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Dream Big, Live Bolder 

I would like to start my presentaƟon by thank you ESP for this incredible honor. 

I joined ESP in 2015 and got closer to the organizaƟon when they decided to 

host the ESP LaƟno affinity group. I will be forever grateful with ESP for giving 

us the opportunity to be here. I also would like to thank Dr. AƟles who game 

me my first job in Extension in 2013. In 2015, I moved to California as the 

Assistant Director for 4-H Diversity and Expansion. In 2018, I decided to apply 

for a job in the State of Missouri, mainly because the reputaƟon of the 

Extension Director at that Ɵme who was a very special leader, you probably 

know him, Dr. Marshall Steward.  Dr. Steward was brave enough to hire a person like me to be 

the Missouri 4-H Leader and I will be forever grateful with him. I also would like to say thank you 

to my friends from Missouri. They are here with me today.  Thank you to my daughter Maria 

who made the trip here and leŌ her liƩle two boys to be with me here today.  

I would like to start with a disclaimer, because I need you to pay aƩenƟon because my accent is 

very strong. I have tried to improve but I don’t think I will be able to talk like you in my whole 

life. It’s just hard. Since I learned how to speak English very old.  

I am going to start by sharing my life with all of you. My name is not Lupita Fabregas, my real 

name is Maria Guadalupe Fabregas Janeiro. I am Maria like many for women from Mexico, 

because we need a Catholic name to get bapƟzed. Then Guadalupe who is the patron Virgin in 

Mexico and my father want to have the first Guadalupe in our family. Then Fabregas is my 

father’s name and Janeiro my mothers’ name. When I became American ciƟzen, they asked me 

if I want to change my name, that was my opportunity, but I did not do it because all my papers 

were and are with my full name.  So I takes a lot of skills to write all my names in the American 

forms.  

I was born and raised in Mexico, I came to the United States in 2002 when I was 44 years old. 

My parents’ parents immigrated to Mexico at the beginning of the 20th Century. They were hard 

workers. My father finished 5th grade and my mother aƩended technical school to become an 

AdministraƟve Assistant. I did not grow up with much, but educaƟon was always a priority. My 

parents never asked me if I want to go to high school or college, it was an understanding that 

we all will be aƩending college. We were the first generaƟon to go to college. Talking about 

lifelong learners. I went to three higher educaƟon insƟtuƟons, the first one was Monterrey Tech 



and I was there in the 70s. I don’t know how much you know about the SevenƟes but 

Monterrey Tech was very far from my house. The culture was that the girls leave in their home 

unƟl they get married. The girls do not go to college and live in dorms. But my mother was 

different, she allowed me to aƩend college and to face all the challenges and criƟcism that 

came with allowing me to do it. When I finished my undergraduate, I wanted to conƟnue my 

educaƟon, but we do not have the money to do it. So I wait 20 years to finish my Master, and 10 

more years to finish my PhD. I feel I have been in college all my life.  

When I lived in Mexico, I worked for a private catholic university. When my daughter finished 

elementary school, I asked the president of my university if he canto send me abroad so my kids 

for a year so they can learn English, because I did not have the resources to send them to a 

boarding school, like some of the Mexican families do. I did not have the resources, but I was 

full of ideas, so I sold my ideas to the president of the university who agreed to send me for one 

year to Oklahoma, due the signing of a new MoU between both universiƟes, and I say yes. 

When I get back home, I look for a map to find where Oklahoma was. I was ready to move to 

another country, and my life changed forever. 

I have worked for four insƟtuƟons in my life, I worked at UPAEP in Mexico for 29 years, at 

Oklahoma State for 2, University of California for 4 and I have 5 years working with the 

University of Missouri. Changing jobs and looking for opportuniƟes was new for me. In Mexico, 

you do have these opportuniƟes, when you find a job you hold to it, you normally live in the 

same town and probably the same house all your life.  

