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The 4-H Youth Development Program fosters the use of experiential learning to 

help youth learn life skills through subject matter learning experiences. Effective use of 

experiential learning in 4-H has required that club leaders, who provide most of the 

teaching in 4-H clubs, fully understand and effectively use experiential learning 

approaches in the club. Yet there has been a lack of adequate and consistent training in 

experiential learning for club leaders. This qualitative study used a phenomenological 

interview approach to examine the beliefs, perceptions, and lived experiences of five  

4-H club leaders. 

Findings from transcribed interviews revealed a more complex picture of learning 

processes taking place in the club. Leaders described themselves as guides, teachers, 

mentors, mediators, role models, collaborators, coaches, and even co-learners in the 

club. Previous training in experiential learning was not consistent among leaders in the 

study. Leaders described experiential learning as happening through the structure, 

culture, and the social nature of the 4-H club. The group community within each club 

fostered discussion and collaborations, created role models for younger members, and 

offered mentoring opportunities. These processes were viewed as helping youth to 
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learn and grow. Most were not aware of their role in guiding the experiential learning 

model, yet described club activities rich in concrete, hands-on experiences. Reflection 

was viewed as occurring through social interaction, group feedback, and end-of-year 

project reports. Application was viewed as an action where youth applied their skills in 

other project areas, community service, leadership roles, and later in life. Leaders 

described experiential learning pathways in projects, community service, leadership and 

civic engagement, talks and demonstrations, and competitive events. Examples of 

these learning pathways were illustrated. As a result, new ideas and thoughts were 

generated for future volunteer training programs and research that could deepen the 

understanding of experiential learning processes in 4-H. The study also generated ideas 

for two new alternative experiential learning models to illustrate the multi-dimensional 

learning processes taking place in the 4-H club. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION TO STUDY 

Background 

Nelson Mandela (1990) once said that an “education is the most powerful 

weapon which you can use to change the world.” Paulo Freire (1993) in his book 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed expressed that education should emphasize learning as a 

political act, because it provides a means for all people to be liberated. An investment in 

education is important if youth are to be the future of a nation (Choy & Delahaye, 2005). 

A major assumption behind educational policy in the United States has been that 

the school setting has been the only place where and when children learn (Harvard 

Family Research Project, 2007). Yet, most learning has taken place outside the formal 

school setting (Falk & Dierking, 2010). There has been a growing awareness of the role 

informal learning environments have in substantially contributing to one’s education 

(Bell, Lewenstein, Shouse, & Feder, eds., 2009). The United States can no longer rely 

solely on the K-12 formal school system to build and nurture the skills youth need in 

order to be successful in today’s world (Bell et al., eds., 2009; Carlson & Maxa, 1997). 

However, additional research has been needed to better understand how 

learning occurs in these out-of-school environments (Falk & Dierking, 2010). To help 

address this need, this study examined the use of experiential learning practices in the 

Florida 4-H youth development program, a nonformal education program associated 

with land- grant universities. 

Experience and Meaningful Learning 

John Dewey (1938), a noted educational philosopher, believed that all genuine 

education comes about through experience. Thus, a person’s education should include 
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learning experiences that help a person to become an independent thinker, problem 

solver, and engaged citizen. Beard and Wilson (2002, p.17) stated that “the foundation 

of much learning is the interaction between self and the external environment” (i.e., an 

experience). They described learning and experience as being closely connected and 

virtually inseparable. 

Dewey (1938) described learning experiences as lying on an “experiential 

continuum” with learning controlled by an authority on one end and “freedom in 

education” on the other (p. 28). Carl Rogers (1979) described two general types of 

learning that lay on opposite ends of a “continuum of meaning” (p. 3). On one end is 

learning related to what he called “non-sense syllables” (p. 4). To the learner, these 

syllables and associated tasks have no real meaning and must be memorized. On the 

opposite end is more significant or meaningful learning that happens when experiences 

involve self-discovery and a person’s thoughts, feelings, and senses. 

Multiple definitions of learning exist. Kolb (1984) defined learning as the “process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 38). 

Woolfolk (2010) defined learning as a relatively permanent change in an individual’s 

knowledge or behavior as a result of an experience. Meaningful learning was further 

clarified by Ormrod (2012) as occurring when a learner is able to recognize a 

relationship between new information and something that was previously known by the 

learner, and stored in long-term memory. Etling (1993) described that learning is 

meaningful when learners incorporate new knowledge, skills, or attitudes into their own 

values and behaviors. With this in mind, educational activities should be designed so 

they lead to meaningful learning. 
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Defining Experiential Learning 

Experiential learning, or learning through experience, has gained increased 

recognition over the years and has been used in various educational and training 

settings in different forms and for different purposes (Tirmizi, 2000). According to Knapp 

(1994), the foundations of experiential learning date back to the beginning of the 20th 

century and share a common philosophical base with outdoor education and the 

progressive education movement developed and promoted by John Dewey. Smith and 

Knapp (vol.1, 2009) claimed that experiential education spreads over a wide diversity of 

philosophies, and reaching an agreement on a specific definition of experiential learning 

has been difficult. To add to this confusion, the terms experiential education and 

experiential learning have often been used to mean the same thing. 

The Association for Experiential Education (2014) distinguished between 

experiential learning and experiential education and defined the latter as “a philosophy 

that informs many methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with learners 

in direct experiences and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop 

skills, clarify values, and develop people’s capacity to contribute to their communities.” 

Therefore, the role of the experiential educator is to help learners make meaning of their 

experience, make the experience relative to their lives, and help learners apply what 

they learned to another similar, yet different, situation, in order to develop their capacity 

as learners. Experiential learning, on the other hand, involves the acquisition of 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values by the learner (Smith & Knapp, 2011). Beard 

and Wilson (2006) defined experiential learning as the “sense-making process of active 

engagement between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the 

environment” (p.19). Thus, a key component of experiential learning has been the 
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presence of a concrete experience in which the learner is directly engaged with the 

external phenomena being studied. Itin (1999) suggested that educators and 

researchers distinguish between experiential learning and experiential education in 

order to make discussions on this approach to learning more meaningful and clear. 

Carver (1996) described four pedagogical principles of experiential learning: 1) 

activities and the consequences of these activities are authentic and relevant to the 

learner; 2) youth are actively engaged in the process of learning, both mentally and 

physically; 3) youth are guided through the process of learning in order to build a better 

understanding of what they experienced; and 4) mechanisms are place that help youth 

connect the experience to future situations. 

How Youth Learn Best 

Increasing evidence has supported the idea that learners learn best when they 

are actively engaged physically, mentally, and emotionally in an activity or experience 

(Horton, Gogolski, & Warkentien, 2006; Richardson, 1994). Halpern, Heckman, and 

Larson (2012) described that learners learn best when 1) they focus only on a few 

things at a time, 2) when the purpose of the activity is clear, 3) when they play an active 

role, and 4) when learning occurs within a social context. That is, learning increases 

when the experience is shared with fellow learners, especially when the relationships 

are meaningful. 

Learners also need opportunities to engage in a variety of activities that interest 

them (Theokas, Lerner, Phelps, & Lerner, 2006). Active participation in such 

experiences often utilizes a person’s multiple senses, such as hearing, touch, and 

smell, thus enhancing the learning potential of an experience (Millard, 2008). Wigginton 

(1986) added that for best learning to occur, the learner must be the one who processes 
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the experience. Research has also supported the idea that youth learn better when they 

have supportive, mentoring relationships with other adults in a climate of caring, trust, 

and respect for the learner (Bogenschneider & Olsen,1998; Guion & Rivera, 2008; 

Perkins & Butterfield, 1999). Thus, the setting or environment for learning is an 

important consideration in the learning process. 

