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January 3, 2023August 4, 2022 
 
Re: WCMER Review Report 
 
I want to begin by expressing my gratitude and appreciation to everyone who was 
involved in this review: the committee; those who participated in the various 
interviews / qualitative data; the UCANR staff who managed the process; and the 
WCMER member Extension Directors for requesting the review. Having had about 
a week to review the report, I know I am only touching the surface of the data, their 
analyses, and the recommendations. I am truly grateful for the time and effort 
expended by all and the obvious seriousness by which they took on this additional 
duty. The data are rich, the analyses are on point, and the recommendations are 
exciting. I look forward to the opportunity to prioritize the recommendations for 
implementation and what the future for a National Center for Metropolitan 
Research and Extension holds! 
 
Overall, I agree with the vast majority of the findings and recommendations, 
several of which I think are spot on, including: 
• The need for a comprehensive evaluation plan that can document center 

impacts as well as the ripple impacts to internal and external stakeholders. The 
challenge here will be to identify the appropriate metrics and determining how 
to collect the data to measure against those metrics, especially if metrics include 
down-stream ripples into other organizations. Additionally, this will require 
staffing expertise either within the center or available to the center from member 
institutions. 

• The cross-cutting theme to enhance communications – both internally and 
externally. I found the comment about, “the center is the ‘best kept secret’ from 
Extension itself’, to be both accurate and ironic given Extension’s unofficial 
mantra of being the best kept secret. We know this is a ubiquitous challenge for 
Extension – to tell our story. I appreciate the committee recommending (in 
response to review question 15) a staffing model that includes external and 
internal liaison positions, along with the additional positions necessary.  

• The recognition that, “Currently, the center is very understaffed and under-
resourced for its mission” coupled with the call for the center to “step into a 
national space, expand their work, and claim their spot”, with an appropriate 
name change to the National Center. Throughout the review, references are 
made to the opportunity for the center to move to a national role to support 
Extension’s engagement in impact in metropolitan communities while also 
needing to have adequate staff and resources to support that move. I could not 
agree more with these findings and recommendations.  

• What the center’s target audience is, and should be. The review relied, 
appropriately, on previously published materials about the center, which often 
included our initial purpose statements developed in the request to WEDA to 
establish the center. In reality, the center has been migrating a bit away from 
those statements but has not fully engaged in a discussion around this migration, 
nor have we documented it anywhere. The last recommendation in response to 
review question 2 addresses this evolution. NUEL which was formed almost 
concurrently with the roll out the WCMER, has evolved to serve primarily as an 
Extension staff network, while the WCMER has evolved to focus more on 
working at the institution level. Our primary audience is now organizations, 
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both internal and external to Extension, with a secondary focus on the Extension 
professional. This evolution needs to be fully discussed, documented and 
accounted for in the center’s materials (if supported). 

Cross-cutting Themes 
Across the findings and recommendations, I observed the following cross-cutting themes (in addition to 
those called out in the review) that I feel merit serious deliberation as to the vision for future of the center 
and the path to recognizing that future. 
 
Standing: Many of conclusions and recommendations can be summed up in the external stakeholder’s 
quote provided in response to review question 1: “They should plant their stake in the ground and change 
their name to The National Center…I’d like to see them step into a national space, expand their work, and 
claim their spot.” Embedded in this notion is for the center to engage with external audiences as 
representing and speaking for Extension in metropolitan communities.  

 
While I fully support this approach and am glad to see the reviewers arrive at this conclusion and 
opportunity, I am not sure the center has standing within the Extension ‘system’ to do that. Depending on 
how a National Center is formed and rolled out, it may have such standing but, under the current model, I 
think it would require support and institutional cover from member Extension Directors for the center to 
aggressively act in this space. A few key items illustrate my thoughts. First, the original founding 
Extension Directors advised that the center should be an outside force to help disrupt and innovate 
Extension, so they intentionally positioned it outside of ECOP. This positioning was reinforced with how 
the center initiated exploration with RWJF independently, but at the same time as the Well Connected 
Communities project was being formed. Additionally, discussions about the focus of the Urban Programs 
/ Urban Agriculture Program Action Team further highlight the challenges of a National Center’s role 
representing metropolitan Extension and its positioning with respect to ECOP. 
 
Focus and Staffing: The review confirms the center’s current status with respect to its opportunity and 
capacity, both of which precipitated this review. As mentioned earlier, the center is too understaffed to 
effectively pursue the endless opportunities to connect Extension to urban audiences plus documenting 
and communicating impact. I bring this up not to highlight the center’s limitations or that of the review, 
but to reinforce past discussions about the center’s potential. The center can be almost anything, but it 
cannot succeed at any option without an appropriate staffing and funding model.  
 