Moving to the United States was an adventure, my English was not good but anyhow I grabbed 

three pieces of luggage and my two kids and moved to Oklahoma. When I arrived to Oklahoma, 

I was making $1,200 a month, I got an apartment for $800 and every week I remember taking 

my $100 dollar bill and asking myself how we will spend our money. Or biggest thing at that 

Ɵme was eaƟng at Cici’s pizza for $4.99 per person. But aŌer living her for more than 22 years, it 

is not about the money. My kids starƟng to speak English, and it was easy to be happy. We did 

not have to be worry about our safety. SomeƟmes I think all the American teenagers should 

have the opportunity to travel abroad for six months so they can appreciate all we have here. 

The biggest challenge I faced was to learn English, but we never complained because we were 

blessed to come to the USA with a visa. Having a visa gave us all the opportuniƟes. AŌer having 

a J, H-1 visa, a permanent resident status we were able to apply to become American ciƟzens. 

Now my kids and I are all Americans by choice.  

Learning English was a journey for me, from invesƟng in a class at Oklahoma State to taking 

English as a Second Language Classes at the high school. But I needed to learn enough English 

to be accepted in the PhD program. I studied hard unƟl I make the 550 points in the TOEFL test I 



needed to be accepted. I hope more people volunteer to teach English to people like me, that 

really change our lives.  

Everything was a challenge, from passing the driving test to memorizing the maps to drive to 

the soccer games. It was hard to become a person who do not know anything aŌer being “so 

smart” in Mexico. It is hard to realize that people do not understand you, that you can not 

express what you want or what you need. So the next Ɵme you see a person that would like to 

be invisible, think about me and make every effort to connect with them. 

The Ɵme run fast and when my kids finished high school the want to go to college but again, we 

did not have the money to make it happen. However, they worked hard, my daughter won a 

scholarship to play soccer at Oral Roberts, she was the first girl from SƟllwater High school to 

play division I soccer. She is very good. My son, won academic scholarships and was able to 

aƩend Oklahoma State University.  We are a family of Oklahoma State Cowboys, I finished my 

PhD at Oklahoma State, my daughter finished her master and my son his undergraduate. Go 

Cowboys! When people tell you it is impossible, think about my family. 

In 2015, my daughter decided to get married and with my kids out of the house, I thought What 

is next for me? I applied for a job in California, and I moved there. One of my students 

moƟvated me to apply and I will be forever grateful with her. My life changed again because I 

made the decision to work for 4-H, and I found my passion. My job in California was reach the 

LaƟno youth and invited them to join 4-H. I was able to end a lot of the myths related to 

extension and 4-H. For example, the LaƟnos don’t care about 4-H, they don’t care because we 

haven’t done a good job telling them what 4-H can do for them. We haven’t given them the 

opportunity to join 4-H. But they sure care. I worked with an amazing team in California, we 

documented every experience we had. We started the program in seven counƟes, and for those 

counƟes we revoluƟon 4-H. All the youth we invited wanted to join 4-H, we offered them 

different experiences and we found that there were not significaƟve difference between the 

experiences in 4-H Community Clubs and the experiences in the new clubs. That is another 

myth. All the experiences in 4-H are meaningful and important, and all they youth deserve to 

have the opportunity to join 4-H. During my tenure in California the 4-H program in the LaƟno 

communiƟes grow 200%. We had Clubs at the churches and at the farms, we create a sense of 

belonging.  

The challenge for the new generaƟon of 4-H Professionals is to be able to serve all the 

communiƟes in the same way. The first step is to invite them and make them feel they belong. 

There are a lot of resources to engage new audiences. Try something new, something different, 

something that will change one kids life. Lean about the culture of the new youth you must 

reach, make them feel proud of who they are.  We are not the same and we shouldn’t try to 

deliver 4-H the same way without considering the culture.  