Learning Environments 

Learning environments, or learning settings, have generally fallen into formal or 

informal categories (Bell et al., 2009, p. 2-14). Formal learning environments have 

included the traditional classroom setting, where learning is designed around carefully 

planned curricula and standards (Walker, 1998). Formal education has often been 

perceived “as the most important component in a young person’s education” (Skuza & 

Russo, 2008, p. 107). Yet, research has shown that youth programs occurring outside 

the school setting have also played a significant role in a young person's education 

(McLaughlin, 2000; McLaughlin, Irby, & Langman, 1994). 

Informal learning environments have been generally found outside of school 

settings and include informal and nonformal education (Bell et al., 2009). Informal 

education has been described as spontaneous or incidental learning that occurs 

through everyday experiences that are not planned or organized, such as interactions 

with friends, family, and nature (Etling, 1993). 

Nonformal education has been defined as “any organized educational activity 

outside the established formal system…that is intended to serve identifiable learning 

clientele and learning objectives” (Coombs, 1973, p. 288). Nonformal education can 

take place anywhere in a community, such as club meetings, summer camps, after 

school programs, competitive events, community events, or in youth projects (Russell, 
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2001). Skuza and Russo (2008) offered that youth programs outside of school have 

provided great opportunities to foster learning. 

Nonformal learning environments have typically provided a safe, non-threatening 

venue for engaging youth in the learning process (Bell et al., 2009). These 

environments have allowed learners to choose what they want to learn and have been 

designed around the interests, culture, and competence of the learner (Bell et al., 2009). 

These environments have allowed youth to be themselves, pursue interests, and make 

friends (Skuza, 2005). Nonformal education programs have often been contextually 

relevant, collaborative, and voluntary (Bell et al., 2009). 

A fundamental belief in nonformal education programs has been that youth want 

to take responsibility for “what and how they want to learn” (Carlson & Maxa, 1998). As 

a result, activities have often been more community-based and youth-driven than formal 

education (Russell, 2001). 

According to Russell (2001), nonformal education programs, like formal 

education, have a commitment to learning and rely on carefully designed and 

scientifically sound curricula. Both learning environments also emphasize organized and 

intentional learning and involve structure and professional educators (Russell, 2001). 

However, research on the benefits and impacts of informal learning environments on 

learning has been described as “taking a back seat” to research focused on formal 

learning environments (Bell et al., 2009). 

Experiential Learning in Nonformal Education Programs 

Russell (2001) described experiential learning as often being used in nonformal 

education programs, like 4-H, because the process provides the learner with personal 

choices, the ability to develop personal relationships, and the opportunity to work 
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collaboratively with others. Having choices enables learners to develop important life 

skills, such as critical thinking and decision making (Russell, 2001). Hamilton (1980) 

added that the use of experiential learning can enhance job skills, community 

involvement, and career orientation. Bourdeau (2004) believed experiential learning 

approaches could be used to help youth achieve greater science literacy. 

Others have described that using the experiential learning model in nonformal 

education programs has helped young people connect past experiences to new 

experiences by providing them with opportunities to process and apply what they have 

learned to new experiences (Millard, 2008; Skuza & Russo, 2008;). Beard and Wilson 

(2006, p. 2) stated that “active engagement is one of the basic tenets of experiential 

learning,” but to achieve lasting learning, a person’s cognition, behavior, and emotions 

need to be addressed. They further described that the use of experiential learning 

enables a person to bring all these elements together in a more holistic approach, rather 

than addressing them separately. 

Kolb (1984) believed that experiential learning provides a way to examine and 

strengthen the connections between a person’s education, work, and personal 

development. That is, experiential learning makes learning more relevant to the real 

world of the learner. Nonformal education programs have long promoted the use of 

experiential learning because of its more holistic approach to learning (Joplin, 1995). 

Experiential Learning in the 4-H Youth Development Program 

When the Smith-Lever Act of 1914 created Extension as part of the land-grant 

system, the idea of learning through experience was developed into a conceptual model 

in order to aid in the transfer of agricultural knowledge and research to rural areas and 

families. The 4-H youth development program became the youth outreach component 
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of land-grant universities, the Cooperative Extension System, and the United States 

Department of Agriculture (USDA). As a result, the 4-H youth development program 

was one of the first youth-focused organizations that utilized nonformal education 

practices as a means to educate youth (Russell, 2001). 

Although John Dewey introduced the theory of experiential learning in 1938, a 

“learn by doing” approach has been used in 4-H since the early 1900s. The 4-H 

program has long held a belief that “youth learn best when they are actively involved in 

relevant, real world situations” (Carlson, 1998, p. 44). Enfield (2001) added that the 

experiential learning model was adopted by 4-H because of the “belief that children 

learn best when they are actively engaged in authentic and meaningful tasks and are 

carefully guided in reflection on their experiences” (p. 7). The 4-H program has followed 

a youth-driven model where learners are self-directed and have the ability to make their 

own choices within the learning environment (Carlson, 1998). 

Guion and Rivera (2008) described 4-H as having three main features: 1) youth 

participation and leadership; 2) positive adult-youth relationships; and 3) skill building 

activities. The development of life skills has been an integral part of positive youth 

development within the 4-H program. The 4-H program has helped youth learn 

important life skills through project work, civic engagement, leadership opportunities, 

camping, and competitive activities. These experiences have been described as utilizing 

experiential learning strategies (Carlson, 1998; Enfield, 2001; Fox, Schroeder, & Lodl, 

2003; Guion and Rivera, 2008; Norman & Jordan, 2009; Russell, 2001). Enfield (2001) 

stated that the activities and projects in which youth engage build on previous 

experiences that evolve over time. Thus, as young people grow in 4-H, they have 
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additional opportunities to explore other project topics or engage in new activities where 

new knowledge can be applied (Enfield, 2001). 

Structure and Importance of 4-H Clubs 

Although multiple methods have been used to deliver 4-H programs to youth 

audiences (e.g., clubs, after-school, school enrichment, and camping programs), 

experiential learning has been best practiced and observed in the 4-H club setting for a 

number of reasons (Jordan, personal communication, 2011). Fogarty, Terry, Pracht, 

and Jordan (2009) examined learning environments that fostered positive youth 

development. They found the 4-H club setting offered youth a longer, more supportive, 

and more positive nurturing environment compared to the other delivery systems in the 

4-H program. Clubs are organized and supported to provide community-based, positive, 

structured learning opportunity for youth during their developmental years. 

Gregoire (2004) described clubs as providing youth with fun, hands-on learning 

environments. She emphasized the important role that 4-H clubs have played in youth 

development because of the many benefits they provided. Clubs have offered 

opportunities to build youth-adult partnerships and have provided safe learning 

environments, opportunities for mastery of subject matter, a chance to provide service 

to the community, a feeling of inclusiveness and belonging, and self-determination. 