The review highlights many options for the center’s future: (a) it can serve in the role(s) of developing 
and delivering professional development, including fee-based courses; conducting research; developing 
more traditional extension based programs; being a connector and convener between external 
stakeholders and Extension; (b) it can focus on several content areas including climate change; positive 
youth development; justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion; green infrastructure; etc.; and (c) it needs to 
be better at evaluation and communication. All these options will require staffing with content expertise 
and support staffing as articulated in the review committee’s analysis related to question 15 (page 24). 
There will either need to be funding to support these positions within the center, or the ability to access 
these professionals through member organizations, with the full support from their Extension Director, to 
do the work and be rewarded for it. 
 
The committee’s response to question 16 sums it up well, “The opportunity here is vast, both for the 
center and for Extension, but it requires a transformative leap, in focus and subject and professional 
development. The center could provide the capacity for urban Extension offices to respond to the urgent 
and growing needs of metropolitan areas, but only if they can create the capacity for themselves 
first. (emphasis added)”. While I personally look forward to the opportunity for the center to be all things 
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lacking for Extension in urban communities, history has taught me that the center would need the 
resources to achieve that mission. 
 
Finally, with regard to a focus, the review discussed development of a logic model to support planning 
and outcome focus for the center. I agree fully that the center would benefit from a more strategic 
approach to actions, activities and impact. However, I am not convinced that a logic model is the best 
approach. The recent Extension Foundation Dynamic Discussion (July 28, recording available here) 
highlights that strategic planning is dead in a VUCA world, a world of volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity1. As indicated in the review, one of the assets of the center and what distinguishes it from 
NUEL is its ability to be nimble. A more dynamic approach to real-time conversations with society and 
core stakeholders would be more appropriate. Building teams who can assess current situations and 
nimbly respond with sets of contingency plans may be a way to better adjust to rapidly evolving systems, 
needs, and opportunities. My experience working in the Seattle metro area as a county director and with 
the WSU Metropolitan Center for Applied Research and Extension has repeatedly demonstrated that 
municipal governments and agencies move faster than academic institutions as they work in a VUCA 
world – an urban Extension center needs to mirror that flexibility, nimbleness, and rapidity of response if 
it is have an impact.  
 
 
In summary, I found the review to be comprehensive, insightful in many ways, and providing 
opportunities for organizational and program improvements. It provides a roadmap to a positive future for 
the center. As always, the devil will be in the details of how member institutions and center leadership 
prioritize and focus on both the vision for the future and the plan to get there.  I look forward to the 
opportunity the review provides and to the discussions with the leadership of member institutions as to 
what the future for the center will be. 
 
Below are a few clarifications I would offer to the review report, all of which are minor and do not 
change the findings or recommendations in any manner. 

Clarifications 

Introduction 
While I don’t disagree that the Advisory Board members are distinguished professionals, it should be 
clarified that they are representatives from member institutions. The sentence could be construed that this 
board is selected from all possible Extension professionals. In referring to the org chart, staffing is the 0.5 
FTE Director, some staff support, and an hourly employee who supports communications (3 separate 
people, specifically me, Martha Aitken, and Maggie Anderson), in addition to the fellows. 

Performance Area Questions and Recommendations 

Addressing Needs 
The final two paragraphs reference external connections WCMER has made, including the Council of 
State Governments. I am not aware of the center making this connection directly, might the reference be 
to the Large Urban County Caucus (LUCC) of the National Association of Counties (NACo)? This 
similar reference is made in last paragraph in response to review question 4 on page 14. 

Impact 
With regard to the three-phased impact evaluation plan – that model is no longer being pursued as there 
was not robust interest from member institutions for evaluation at their level. Additionally, the main 

 
1 These are comments made by Scott Reed during his part of the presentation beginning around 17:45 
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WCMER evaluator was with, and has since left, WSU and to-date, has not been replaced. It is not clear 
that if or when someone is hired to fill this position whether this type of work will be part of the duties, 
expectations, or opportunities. 

Business Operations 
I do not believe I made this known to the review committee, but the WCMER has applied for an 
expansion level fellowship / funding through the New Technologies for Ag Extension (NTAE). The work 
proposed is to help develop a business model for expanded staffing and program areas. The application 
references the timing of this review and the opportunity to connect outcomes and recommendations from 
the review to the goals of the fellowship while taking advantage of the wrap-around services of the 
Extension Foundation.   
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Brad Gaolach Ph. D. 
Washington State University Extension 
Director | Metropolitan Center for Applied Research & Extension 
Director | Western Center for Metropolitan Extension & Research 
Professor | Community & Economic Development 
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