs and community level initiatives 
through coalition work, as well as nutrition 
education. The UW-Extension Family Living Educator 
works collaboratively with multiple community 
partners to create opportunities for parents and 
families to thrive and live a happy, healthy lives in 
Oneida County.  

For more information on Family Living Programs at 
Oneida County UW-Extension, contact Sara Richie at 
sara.richie@ces.uwex.edu.   
 

Family Living 