Ferrari and Sweeney (2005) also pointed out that participation in a 4-H club provided 

youth with new experiences and opportunities for building relationships with a caring 

adult. Carver and Enfield (2006) added that the 4-H club setting has been more 

responsive to local needs and has often engaged parents and other community 

members in support of the “social, moral, physical, emotional, and intellectual 

development of youth” (Carver & Enfield, 2006, “The 4-H Link” section, para. 4). 
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In addition, the structure and activities of 4-H clubs have reflected an experiential 

learning approach (Enfield, 2001). Most 4-H project materials have integrated 

experiential learning approaches into the curriculum (Enfield, 2001). Project curricula 

have provided youth with opportunities to be active participants in their own learning 

(Guion & Rivera, 2008). Club youth have been viewed as “self-directed learners” that 

take responsibility for what they want to learn (Enfield, 2001). Club members have been 

able to choose projects based on their own personal interests (e.g., animal science, 

environmental science, shooting sports, robotics, etc.). Club projects have offered youth 

the opportunity to enhance and build on their skills over several years (Van Horn, 

Flanagan, & Thomson, 1998). 

Club members have elected their own officers, conducted business meetings, 

formed committees, engaged in community service, planned field trips, provided talks 

and demonstrations to others, and competed for awards and scholarships (Reck, 1951). 

Many youth get involved in leadership roles and become club officers (Carver & Enfield, 

2006). Using elected officers has allowed youth to learn various leadership and 

communication skills over time (Van Horn, Flanagan, & Thomson, 1998). As club 

members grow and gain experiences through committee work, they are given more 

responsibility in the club. 

A 4-H club typically consists of five or more youth guided by one or more adults. 

Club youth range from 5-18 years of age. Clubs vary in size and consist of youth from 

the local community or from around a county. The goals and structure of a club vary, 

depending on the needs and interests of the youth, but all clubs are expected to engage 

youth members in community-based, positive, structured learning experiences (online at 
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http://florida4h.org/clubs/about/). Each club is managed by one or two adult club 

leaders. These leaders play an important role in the structure and learning strategies of 

the club. 

The Role of the 4-H Club Leader 

The foundation of experiential learning lies in the experiences of the learner 

(Andresen, Boud, & Cohen, 2000). Yet, an isolated experience, where the learner lacks 

opportunities for reflection and a chance to apply new knowledge to another situation, 

may not lead to true learning (Dewey, 1938). Carlson and Maxa (1998) cautioned that 

experiences only lead to true learning if the child understands what happened in the 

experience, is able to observe patterns that emerged, makes generalizations from these 

experiences, and then has an opportunity to apply this new knowledge to a similar, yet 

different situation. 

Kolb (1984) suggested that the experiential learning process has been best 

managed by a skilled facilitator or teacher. A skilled facilitator helps the learner process 

the information gained from the experience on a deeper level (Carlson & Maxa, 1998). 

Providing youth with time to explore, talk about, and reflect on their choices or decisions 

has been an important avenue for feedback (Carlson & Maxa, 1998). This “debriefing” 

of the experience moves an experience from being just an activity to a more meaningful 

learning experience. 

The 4-H program has relied heavily upon adult volunteers to guide the 

experiential learning process in 4-H clubs and help youth learn life skills and subject 

matter content (Carlson & Maxa, 1998; Diem, 2001; Norman & Jordan, 2009; Smith, 

Meehan, Enfield, George, & Young, 2004). These club leaders have brought diverse 

backgrounds, skills, and interests to the club setting. Club leaders have been essential 

http://florida4h.org/clubs/about/
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in providing youth with community-based, positive, structured learning experiences. As 

club leaders, they have planned and implemented club programs and have been 

expected to guide the learning process by serving as skilled mentors, facilitators, and 

teachers. For optimum learning and benefit to youth, the 4-H volunteer should be skilled 

at developing appropriate learning experiences and asking the right questions at the 

right times during the experiential learning process (Jordan, personal communication, 

2006). Carlson and Maxa (1998) also emphasized that leaders must be skilled in 

structuring the “intellectual and social climate of the group” to help youth reflect on and 

make sense of what they learned. 

All 4-H volunteers have been expected to receive some form of training before 

they assume the role of a volunteer (Jordan, personal communication, 2006). County 

extension agents have been responsible for training volunteers and providing them with 

the knowledge and skills necessary to manage and conduct 4-H programs (Jordan, 

personal communication, 2006; Nistler, Tesdale, & Mullins, personal communication, 

2009). Proper training has helped club leaders to be successful at leading 4-H clubs 

(Smith et al., 2004; Hoover & Connor, 2001). Proper training has also been shown to 

lead to more sustainable programs (Snider, 1985) and better volunteer retention rates 

(Van Winkle et al., 2002). 

Club leaders have been expected to utilize the experiential learning model in club 

programs and projects. Traditional training for volunteers has often been a one-time 

and/or short duration event that has occurred through face to face meetings or through 

online programs (Kaslon, Lodl, & Greve, 2005). Leaders have had opportunities to learn 

about the experiential learning model through state and county volunteer training 
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programs, online presentations, published materials, and other venues (Jordan, 

personal communication, 2006). 

According to Diem (2001), 4-H club leaders need to understand the experiential 

learning process in order to use it effectively in the club setting. However, studies have 

shown that inconsistencies exist in the types of training that 4-H extension agents have 

offered to 4-H volunteers at the county level (Deppe & Culp, 2001; Fletcher, 1987). This 

has been especially true for training in experiential learning strategies (Nistler, Tesdale, 

& Mullins, personal communication, 2009). Trainings have mainly focused on the “nuts 

and bolts” of leading a 4-H club (Arnold, Dolene, & Rennekamp, 2009). Important 

components of the experiential learning process have often been neglected as part of 

the learning process (Carlson & Maxa, 1998; Dewey, 1938; Enfield, 2001; Ponzio & 

Stanley, 1997; Torock, 2009). 

Gregoire (2004) pointed out that narrative accounts of youth and adult 

experiences in 4-H clubs are needed in order to better understand how clubs made a 

difference in the lives of youth. Guion and Rivera (2008) described the need for more 

descriptive studies in the specific learning experiences provided in 4-H clubs and how 

these experiences contribute to positive youth development. Based on these gaps and 

inconsistencies, further examination of the use of experiential learning practices in 4-H 

was warranted. 

Statement of the Problem 

Experiential learning has been widely embraced as an effective and beneficial 

educational approach for youth. The 4-H program has long promoted the use of 

experiential learning practices to foster positive youth development. Effective use of 

experiential learning in 4-H has required that 4-H club leaders, who provide most of the 
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teaching in 4-H clubs, fully understand and effectively use experiential learning 

approaches. Yet, there has been a lack of adequate and consistent training in 

experiential learning for club leaders. A clear understanding of how 4-H club leaders 

actually perceive, describe, and utilize the process of experiential learning in 4-H clubs 

also has been absent. These gaps in understanding how experiential learning “works” at 

the club level formed the basis for this study. 

Purpose and Exploratory Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore experiential learning in Florida 4-H 

clubs through the perceptions, beliefs, and lived experiences of 4-H club leaders. This 

study investigated how leaders viewed and described experiential learning components 

and processes as taking place in the club. This study also sought to generate some new 

ideas and conceptual models on experiential learning pathways in the club as perceived 

by 4-H club leaders. 

The researcher posed the following research question: “How do leaders perceive 

and describe experiential learning in the 4-H club?” In order to uncover the relevant 

experiences, understandings, and perceptions of club leaders related to experiential 

learning (EL) in the 4-H club setting, this study was further guided by the following 

questions: 

 How do club leaders learn about EL? 1.