In 2018, the budget for the LaƟno IniƟaƟve was ended in California, and I really wanted to get 

close to my kids who were living in Oklahoma and Missouri. I saw an opening in Missouri 4-H 

and decided to apply for the 4-H State Leader posiƟon. I leŌ California in 2019 and became the 

first LaƟna to serve as the 4-H State Leader in the United States. Since I arrived to the state of 

Missouri, I saw a lot of opportuniƟes to work together, but it was not easy. Some people did not 

accept my leadership and that reflected in their wiliness to try now things. However, I am not a 

quiƩer and I bult systems, policies, procedures and set statewide goals to grow our program. I 

need to be honest and share with you that being the outsider is hard but we can not allow that 

to stop us from doing what we believe is right. The leadership in Missouri Extension supported 

me and I am sƟll here. The 4-H program in Missouri is now naƟonally recognize, we have long 

term goals, and we are growing our program. I have built a team that I call “my dream team” in 

the state office and I am sure they will be making a difference. We are working to connect the 

University of Missouri to 4-H since some the people in 4-H did not know that we were a 

university program. Our mascot “Truman” now wears a 4-H t-shirt.  

Now our efforts to diversity our delivery modes and to reach now audiences are an important 

part of what we do. We also are adopƟng the 4-H Thriving Model and joined the Beyond Ready 

campaign. We will have to work harder to retain the youth that are leaving 4-H, build internal 

and external partnerships and offer different online 4-H Experiences, if we want to conƟnue 

being relevant.  

To end my talk, I want you to take my story and transform it into some acƟon plans. How can we 

grow our 4-H programs and diversity our audiences/ 

Number one, we need to be honest. Not all the people are equipped or willing to work with 

people like me. Don’t force the situaƟon, just keep sending the message about the importance 

of growing our program and reaching all our youth. We need to be sure that all the people who 

work in Extension believe that our acƟon plan is the right thing to do. 

Number two, set your goals. In Missouri we are very clear in what we want and how we can get 

there. Diversifying the way, we reach our audiences and offer our programing is the key of our 

success. For example, we are making a huge effort to be in the schools, in community centers, 

at the libraries, etc. Foster an environment where youth lead, we need to prepare the next 

generaƟon of leaders.  

Number three, lead by example. The Extension professionals need to set the tone, lead by 

example. Review your budget, be fair and assign resources to the new audiences and the 

innovaƟve programing. In the state of Missouri, we have 1 million kids that could join 4-H but I 

only have 50,000 in 4-H. I want to serve all the kids, everybody should be a 4-Her. 



Number four, take your Ɵme. Get to know the community, be part of the community. AƩend the 

church, buy your groceries in the supermarket where you are serving as Extension professional. 

Let the people in the community approach you and share their needs. It is hard to understand 

the community if you are not part of it.  

Number five, find save places to meet and to engage the community. Places where the families 

feel safe and comfortable aƩending. Churches or the schools are good places to meet.  

Number six, follow the 4-H Thriving Model developmental context, by building trust in your 

communiƟes, leƫng the youth find their spark, build relaƟonships and get engaged. The power 

of 4-H is not the curriculums we use, is the relaƟonship youth build with trustworthy adults. Be 

sure you have a program for all your youth. Our responsibility is to prepare youth for life, 

prepare them for work and prepare them for life.  

Diversity is not only race or ethnicity, but diversity also includes income level, gender, age, 

school year, so don’t let people believe that there is not diversity in your county.  Remember 

that the culture of your organizaƟon is a combinaƟon of what you create and what you allow, 

what kind of culture would you like to have in your organizaƟon?  You are responsible for 

creaƟng that culture in your organizaƟon, nobody can do that for you. I know this job is hard, 

and someƟmes 24/7. 

We need to be very proud because we are making a difference on the lives of a lot of the kids 

and adults in our communiƟes. A lot of the people living in small counƟes have only the 

opportunity that you can provide them. You have the power to make the difference on the lives 

of the people you serve.  

And always remember it is always possible to dream big, to live bolder and if you don’t believe it 

just think about me and my journey. 

Thank you 

 


