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4-H is the largest youth 
development organization

in Arkansas. Since 
March 2020, donors have 

 invested $2.1 million 
toward helping youth 

experience all 4-H has to offer. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Profiles
Sylvana Burgess     .   .   .   .   .   .6
Patti Dabbs-Thompson  .  .  .8

Carson McFatridge   .  .  .  . 10

Nathan Fleer  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 12

Philip Ferguson   .   .   .   .   .   . 14 

Reesie Tritch  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 16

Donors    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 18

Financial 
Position  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 23

Becky McPeake
Tribute    .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 24 

Endowments    .   .   .   . 25

Program
Highlights   .  .  .  .  .  .  . 26



Help Arkansas Youth Reach Their Peak Potential!

For more than 70 years, the Arkansas 4-H Foundation has helped 
guide young people as they climb toward leadership, character, and 
confidence. Now, you can help the next generation reach even higher.

Create a free, legally vetted will with our online 
preparation tool in just 20 minutes. And by including 
a gift to Arkansas 4-H, you’ll fuel scholarships, camps,  and hands-on 
programs that help youth across all 75 counties scale new heights.

Why Plan Your Legacy?
•  Empower tomorrow’s leaders
•  Gain peace of mind with a secure, legal will
•  Make a lasting impact — without spending 
    a dime today

Leave a legacy that helps Arkansas youth summit life’s greatest 
challenges. Start your free will today: AR4H.WILLFORGOOD.COM
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(left) 2024-2025 State Officers enjoy Arkansas 4-H Day with the Razorbacks from the front row of the stadium 
in Fayetteville . When you call those hogs, you never know who might show up for a photo bomb . (right) This year, 
Arkansas 4-H sent a full delegation to Citizenship Washington Focus, a leading national 4-H program focused on 
civic engagement, leadership, government, touring monuments, and meeting 4-H’ers from across the nation .

It’s a privilege to share with you this 
year’s Donor Impact Report, a collection of 

stories from Arkansas 4-H youth and alumni whose lives reflect the 
heart of this organization . Within these pages, you’ll meet people 

at every stage — from current 4-H members chasing big dreams, to 
early-career professionals finding their footing, to alumni leading with purpose in their 
communities and careers . Each story is a reminder that your generosity is shaping 
futures across Arkansas .

This past year, we celebrated the initiation or full funding of five new endowments — 
lasting commitments that will ensure 4-H continues to thrive for generations to come . 
We are equally grateful for the growing list of financial partners who stand beside us 
in this mission . Together, you are investing not just in programs, but in people — young 
Arkansans who will carry forward the values of leadership, service, and resilience .

On behalf of the Foundation and the thousands of young lives touched by your support, 
thank you . Your belief in Arkansas 4-H and your support of the Arkansas 4-H Foundation 
makes all the difference .

John Thomas
Managing Director
Arkansas 4-H Foundation

Dr. Debbie Nistler
Assistant Vice President
4-H and Youth Development
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IN 4-H, YOU 
TRULY FIND 
YOURSELF
How Sylvana Burgess, 
Arkansas 4-H state 
secretary, came out 
of her shell 
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               “An important element of Arkansas 4-H is the 
emphasis on community service. I’m doing this because I see
   a need in my community, and I am making a difference.”

When Sylvana Burgess first joined Jefferson County 4-H at 
the age of five, she was shy and introverted. But Burgess said 
that changed as she got more involved with public speaking 
through the organization . 

“I was definitely getting out of my shell because of that, 
because I realized I was good at it,” Burgess said . “I thought, 
‘Oh, I actually do know how to talk to people .’ That’s how I was 
able to get away from that shyness and be an outgoing person 
in 4-H .” 

Burgess currently serves as state secretary for Arkansas 4-H, 
a position she decided to run for after working closely with the 
state officer team as a 4-H Ambassador. 

“Just seeing how they interacted with me, they were such 
good people, and I saw the work they had to get done and 
how they traveled and networked,” Burgess said . “I wanted to 
branch out, because I’m so used to being in my city and not 
going anywhere . 

“The friends I made in 4-H definitely motivated me,” she said. 
“They said, ‘You’d be good for this .’ I was an ambassador for 
a good two years before I decided to be a state officer, and I 
made a lot of friends and memories through that . That’s been 
the highlight of 4-H .” 

Burgess said another important element of 4-H is the 
emphasis on community service . 