 How do club leaders view their educational role in the club and in the EL 2.
process? 

 How do club leaders describe the EL model and its components? 3.

 How do club leaders describe their experiences using EL approaches in the 4.
club? 

 



 

28 

 How do club leaders perceive that youth learn through EL processes? 5.

 How can possible EL pathways be described and illustrated? 6.

Significance of Study 

The 4-H program has utilized an extensive network of adult volunteers as club 

leaders. Because of the long-term involvement of youth and the many learning 

opportunities provided, the 4-H club offered an appropriate context and setting to 

explore experiential learning practices in the program. As caring adults, club leaders 

play an important role in the learning processes of club youth, but proper and consistent 

training has been needed. 

Between 2013 and 2015, the Florida 4-H Youth Development Program 

developed a series of documents addressing the need to increase volunteer recruitment 

and training. One document, entitled “Organizational and Volunteer Systems to Support 

Youth Development” (Diem, 2013), identified the need for 4-H to recruit and train more 

club leaders. In 2015, the Florida 4-H program developed a set of “standards and 

expectations” (online at http://florida4h.org/programs/4HStandardsExpectations.pdf). 

This document emphasized that county 4-H agents are responsible for providing 

appropriate training for their volunteers. At the state level, an internal document called 

the “Implementation and Support Plan” was then created. This plan outlined a strategy 

for supporting 4-H Extension faculty in their efforts to train volunteers by using materials 

produced at the state level. These trainings were expected to help club leaders develop 

their own leadership skills and provide them with a deeper understanding of club 

learning processes. The depth to which the state training materials addressed 

experiential learning practices was not known at the onset of the study. 

http://florida4h.org/programs/4HStandardsExpectations.pdf
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However, the findings from this study could provide greater insight into 

experiential learning processes in 4-H clubs. This study identified a number of potential 

gaps and/or weaknesses in the use of experiential learning approaches. As a result, 

recommendations were generated to help guide 4-H agents in their efforts to train club 

leaders in experiential learning processes. New conceptual models were generated to 

illustrate how the leaders in the study described experiential learning pathways in their 

clubs. Also generated were ideas for future research on learning in the 4-H club and on 

volunteer development and training strategies. 

Though the findings of this study cannot be generalized to all 4-H clubs, this 

study has provided potential value to the following groups for the following reasons: 

 Extension/4-H state specialists - This study may help Extension specialists 
identify and address possible gaps or weaknesses in current inservice training 
programs that focus on and/or use experiential learning practices. Concerns and 
issues uncovered in this study could help Extension specialists develop more 
effective training programs for Extension faculty. 

 County extension faculty - Having a better understanding of how experiential 
learning occurs at the club level will help 4-H Extension faculty better train club 
leaders to effectively use experiential learning approaches within the club. 

 Club leaders - This study may help leaders better understand the challenges and 
benefits of using experiential learning approaches. Greater awareness and more 
effective training programs in experiential learning will more likely lead to better 
integration of experiential learning approaches within club programs. 

 4-H members - A stronger emphasis on experiential learning approaches at the 
club level will provide youth with more meaningful learning experiences, leading 
to better outcomes/impacts in youth development and education. 

 Youth organizations - This study may benefit other youth organizations that use 
an experiential learning approach and depend on volunteers for program 
delivery. 

 Model for continued research or basis for new research - This study may support 
future studies in 4-H on experiential learning and more specifically, on the 
variables, components, and processes uncovered. 
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List of Terms and Abbreviations 

Included below are important terms and abbreviations with their definitions, as used in 

this study. 

 4-H ADULT VOLUNTEER – any adult without salary or wages from Extension 
who is recognized by Extension as giving service to the 4-H program (Florida 4-H 
Program, 2014). In this study, adult volunteers were club leaders. 

 4-H CLUB – a group of five or more youth guided by one or more adults. 4-H 
clubs have planned programs throughout most of the year, meet at scheduled 
times and elect officers. 4-H clubs form in communities, in schools, in after- 
school settings and on military installations. To be an official 4-H club, a charter 
application must be on file at the state 4-H office. Two main types of clubs exist 
in 4-H: community clubs and project clubs (Florida 4-H Program, 2014). 
However, most 4-H clubs in Florida are registered as organized community clubs 
in the Florida 4-H database known as ES-237 (Florida 4-H Online).This study 
focused on leaders of community clubs. 

 4-H PROJECT – a series of planned learning experiences within a particular area 
of youth interest lasting six hours or more (Jordan & Norman, 1999; Levings, 
2014). Projects typically involve completing a project book and an end-of-year 
project report. In this study, interview questions explored leaders’ perceptions on 
experiential learning in relation to club projects. 

 4-H MEMBER – any youth 5-18 years of age who enrolls in 4-H and participates 
in a planned sequence of learning experiences (project) of six hours or more 
(Florida 4-H Program, 2014). This study focused on community clubs. 
Description available online at: http://florida4h.org/policies/#membership. 

 APPLY – A stage in the experiential learning process that follows the experience 
and reflection phases of the experiential learning cycle. Provides opportunities for 
learners to apply new knowledge to their own lives and then to real world 
situations in order to deepen and extend their understanding of the phenomenon 
(Carlson and Maxa, 1998). In this study, leaders were asked to describe 
situations where youth in their clubs had opportunities to connect their learning to 
their own life and to new and different situations. 

 CIVIC ENGAGEMENT –This involves citizenship and leadership activities where 
youth are involved in such experiences as 4-H Legislature (Leg), 4-H Day at the 
Capitol, and Citizenship Washington Focus (CWF). In this study, leaders were 
asked to describe situations where club youth were involved in civic engagement 
programs. 

http://florida4h.org/policies/#membership
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 COMMUNITY CLUBS – clubs that cover a variety of topics and projects based 
on the interests of youth members (Florida 4-H Program, 2014). Five community 
club leaders were selected for the focus of the study. 

 COMMUNITY SERVICE - learning while in the process of performing service for 
others in the community through an organized program (Florida 4-H Program, 
2014). In this study, leaders were asked to describe situations where club youth 
were involved in community service learning projects. 

 EXPERIENCE – an interaction between an individual and the environment 
involving two factors - objective experience and subjective internal conditions of 
the person. An experience is the interplay of these two factors (Dewey, 1934). In 
4-H, the experience must include defined learning objectives (Smith, Schmitt-
McQuitty, Mahacek, & Worker, 2011). In this study, club leaders were asked to 
describe a variety of club experiences in which youth were involved. 

 EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING (EL) – the sense-making process of active 
engagement between the inner world of the person and the outer world of the 
environment (Beard and Wilson, 2006). Experiential learning is the process 
whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 
1984, p. 38). In this study, components of experiential learning were uncovered 
through the perceptions, understandings, and lived experiences of 4-H club 
leaders and youth. 

 INFORMAL EDUCATION – includes spontaneous or incidental learning that 
occurs through everyday experiences that are not planned or organized, such as, 
interactions with friends, family, and nature (Etling, 1993). 

 INFORMAL SETTING – includes those learning environments generally found 
outside of school settings, such as museums, aquariums, and outdoor 
environments (Bell et al., 2009). 

 ILLUSTRATED TALK – promotional and informative talk given by youth. The 
topic could be about 4-H and/or a project in which youth were involved. 
(http://florida4h.org). 

