
MSU Extension serves Teton County in the areas of 
wellness, mental health, family consumer science, 
4-H and youth programming. We provide services to 

agricultural producers focusing on crops, forage, and livestock. 
Agricultural diagnostic services, including nitrate testing, hay 
certification, insect and plant identification are available. Small 
acreage landowners and homeowners take advantage of services 
related to landscaping, shelterbelt management and horticulture. 
The economy is influenced by agricultural production, small 
business ownership, cooperatives, and e-commuting. The 
communities of Teton County -- Choteau, Dutton, Fairfield, 
Power, Pendroy, and Bynum -- are bordered by the Rocky 
Mountains to the west and plains to the east. In 2020 the team 
included Jane Wolery, Jamie Smith and Sharla Hinman. Karen 
Forseth joined MSU Extension in November. We are dedicated 
to meeting the needs and serving people in Teton County.

MSU Extension faculty and staff in Teton County sent 
14,000 emails related to serving clients, 650 documented calls 
and office visits for education and information, in addition to 
participation in classes offered.

Cultivating Programs that Respond to 
Producer Needs

Even amid a pandemic and agriculture agent vacancy, 
the MSU Extension team in Teton County continued to 
serve the needs of agriculture producers with assistance from 
colleagues throughout the state. We handled 73 individual 
requests for insect and plant identification, plant disease, nitrate 
testing, and forage testing. Fifteen requests were managed for 
weed seed free hay certification on 468 acres. This weed seed 
free hay is projected to sell at a premium, for an estimated 
additional potential of $117,000. The information from these 
tests affect large and small acreages, noxious weed management 
practices, herd health decisions and homeowner landscape and 
maintenance strategies.

Improving Mental Health and Wellbeing
Mental health was one of the top three concerns identified 

in Teton County’s 2017 Community Health Needs Assessment 
and Improvement Plan. Depression, anxiety, and stress rated 
the top mental health issues. Montana ranks high among 
states on mental health disorder prevalence, low on access 
to mental health care, and has the highest suicide rate in the 
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Rocky Mountains bordering the west side of Teton County, by Jane Wolery.
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nation. MSU Extension is meeting needs in Teton County 
through a variety of efforts.

The Youth Aware of Mental Health (YAM) program 
reaches approximately 80 students per year and is offered to 
every ninth-grade student in public school in Teton County. 
The program includes five sessions about mental health, coping 
skills, depression, suicide and when/how to seek professional 
help. The program teaches students to recognize signs of mental 
health challenges in themselves and others and provides practice 
approaching someone about whose wellbeing they are concerned. 
Three months after participating in YAM, students report 
an increase in general mental health knowledge, significant 
decrease in depressive symptoms and a trending decrease 
in anxiety symptoms. Nearly half of students reported they 
would seek help from school staff for assistance with feelings 
of suicide and 79% said they would seek help for depression.

Wolery also teaches the “Question, Persuade and Refer” 
suicide prevention program to school faculty. During the first 
weeks of the pandemic, Wolery focused media outreach on 
mental health resources, such as Thrive for Montana, an  online 
cognitive behavior therapy, and the Montana Ag Producer Stress 
Resource website. Wolery, who has training in counseling, was 
an early statewide collaborator curating resources specifically 
for rural Montanans that became the impetus for the stress 
management clearinghouse.

4-H: The Present and the Future
From current membership to alumni, the 4-H program 

has a far-reaching impact on our communities. Numerous 
graduates have credited 4-H with their successful entry into 
adulthood and  their chosen career. Youth explore a variety of 
projects and skills that help them focus on career paths. One 
former 4-H member credits his photography project with his 
current profession. Another credits 4-H with his early interest 
and training in range management and his ability to return 
to the area as an agronomist. A doctoral student  shared that 
her work with NASA and presentations at national meetings 
have been directly impacted by 4-H training. Many Teton 
County agriculture producers got their early start in agricultural 
pursuits through 4-H.

MSU Extension in Teton County serves youth through 
outreach education, in addition to those enrolled in 4-H.  
Extension educators have taught lessons for youth through 
in-school and afterschool programs. Topics have ranged from 
natural resources and agriculture education to nutrition and 
wellness. Notable programs have included YAM (Youth Aware 
of Mental Health), Y.E.S. (Youth Experiences in Science), youth 
financial education K-12, hand washing and disease reduction.

The 4-H program teaches skills that add to the fiber of 
our rural communities. While the entire impact of 4-H may 
never be truly calculated, it is expressed in the hearts, heads, 
hands and health of our youth and our communities.