“When I go to the Teen Leader conference and we do those 
community service projects, there’s always a time where we 
reflect on it, and it gets you thinking,” she said. “I’m not just 
doing this to get hours or a good resume or a good college 

application . I’m doing this because I see a 
need in my community, and I see that I am 
making a difference through 4-H .

“I’m making somebody else’s day better 
because I’m willing to take the time, the 
hours and the dedication to help,” Burgess 
said . “That resonated with me .” 

This fall, Burgess will start her freshman year 
at the University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff, 
where she plans to major in social work — a 
decision influenced by her 4-H experience. 

“I tell people all the time that 4-H motivated 
me to go into the social work field, even 
though I’ve always had that feeling of 
wanting to help people,” Burgess said . “In 
4-H, I had to be emotionally connected to 
people . I see myself taking what I learned 
from 4-H and applying that to college and 
my social work field.” 

Burgess said that in 4-H, “you really, truly 
find yourself. I guarantee you will come out 
finding something new about yourself or 
making something you already have even 
better,” she said . 

FIRST YEAR IN 4-H:  2012

4-H CLUB:  Jefferson County 4-H Club 

ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE 4-H 
EXPERIENCE:  Life-changing

FAVORITE H AND WHY?  HEART.  
because 4-H gives you the opportunity 
to pour your whole heart into the 
things you’re passionate about. 



8

LEADERSHIP 
THAT BUILT A 
LEGACY
Alumna Patti 
Dabbs-Thompson 
on the impact 
of Arkansas 4-H 
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As a 4-H alumna, Patti Dabbs-Thompson 
has a long history with the organization. 
She joined the Busy Bees 4-H Club of 
North Arkansas County in 1966, and in 
1971, she served as president of Arkansas 
4-H when fundraising efforts began to 
build the C.A. Vines Arkansas 4-H Center. 

“We sold World’s Finest Chocolate Bars 
forever,” Dabbs-Thompson said. “I 
think I realized that it was going to give 
4-H’ers in the future a place to go and be 
together and do all the things they do now. I don’t 
think I realized everything it would bring to 4-H, because it just 
kept growing and growing. It’s amazing.” 

During her time in 4-H, Dabbs-Thompson’s main project 
was showing registered Angus cattle. In 1971, she won State 
Beef Record Book and was the first Beef Project winner to 
travel to Chicago for National 4-H Congress, where President 
Richard Nixon spoke. She traveled to Washington, D.C., for 
the Citizenship Short Course program, now known as the 
Citizenship Washington Focus.  

“I made lifelong friends on that trip, which probably helped me to 
be elected as the state 4-H president,” Dabbs-Thompson said. 

Dabbs-Thompson is a three-time Women’s World Duck Calling 
champion. She also won the White River Regional Duck 
Calling Contest, qualifying her for the World Championship 
Duck Calling Contest, where she placed in the top 10. She 
entered her first duck calling contest at age five, taught by 
her father, a champion duck caller and hunting guide. 

As State 4-H President, she also traveled to Washington, 
D.C., for the National 4-H Leadership Conference. Dabbs-
Thompson attended a White House reception for the 
organization, where she had a chance to share her passion for 
duck calling. 

“President Nixon was supposed to speak, but his daughter 
Julie Nixon Eisenhower was the speaker.  We went through 
a receiving line and got to meet her,” Dabbs-Thompson said. 
“I took a Dixie Mallard Duck Call from Stuttgart and left it for 
President Nixon, so that was a big deal to me.” 

As an adult, Dabbs-Thompson worked as a 
teacher for 35 years, first in Grubbs, then 
Dierks, Winthrop, Fouke, and later moving 
to Ashdown before completing her career 
in Conway. She said her 4-H experience 
helped her gain confidence that formed the 
rest of her life and career. 

“4-H helped develop me, so that I wasn’t 
afraid to be in front of people and speak in 
front of large crowds,” Dabbs-Thompson 
said. “It gave me a better understanding of 
what was needed for kids in Arkansas, and I 
wanted to be a part of that.”

FIRST YEAR IN 4-H:  1966

4-H CLUB:  Busy Bees 4-H Club, 
Arkansas County

ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE 4-H 
EXPERIENCE:  Outstanding

FAVORITE H AND WHY?  HEART.  
Development of the Heart is 
necessary for the development of 
strong leaders. 