 KNOWLEDGE – the fact or condition of knowing something with familiarity 
gained through experience or association (http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/knowledge). In this study, leaders’ knowledge and 
understanding of experiential learning was defined in terms of how they 
described various key components of the process through interviews. 

 LEARNING – the process whereby knowledge is created through the 
transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984). 

 LEARNER-CENTERED – a learning process where much of the control during 
the experience resides with the learner (Estes, 2004). In this study, interview 

http://florida4h.org/
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/knowledge
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/knowledge
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questions asked leaders to describe their experiences with club youth they 
viewed as being learner-centered. 

 LEARNING ENVIRONMENT – includes the content material being covered and 
the surrounding physical environment. Learning environments involve 
relationships and have multiple layers that interact in different ways and at 
different levels with the learner (Chapman, McPhee, & Proudman,1992) 

 NONFORMAL EDUCATION – “any organized educational activity outside the 
established formal system…intended to serve identifiable learning clienteles and 
learning objectives” (Coombs, 1973, p. 288). 4-H has been described as a 
nonformal education program. 

 ORGANIZATIONAL CLUB LEADER – an adult volunteer that provides 
organizational leadership and supervision of 4-H club members. Together with 
youth, a club leader coordinates club activities, gives guidance and direction, and 
serves as the primary contact person for club (Florida 4-H Program Handbook, 
1999). 

 PRINCIPLE OF CONTINUITY – every experience draws something from those 
experiences that have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of those 
experiences that follow (Dewey, 1938, p. 27). In this study, evidence of continuity 
was searched for in the transcribed interviews of club leaders. 

 PRINCIPLE OF INTERACTION – an individual’s experience results from the 
interaction between self and the environment (Dewey, 1938, p. 39). In this study, 
potential evidence of interaction was searched for in the transcribed interviews of 
club leaders. 

 PROCESSING – a guided reflection session that takes place following an 
experiential activity and typically consists of a discussion where the leader poses 
questions to participants to elicit answers/responses (Brown, 2002). Not to be 
confused with facilitating, processing refers to conducting a discussion or activity 
as a means to reflect on, learn from, and change as a result of an experience 
(Priest, Gass, & Gillis, 2000). In this study, leaders were asked to describe 
situations where youth were able to process experiences. 

 PROJECT BOOK – supplemental materials/curriculum specific to a project and 
usually included in a completed record book (http://florida4h.org). 

 PROJECT REPORT – consists of complete record of 4-H’s members’ project 
experiences and club activities for the year (http://florida4h.org). 

 PROJECT CLUB LEADER – an adult volunteer possessing a special skill or 
interest who guides and supports county 4-H project work and plans structured 
experiences around a topic (http://florida4h.org). 

http://florida4h.org/
http://florida4h.org/
http://florida4h.org/
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 REFLECTION – the second stage in the EL process. Reflection includes 
reorganizing perceptions, forming new relationships, and influencing future 
thoughts and actions in order to learn from the experience (Sugerman et al., 
2000). Reflection involves having the opportunity to share what happened and 
processing what was important about the experience with others (Norman and 
Jordan, 2009). In this study, leaders were asked to describe their experiences 
using reflection following club experiences. 

 STANDARDS OF EXCELLENCE - provides a set of performance standards in 
order to help youth plan their club year and set goals for achievement in 4-H. 
Standards are based on their age level in the club (http://florida4h.org). 

Limitations of the Study 

This study targeted a purposive sample of 4-H club leaders and youth in the 

Florida 4-H youth development program. The data generated were specific to the 

participants of the study and may not be reflective of all 4-H club leaders, youth, and 

clubs in Florida. The findings were not intended to be generalized to a larger population. 

Possible limitations in the study included: 

 The findings of this study were based on the self-reported perceptions and 
beliefs of leaders chosen for the study. Thus, the findings are based on each 
leader’s subjective reality and not necessarily an objective reality. 

 The essence of experiential learning in 4-H was presented only through the lens 
of the 4-H community club leader and not all 4-H delivery systems.  

 Findings and analysis were based on the lived experiences of a selected number 
of 4-H club leaders, rather than all Florida 4-H leaders and youth.  

 Adherence to a phenomenological design required the researcher to lay aside 
(bracket) any existing beliefs and understandings about the phenomenon in order 
to better study how it has been experienced by others (Hatch, 2002). This helped 
the researcher to set aside preconceived beliefs prior to the study and view the 
data with a more open mind. A failure to do this would have presented another 
limitation to the study. 

 The findings of the study were based on interviews and field notes. Not being 
able to utilize a true phenomenological approach and make actual observations 
of a club over time or study documents that youth produced may have limited the 
study’s findings and whether the meanings, understandings, and perceptions of 
the phenomenon changed over time. However, this was not practical given the 
scope and timeline of the study. 

http://florida4h.org/
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 Using a qualitative phenomenological interview approach allowed a greater in-
depth exploration of experiential learning in the club setting, yet limited the 
number of participants/clubs targeted in the study. Conducting additional 
phenomenological interviews may have uncovered additional understandings 
and perspectives on experiential learning and increased the depth and breadth of 
the study. However, this was not practical given the scope and timeline of the 
study. 

As a result of these limitations, the findings of this study should not be 

generalized beyond the clubs and club leaders used in this study. Despite these 

limitations, the clubs and club leaders selected for this study provided a wealth of data 

on experiential learning over a wide range of club contexts and experiences. These 

variations contributed to the overall understanding of the “essence” of experiential 

learning and helped to increase its universality (Moustakas, 1994). 

Assumptions of the Study 

The researcher assumed that the participants in the study provided open and 

honest responses to the questions they were asked during the interviews and 

accurately described their perceptions, beliefs, and knowledge about experiential 

learning. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided the need and background for the study. Experiential 

learning has been widely embraced as an effective and beneficial educational approach 

for youth. Nonformal education programs, such as 4-H, have long embraced the use of 

experiential learning approaches to foster positive youth development. Effective use of 

experiential learning in 4-H has required that 4-H club leaders, who have provided most 

of the teaching for 4-H clubs, fully understand and can effectively use experiential 

learning approaches. Yet, a lack of adequate or consistent training in experiential 

learning for club leaders has existed. Thus, a clearer understanding of how leaders 
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perceive and describe their use of experiential learning approaches within the club 

setting was warranted. An objective of this study was to identify gaps or weaknesses in 

how experiential learning has been integrated into club settings and provide 

recommendations for future training efforts in experiential learning. 

  



 

36 

CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE  

Introduction 

Chapter 1 laid the groundwork for supporting this study by linking a number of 

ideas about experiential learning and learning in the 4-H program. First, experiential 

learning has been widely embraced as an effective and beneficial educational approach 

for youth in nonformal education programs (Hamilton, 1980; Joplin, 1995; Russell, 

2001). However, to achieve the best educational benefit, the process should be guided 

by a skilled facilitator (Carlson & Maxa, 1998). Secondly, the 4-H program has long 

promoted the use of experiential learning practices to foster positive youth development. 

4-H club leaders have been expected to use experiential learning approaches within 

club settings. Yet, evidence has indicated that training in experiential learning has not 

been adequate or consistent for club leaders (Deppe & Culp, 2001; Fletcher, 1987). 

Studies on how experiential learning has been integrated into the club setting have 

been lacking. 

This study examined the perceptions and lived experiences of 4-H club leaders 

related to experiential learning in the 4-H club. This chapter lays the theoretical and 

conceptual framework for the study and reviews literature related to the use of 

experiential learning approaches in both formal and nonformal education programs. 