2020

 – 193 youth members

 – 77 volunteers

 – 262 youth reached through outreach education

 – 25 youth in leadership track

 – 63 youth in livestock projects

 – Notable programs include shooting sports, Coding for kids 

and Math Models.

Participants reported:
“My kids gained so many skills -- from raising and caring 

for animals to record keeping to leadership. I love that 4-H 
is an activity that involves the entire family. Our family has 
so many amazing memories of our years in 4-H! I think that 
4-H makes such a difference in all communities by helping 
develop compassionate, skilled, and service-minded people. 
The contributions of 4-Hers to their communities are so many 
-- community service activities such as food drives and highway 
cleanups are truly just the tip of the iceberg.” -Tammy Townsend, 
leader/volunteer since 1999

“As an adult I have watched the 4-H program dramatically 
influence each of my four kids. They have all gained valuable 
skills in public speaking, leadership, writing, keeping records, 
and communication in general. They have a background of 
serving their community, donating to worthy causes, mentoring 
others and they have the confidence and ability to positively 
change the world they live in. Their activities and involvement 
in 4-H was largely how each of them paid for college through 
scholarships. There is no way to place a value on all the ways 
that 4-H has positively impacted my life.” -Beth Ann Hodgskiss, 
volunteer/leader since 1999

Strength -- Physical Meets Mental
The StrongPeople program helps participants increase 

muscle strength, balance and flexibility as well as manage 
or avoid chronic diseases. The program, originally designed 
around physical strength, has shown some notable mental 
health benefits.

Montana evaluations show:

 – 83% reported strengthened social ties.

 – 77% felt less stressed.

 – 76% felt less anxious.

 – 73% reported a decrease in chronic pain.

 – 71% slept better.

 – 95% felt stronger.

 – 94% intended to engage in similar physical activity routines 

outside of class.

 – 89% reported improved balance.

 – 85% reported moving more easily and having increased 

stamina.
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Top: 4-H members assemble computers to use during the Coding for Kids class, by Jane Wolery; Bottom Row: (left) Jane Wolery 
provides the program, Youth Aware of Mental Health, for all public school ninth grade students in the county. Research has found YAM 
effective in reducing new cases of suicide attempts and severe suicidal ideation by approximately 50%. New cases of depression were 
reduced by approximately 30% in youth participating in YAM, by Courtesy of Vonnie Jacobson, Choteau Acantha; (center) This nitrate 
quick test shows that nitrates are present and allows the producer to make management decisions in terms of when to cut and/or 
feeding decisions. Nitrate testing is just one of many diagnostic services offered to ag producers that could affect their bottom line, 
by Jane Wolery; (right) Teton County Sheriff Keith Van Setten was one of many people who participated in the StrongPeople class, by 
Courtesy of Vonnie Jacobson, Choteau Acantha
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Teton County Staff
Montana State University Extension is an ADA/EO/AA Veteran’s Preference Employer and provider of educational outreach.

Karen Forseth
Agriculture, Horticulture, Natural Resources,  

4-H Youth Development

Jane Wolery

Family and Consumer Science, 4-H Youth Development,  
Community Development

Jamie Smith

Administrative Assistant

Sharla Hinman

Administrative Assistant

Te
to

n 
C

o
u

nt
y 

—
 M

on
ta

na
 S

ta
te

 U
ni

ve
rs

it
y 

E
xt

en
si

on

When MSU Extension Agent Jane Wolery started teaching 
the classes throughout the county more than a decade ago, she 
anticipated better strength and balance helping people stay 
independent longer and reducing the need for costly assisted 
living. While the mental uplift was not the primary focus, 
she has now come to see it as a main component of the class. 
Wolery said, “I had no idea the additional ways the class would 
build strength in people – mentally, socially and throughout 
the community.”

One participant in her classes progressed from using a 
walker at the start of the class to using a cane and is now walking 
unassisted because her legs are stronger, and her balance is better. 
Wolery observed a marked improvement in the participant’s 
outlook as well. A caregiver who attended the class with her 
mother, who has dementia, noted that the class gave them 
something they could enjoy together, provided socialization, and 
stabilized her mother’s mood, making caregiving much easier.

Wolery provides what she calls “Extension Extras” at every 
class. Participants get a healthy dose of education while lifting 
weights and doing squats. Topics  include financial management, 
nutrition, mental health, estate/legacy planning, food safety 
and preparation and  more. Resources are provided at each 
class and participants were encouraged to share the information 
with others, which built knowledge along with strength.

The StrongPeople class in Teton County was featured as 
a solution to “Graying Pains” with the Solutions Journalism 
Network nationally and on Montana Public Radio. As a result, 
requests for StrongPeople in Montana increased and MSU 
Extension provided training to certify 12 new instructors 
across the state.
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