    In 1971, Dabbs-Thompson served as president of 
Arkansas 4-H when fundraising efforts began to  
                          build the C.A. Vines Arkansas 4-H Center. 
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4-H CAN TAKE 
YOU ANY-
WHERE
How Arkansas 4-H  
prepared Carson 
McFatridge for life 
and leadership 
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Carson McFatridge’s 4-H journey began in 2008, when she 
joined the Velvet Ridge 4-H Club in White County at the age 
of five. She showed dairy goats, market goats and market 
lambs, and bred rabbits and chickens as well. But McFatridge 
said she found her true spark in the Wildlife Habitat Education 
Program, or WHEP. 

“With WHEP, it was a competition that gave me the 
opportunity to explore something I was already passionate 
about,” McFatridge said. “We built a team here in White 
County, and we ended up competing together for multiple 
years and absolutely loved it.”

In 2018, the White County team won the state WHEP contest 
and qualified for the national competition in Bar Harbor, Maine. 
“We got to go all the way to Maine, so that just goes to show 
that 4-H really can take you anywhere,” McFatridge said. 

McFatridge currently studies wildlife, fisheries and 
aquaculture at Mississippi State University, where she recently 
served a one-year term as the student body president. She 
said her experiences as a Teen Star and Teen Ambassador in 
4-H informed both her leadership skills and her career path. 

“I remember when I was five years old and writing a speech 
for why my club should elect me as the recreation director,” 
McFatridge said. “Talks and Demonstrations was another 
great program that gave me the opportunity to learn how 
to research. I was nine years old researching how to ensure 
that your mowing practices are safe for nesting bobwhite 
quail and turkeys. 

“In our field, and even with 4-H, a lot of 
people think that it’s just hunting and fishing 
or livestock, so you’ve got to find that little 
piece in the middle,” she said. “It’s like a Venn 
diagram: you’ve got to find that spot where 
it all fits together. For me, I’ve seen that 
manifest in the opportunity to advocate for 
conservation in agricultural landscapes.” 

McFatridge will graduate in December 
2025. She plans to pursue graduate school 
and eventually work in conservation law 
and policy. Though she has been a 4-H 
alumna for four years, McFatridge said the 
organization has had a lasting impact on her. 

“4-H helped me explore so many things that 
were out of my comfort zone, things I never 
even considered, and has given me skills 
that I still use today,” she said. “I have the 
cornbread recipe that we used in our bake-
off memorized, so it’s a lot of fun when my 
friends come over for dinner at college and 
we need to whip something up. It’s the little 
things like that — you never know what skills 
are going to end up benefiting you beyond 
the time you complete your final year.”

FIRST YEAR IN 4-H: 2008

4-H CLUB:  Velvet Ridge 4-H Club, 
White County

ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE 4-H 
EXPERIENCE: Foundational

FAVORITE H AND WHY?  HANDS, 
because it encourages youth to 
engage in hands-on learning that 
empowers them to help others.

    “Arkansas 4-H helped me explore so many things 
that were out of my comfort zone, things I never even 
considered, and has given me skills that I still use today,”
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SKILLS FUELING
FUTURE
SUCCESS 
Arkansas 4-H taught 
Shell Oil chemist 
Nathan Fleer 
responsibility and 
teamwork
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As a member of the Sebastian County Shooting Sports team, 
Arkansas 4-H alumnus Nathan Fleer said he learned valuable 
lessons about teamwork and responsibility. 

“With the Youth Hunter Education Challenge, we would sign 
up, and you knew that you’ve basically got a year to practice 
and get good at it,” Fleer said. “You go to the competition, 
and you’re doing it as a team and as an individual. That gives 
you this motivational element where you don’t want to let 
yourself down, or everybody else down, either. You support 
each other that way.”

Fleer joined Sebastian County 4-H in 2006 at 14 years of age 
and stayed in the program through high school. He said 4-H’s 
emphasis on helping youth set goals — and putting in the work 
to meet them — sets members up for success later in life. 

“I always tell people, if you’re going to start something that 
requires your commitment, don’t just drop out of it,” Fleer 
said. “Make sure to get through to completion and meet that 
goal, because it’s worth it in the end to be able to say that you 
finished that. That’s one of the things that 4-H is really good for.” 