Behaviorism, Constructivism, and Experiential Learning  

A number of researchers have viewed behaviorism as dominating curriculum 

development and research (Goodson, 1990; Robottom & Hart, 1995). Behaviorists have 

viewed education as the “applying of appropriate external methods and techniques that 

evoke appropriate responses,” such as socially acceptable behavior, recall of 
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information, gaining a skill, or others (Simmons, 1995, p. 124). DeLay (1996) described 

that behaviorists have commonly assumed students learn because teachers teach or 

the program did something to the learner. He added that this treatment likely ignores the 

prior experiences or understandings of the learner and does not account for how the 

content is processed on a cognitive level. DeLay (1996) explained that although all 

schools of learning theory suggest behavior changes through learning, perhaps the real 

question is who should be the change agent in the learning process? 

Kolb (1984) believed that experiential learning starts from a different set of 

assumptions than behaviorism and falls more in line with constructivism. The application 

of constructivism to education has been based on five tenets: invention, reflection, 

interpretation, social processing, and sense-making of knowledge (Clements & Battista, 

1990). Constructivist learning theories have presented an epistemological foundation for 

what practitioners describe as occurring in experiential education (Simmons, 1995; 

DeLay, 1996; Doolittle & Camp, 1999). Constructivism, therefore, agrees that learners 

play an active role in creating their own knowledge, and that an experience (both 

individually and socially) is important in this knowledge creation process. Kolb (1984) 

believed that ideas are neither fixed nor immutable, but are formed and reformed 

through an individual’s experience. Thus, the knowledge created will vary in its degree 

of validity as a true representation of reality. 

In contrast to behaviorist models, constructivist learning places the action of 

learning with the learner (DeLay, 1996).That is, the learner should be the agent of 

change in his or her knowledge formation (DeLay, 1996). From a pedagogical point of 

view, students learn not because teachers teach, but because they have taken prior 
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knowledge and reworked it based on new knowledge and experiences (DeLay, 1996). 

That is, learners construct meaning from their own experiences. Most experiential 

educators would deny the behaviorist approach (DeLay, 1996). 

Philosophically, constructivism relies on an epistemology that stresses 

subjectivism and relativism (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). This means that although a reality 

may exist separate from one’s experience, it can only be known through experience. 

This provides individuals with their own unique reality. 

Quay (2003) emphasized that constructivism views learning as happening only in 

the individual. On the other hand, Doolittle and Camp (1999) described constructivism 

as lying on a continuum with cognitive constructivism lying at one end and radical 

constructivism lying at the other end. Cognitive constructivism assumes knowledge is 

objective and separate from the learner. A learner reconstructs knowledge of something 

based on what truly exists. Radical constructivism assumes that all knowledge is 

subjective and constructed within an individual learning. Social constructivism is viewed 

as lying in the middle, where knowledge is subjective but constructed through a shared 

social system (Doolittle & Camp, 1999). Doolittle and Camp (1999) further emphasized 

the social nature of knowledge. In their view, the acquisition of knowledge is the result 

of social interaction and communication. Knowledge is also situated in an historical and 

cultural context. That is, knowledge and reality are created by social relationships and 

interactions. 

Doolittle and Camp (1999) provided eight essential principles as part of the 

constructivist pedagogy to help link theory and practice: 

 Learning should take place in authentic and real-world environments. 1.

 Learning should involve social negotiation and mediation. 2.
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 Content and skills should be made relevant to the learner.  3.

 Content and skills should be understood within the framework of the learner’s 4.
prior knowledge.  

 Learners should be assessed formatively, serving to inform future learning 5.
experiences. 

 Learners should be encouraged to become self-regulatory, self-mediated, and 6.
self-aware. 

 Educators should primarily serve as guides or facilitators of learning, not 7.
instructors. 

 Educators should provide for and encourage multiple perspectives and 8.
representation of content. 

Dewey (1938) viewed all human experience as social in nature, because humans 

exist within a social environment. He saw education as a social process and advocated 

the nurturing of social relationships, especially between less mature and more mature 

individuals. These relationships facilitate greater interaction and communication 

between people. DeLay (1996) also supported a social constructivist perspective and 

put forth that those who live or work in the same culture will share similar constructs 

within the group. Thus, knowledge is a shared experience rather than an individual 

experience. 

The 4-H club is a shared social system composed of youth and adult leaders 

interacting with one another. The researcher viewed the social and collaborative nature 

of the 4-H club as being more in alignment with social constructivist approaches. The 

club culture, context, structure, and the social and collaborative relationships formed 

bring youth together in a supportive social learning environment. Thus, each club 

creates a unique but shared social system based on the background experiences, 

social setting, and interests of the club members and their leader(s). 
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Carlson and Maxa (1998) provided that a constructivist perspective implies two 

outcomes for nonformal learning settings, such as 4-H. First, youth develop better 

abilities to apply their knowledge to their daily lives, and secondly, youth become better 

independent thinkers and are more self-motivated. 

Experiential Learning Models 

A number of key individuals have significantly influenced the evolution and 

development of experiential learning. These have included John Dewey, Jean Piaget, 

Kurt Lewin, Laura Joplin, and David Kolb. The models they created to illustrate the 

process of experiential learning are described in the following sections. 

Dewey’s Model 

John Dewey is considered by many to be the “father” of experiential learning. He 

described the strong connection between personal experience and education (Dewey, 

1938). Dewey, like Lewin, saw learning as a dialectic process which integrates 

experience and concepts, observations, and action (Kolb, 1984). In Dewey’s model 

(Figure 2-1), learning involves making observations from an experience, reflecting on 

that experience, and then forming new ideas or concepts based on those reflections 

and pre-existing knowledge. Reflective thought consists of thinking and considering a 

subject or phenomenon and connecting it to both past and future actions. The 

“postponement” of action until observation and judgment have taken place is necessary 

for purpose to be achieved (Kolb, 1984; Dewey, 1938). The model is driven by the 

impulse of experience, which gives ideas their moving force, and in turn, the ideas give 

direction to impulse. Dewey described experiential learning not as a cycle but as a 

spiral, whereby a learner uses past knowledge to inform future choices, thus creating a 

personal learning continuum for a learner (White, 2012). 
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Piaget’s Model 

Jean Piaget was a Swiss psychologist who studied the nature of intelligence and 

how it developed. He became interested in the reasoning processes of children, rather 

than the correctness of their answers. His Theory of Cognitive Development claimed 

that intelligence is shaped by experience, and intelligence is not innate in a person but 

the result of the interaction between the person and his or her environment. A person’s 

development from a small child to an adult moves from a “concrete phenomenal view of 

the world to an abstract constructionist view” (Kolb, 1984, p. 23). 

Piaget’s theory aligns with the constructivist theory through the belief that people 

learn by interacting with their environment, their peers, and educators. The learner then 

transforms these experiences through assimilation. His model (Figure 2-2) has been 

viewed as being similar to Dewey and Lewin’s model. 

Lewin’s Model 

Kolb (1984) identified two important aspects of Lewin’s model (Figure 2-3). First 

is the “emphasis on the here and now concrete experience to validate and test 

abstracts” (p. 21). The immediate experience becomes the focal point for learning and 

provides personal meaning to abstract concepts. Second, action research and 

laboratory training are based on feedback processes. The feedback process provides 

the “basis for a continuous process of goal-directed action and evaluation of the 

consequences of that action” (p. 22). Lewin strongly believed that adequate feedback 

processes are important for learning to be effective. 

Lewin also had ideas about how experiential learning occurred in social settings 

and that the process was influenced by the level of group development and the setting 

in which learning was taking place. His model and philosophy have been viewed as 
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holding meaning for those organizations involved in leading and conducting experiential 

education programs (Smith & Leeming, 2009). 

Joplin’s Five-stage Model 

Joplin (1981) asserted that all learning is experiential and described experiential 

learning as a five-stage model. According to Joplin, experiential programs should be 

based on two components: providing an appropriate experience for the learner and 

facilitating reflection on that experience. Joplin asserted that an experience by itself is 

not enough to be called experiential learning or experiential education. The reflection 

process turns an experience into experiential learning. Joplin called this process the 

“action-reflection” cycle. This process is called a “cycle” because experiences are 

ongoing and are constantly building on previous experiences. Upon completion of one 

cycle, another one begins. Based on this model, experiential learning is continuous and 

life-long learning. 

Joplin’s model (Figure 2-4) is illustrated by a hurricane-like design, which 

represents a “challenging action” or experience. The model is preceded by a focus 

phase where the educator presents the task to learners and gets them prepared for the 

“challenging action” phase. Joplin emphasized the importance of orienting the learner to 

the action phase, but cautioned the educator not to provide too many specifics that 

would rule out unplanned learning. The action stage places the learner in a stress 

situation and/or presents a problem to solve and requires the use of new skills or 

knowledge. Joplin saw the action stage as involving the learner with the subject through 

a physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, or other dimension and giving them great 

responsibility. 
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Joplin further stated that all experiential learning must begin with the individual’s 

relationship with the topic. For learning to occur, the learner must have opportunities to 

investigate those relationships. The process is learner-based rather than teacher-based. 

Learning starts with the learner and proceeds at his or her own pace. Joplin stressed 

that if adequate support and feedback are provided throughout the learning process, the 

learner continues to try and can move ahead (Joplin, 1981). 

Kolb’s Model 

Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning was built upon the work of Dewey. 

Kolb believed that experiential learning is a “holistic integrative perspective on learning 

that combines experience, perception, cognition, and behavior” (p. 21). Kolb 

incorporated concepts from other models into his own. His model (Figure 2-5) illustrates 

four components of the experiential learning cycle: concrete experience, reflective 

observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. The concrete 

experience is used to “validate and test abstract concepts and provide a focal point for 

learning and a reference point for testing the implications and validity of ideas created 

during the learning process” (Kolb, 1984, p.21). That is, an experience alone is not 

sufficient for learning - something must be done with it. There must be an opportunity to 

critically examine one’s experience through reflective observation. 

Similarly, the experience must be transformed or acted upon in a way that 

knowledge is created through the “transformation of experience.” That is, learning 

requires both a “figurative representation of experience and some transformation of that 

representation” (p. 42). The use of abstract conceptualization allows the learner to make 

generalizations about the principles related to the experience, and thus, transform the 

meaning of the experience. The final stage of active experimentation requires the 
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transfer and application of principles formed by the learner to a new situation. Kolb 

explained that as learners move through the phases of the cycle, their thinking becomes 

more complex, and the ideas formed from concrete experiences can transform into 

abstract ideas. 

Characteristics of Experiential Learning 

Joplin (1981) clarified the philosophy of experiential learning by describing eight 

characteristics of the process. 

 Learning is personal – The learner as a feeling, valuing, and perceiving individual 1.
is stressed. 

 Experiential learning is both process and product oriented – How a learner 2.
arrives at an answer, and not just the answer itself, is considered important.  

 Evaluation for internal and external reasons – The internal (or self) evaluation of 3.
an experience by the learner, and not just the external evaluation done by 
educators, is important.  

 Holistic understanding and component analysis – The analysis of experiential 4.
education phenomena involves both holistic and descriptive methods to study 
experiential learning qualities, as well as statistical equations. 

 Organized around experience – Learners develop meaning from an experience. 5.
Joplin felt it was important to enlist learner participation in choosing topics, thus 
organizing courses around the learner’s own experiences. 

 Perception-based rather than theory-based – Learners are allowed to express or 6.
explain a subject, rather than recite an expert’s claim or testimony. 

 Individual-based rather than group-based – Emphasis is on the individual’s 7.
development and growth. 

Similarly, Kolb (1984) described four propositions of experiential learning based 

on the models presented. 

 Learning is best conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes. This 1.
emphasis distinguishes experiential learning from traditional or behavioral 
theories of learning.  
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 Learning is a continuous process grounded in experience. The learner 2.
continuously “tests” knowledge through new experiences. That is, new 
experiences build on past experiences. 

 The process of learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically 3.
opposed modes of adaptation to the world. The models of Dewey, Lewin, and 
Piaget described learning as the result of the resolution of conflict between 
concrete experience and abstract concepts and from the conflict between 
observation and action. Learning, according to Kolb (1984), is a “tension-and 
conflict-filled process” (p. 30). 

 Learning is a holistic process of adaptation to the world. Learning does not solely 4.
involve the human function of cognition or perception but integrates the total 
being to include thinking, feeling, perceiving, and behaving. 

The 4-H Experiential Learning Model 

The experiential learning model (Figure 2-6) was adopted by 4-H in the late 

1970s (Carlson & Maxa, 1998) from models described by Kolb (1984) and Pfieffer and 

Jones (1985). The 4-H program has relied heavily upon this experiential learning model 

to help youth learn life skills and subject matter knowledge (Norman & Jordan, 2009). 

Through this model, youth are able to guide their learning and discovery. Although 

variations exist, the five steps of the 4-H experiential learning model have been 

described as follows (Levings, 2014; Norman & Jordan, 2009): 

Experience. Participants experience the activity by performing or doing it. This 

step requires the leader to select a concrete, hands-on activity that focuses attention on 

the learner rather than the leader or teacher. The leader does not direct the activity but 

provides guidance as the learner “experiences” the activity. Leaders are encouraged to 

let learners determine how to do something themselves before sharing the experience 

with others. 

Share. Participants share the experience with others by describing what 

happened or what they did. This phase requires the leader to ask learners questions, 
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including: What did you do? What did you see or feel? What was difficult to do? What 

was easy for you to do? 

Process. Participants process the experience to determine what was most 

important and to identify common themes. In this phase, questions and discussion focus 

on the process of the experience or activity. The primary purpose of processing is to 

help youth construct meaning from the experience. Questions may include: What steps 

were involved in doing the experience/activity? What problems or issues came up? How 

did you solve or address these issues?  

Generalize. Participants generalize from the experience and relate it to their 

daily lives. In this phase, the questions focus on what the experience meant to the youth 

and what they learned. These questions may focus on the subject matter and/or the life 

skills that were practiced as a result. Questions have included: What did you learn from 

the activity? How did what you learn relate to other things or topics you have been 

learning about? What similar experiences have you had? 

Apply. Participants apply what they learned to their lives. The learners take what 

they have learned and apply it to a new situation, which may be under different 

circumstances. Questions asked of learners include: How does what you have learned 

relate to other parts of your life? How can you use what you have learned? How can 

what you learned be applied to a future situation in your life? 