To complete his Ph.D. in analytical chemistry from Texas A&M 
University, Fleer had to rely on this ability to see a project 
through. Fleer now works as a research chemist with Shell Oil, 
and he said 4-H helped him hone his collaboration a skills. 

“Some people will get experiences like that in school, but it’s 
not really the same sort of setting,” Fleer said. “It’s typically 
not problem-solving, which you would have with 4-H. I heard 

once that when you get into the workforce, 
you work together to solve problems, but 
in school, you were told to keep your head 
down and not look at each other’s papers. 
In 4-H, you were encouraged to work with 
other people.” 

Fleer said 4-H also provides important 
outdoor skills and instills an appreciation for 
nature to which some youth may not have 
access otherwise. 

“I grew up in a very rural area, so what we 
did in 4-H was similar to what I did at home,” 
Fleer said. “But there are a lot of kids who 
grow up in suburban areas who can’t do stuff 
like that, and it gives them an important 
outlet to experience those things.” 

For Fleer, 4-H was also a family affair, and he 
encourages other families to get active, too. 

“My parents being involved helped a lot, 
because going to 4-H was a family event,” 
he said. “And it should be. It helps families 
make memories together.” 

FIRST YEAR IN 4-H: 2006

4-H CLUB:  Sebastian County 4-H Club

ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE 4-H 
EXPERIENCE: Family

FAVORITE H AND WHY?  HEART, 
because you need to love what you do 
and that’s what makes it worth doing. 

           “Arkansas 4-H’s emphasis on helping youth set 
goals — and putting in the work to meet them — sets
                          members up for success later in life.”



14

A VISIONARY 
FOCUSES ON 
ACCESS
Alumni  Philip 
Ferguson aims 
to increase 
opportunities 
for higher 
education 
through 
Arkansas 4-H
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Early on, Philip Ferguson learned about the importance of 
having a vision. One of his first role models was none other 
than Mr. C.A. Vines, for whom the 4-H Center is named.

While in college, Ferguson worked and lived at the 4-H Center 
in Ferndale, where Mr. Vines had him work on all sorts of 
projects, “including laying sod in the dead heat of summer,” 
Ferguson recalled.

“I’ve probably had five people who I won’t say no to, and 
Mr. Vines was one of those people,” he said. “What I learned 
from him is the importance of having a vision. He had a vision 
for the 4-H Center. Being able to imagine things that haven’t 
been done and being able to convince others to buy into that 
vision is a real legacy.”

Ferguson grew up on a small family farm in Pope County, 
and he and his two sisters were active in 4-H. His 4-H 
experiences — visiting the nation’s capitol for 4-H Citizenship 
Washington Focus, attending National 4-H Congress in 
Chicago, engaging in community service and serving as a 
4-H camp counselor — expanded Feguson’s view of the world 
and his future place in it. 

Ferguson graduated from the University of Arkansas with a 
degree in mechanical engineering and then earned a Doctor 
of Medicine from the University of Arkansas for Medical 
Sciences. Today, he is president and managing partner of the 
Northwest Arkansas Pathology Associates in Fayetteville. 

He serves on the Arkansas 4-H Foundation Board and is 
working to endow the Cecil and Selena Smith Memorial 
Scholarship in memory of his grandparents. The $1,000 

scholarship is awarded annually to a student 
in the STEM field.

“They were very humble servants, very 
unassuming, but they always valued 
education,” Ferguson said. “This a good way 
to honor them.”

Ferguson is focused on increasing access 
to higher education through scholarship 
opportunities for 4-H members.

“Social and economic mobility are tightly 
correlated to education,” he said, “but 
the cost of education and access to 
socioeconomic mobility has become harder 
and harder to attain. 4-H is unique in that it 
serves youth of all economic levels. There’s 
an extension agent and 4-H program in 
every county in Arkansas. 

“Everyone needs a skill set, whether that’s 
trade school, post-grad, or a technical 
certificate,” he said. “If you have people 
with potential who don’t have access, we 
have failed.” 

FIRST YEAR IN 4-H:  1979

4-H CLUB:  Pottsville 4-H Club,  
Pope County 

ONE WORD TO DESCRIBE 4-H 
EXPERIENCE:  Formative 

FAVORITE H AND WHY?  HEART, 
because that is where it all begins  
and is what sustains you.

      “Arkansas 4-H is unique in that it serves youth of all 
economic levels. There’s an extension agent and 4-H
        program in every county in Arkansas.”






