Leaders facilitating the process need to be very aware of the stage or step of the 

experiential model youth are working in and be prepared to ask the right questions at 

the right time (Norman & Jordan, 2009). Within 4-H these steps have often been 

referred to as a “do, reflect, apply” approach to learning. 
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This study examined the perceptions of 4-H club leaders about experiential 

learning and their experiences related to using the experiential learning model in the 

club setting. Other attributes or components of the experiential learning process not 

described within the 4-H model, yet identified within the 4-H club context, were also 

examined. 

Conceptual Model for Study 

A conceptual model describing the experiential learning process in the 4-H 

community club setting was developed prior to the onset of the study. The model was 

then revised based on the findings of the study. The conceptual model (Figure 2-7) 

illustrates the 4-H club as a defined system within a given context and social setting 

based on the past experiences, social relationships, and interests of members and the 

club leader. Each club is expected to meet and conform to the characteristics and 

requirements of being a 4-H club. Each club may be composed of youth of varying 

ages, backgrounds, and family dynamics. Each young person within a club has his or 

her own set of perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, interests, social relationships, and lived 

experiences related to learning in the 4-H club context. Similarly, each club is led by an 

adult leader with his/her own set of skills, knowledge, perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and 

experiences related to experiential learning in 4-H. 

The 4-H club setting blends youth and adults together in a shared learning 

experience. The club is a social environment consisting of social interactions, group 

learning, and a standard way of doing things within the club setting. This blend provides 

a unique setting, culture, and learning environment for youth and leaders. 

This researcher believed that experiential learning within the 4-H club was a 

more complex process than the simple “do, reflect, apply” phases described in 4-H 
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literature but was also influenced by multiple factors and not just whether or not leaders 

received actual training on the experiential learning model. The context of the club 

setting; the interactions of leaders and youth; and the perceptions, beliefs, and past 

experiences of leaders, as well as youth, interact to shape the learning processes that 

occur in 4-H clubs. 

The 4-H program has viewed a 4-H club as a delivery system that offers a variety 

of venues for experiential learning to occur over time. These venues include, but are not 

limited to, project work, competitive events, civic engagement, leadership, and service 

learning. Club leaders are expected to facilitate and guide the learning process across 

these venues. How do club leaders perceive and describe experiential learning as 

taking place within the club and across these venues? To explore this phenomenon, a 

qualitative approach was best suited for this study. 

Previous Research 

As a nonformal education program, 4-H has been dependent on adult volunteers 

to lead quality club programs for youth. This has required training club leaders in club 

management and programmatic opportunities. Many studies in 4-H have focused on 

what leaders need to know in order to lead quality club programs. Many other studies 

have focused on what youth have learned as a result of their club experience. However, 

this researcher was more interested in exploring and documenting how experiential 

learning processes were integrated into the 4-H club. A better understanding of how 

learning has been taking place in 4-H may help the program improve how outcomes are 

achieved. The following sections present relevant studies based on the conceptual 

model and describe studies exploring the perceptions and experiences of leaders, 

youth, and other educators within other settings with experiential learning. 
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Use of Experiential Learning in 4-H 

Studies related to how experiential learning is perceived by 4-H volunteer leaders 

have been limited in scope or lacking. However, a recent study by Bechtel, Ewing, 

Threeton, & Mincemoyer (2013) examined the knowledge and use of experiential 

learning approaches among Extension educators and volunteers in the Pennsylvania 4-

H program. Through a two-part Likert-type survey, participants were asked to respond 

to questions to assess their knowledge of the experiential learning cycle. The second 

part of the survey asked participants to indicate how often they used specific 

experiential learning components in a given situation. Their findings indicated that less 

than 50% of the leaders were familiar with the term “experiential learning” or how the 

phrase “Do, Reflect, Apply” related to learning in 4-H clubs. The study also pointed out 

that although leaders expressed a low level of knowledge about experiential learning, 

their responses on the survey indicated “a robust use of experiential learning within club 

activities” (Bechtel et al., 2013, Conclusion section, para. 2). Yet, extension educators in 

the study perceived a lower level of use of experiential learning techniques by their 

volunteer leaders. The study suggested that efforts be made to insure both extension 

educators and leaders better understand the experiential learning process and 

effectively communicate how the steps are actually being utilized. The study 

recommended that leaders have proper training in experiential learning to insure that  

4-H members are receiving high quality learning experiences. 

Finally, the study recommended that case studies and direct observations of 

leaders and club members be conducted in order to determine if experiential learning 

approaches are being used and in the correct manner according to the experiential 

learning model. Given these recommendations by Bechtel et al., (2013), this study 
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further explored the phenomenon of experiential learning in 4-H clubs through 

interviews with leaders. These interviews uncovered what leaders knew about 

experiential learning model, their experiences using the approach with club youth, and 

how they perceived learning as occurring through the process.  

Volunteer Training in Experiential Learning 

Studies have indicated that inconsistencies exist in the types or amounts of 

training offered to volunteers (Fox, Hebert, Martin, & Bairnsfather, 2009). Most studies 

on trainings have focused on the basic “nuts and bolts” of managing clubs, programs, 

and projects (Cook, Kiernan, & Ott, 1986; Fox et al., 2009). In light of this concern, a 

number of studies have looked at the importance of training volunteers in 4-H. 

Proper training and orientation have been important in preparing leaders for their 

role in the 4-H program (Fox et al., 2009). Studies have shown that proper training of 

volunteers improved their knowledge, skills, and abilities to deliver effective club 

programs (Cook, Kierman, & Ott, 1986; Fox et. al., 2009; Hoover & Connor, 2001; 

Smith, Dasher, & Klingborg, 2005; Van Winkle, Busler, Bowman, & Manoogian, 2002). 

Snider (1985) stated that effective volunteer training strengthens county-based 

programs and can make volunteers better educators. He further stated that proper 

training enhances volunteers’ abilities and increases their confidence levels for the 

programs they lead. However, most studies related to training volunteers have failed to 

point out the need for training volunteers in the proper use of experiential learning 

techniques. 

A study by Fox et al., (2009) determined what volunteers felt were the most 

helpful topics to learn about through a training program. Although “teaching skills” and 
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“learning styles” for youth were listed, they were ranked low in learning preference. The 

specific topic of “experiential learning” was not identified or listed in the ranking. 

A study by Van Winkle et al., (2002) assessed the effectiveness of training on 

new 4-H leaders. Post-training questionnaires indicated that at least 78% had planned 

and conducted 4-H educational activities by using a “learn by doing” approach or 

philosophy. Yet, the study provided little information on how leaders actually integrated 

experiential learning approaches as a result of their training. 

Another study by Enfield, Schmitt-McQuitty, and Smith (2007) evaluated the 

effectiveness of experiential learning workshops for 4-H volunteer leaders. The series of 

three workshops introduced leaders to the experiential learning cycle, inquiry-based 

methods, hands-on methods, and how to develop and adapt curricula to integrate 

experiential learning. The workshops provided participants with opportunities to explore, 

question, share, reflect, and process their experiences. Based on post-workshop 

surveys, participants increased their knowledge and understanding of experiential 

learning and the learning cycle. A follow-up survey was conducted, and over 50% of the 

leaders that participated indicated they changed their teaching approach as a result of 

what they learned. However, actual observations or follow-up case studies were not 

done to verify these changes in their teaching approaches. 

Preferred Training Approaches 

Richardson (1994) reported that volunteers, like Extension educators, have 

preferred to gain new knowledge and skills through experiential learning opportunities. 

He recommended that Extension programs include delivery methods that provide 

hands-on “doing” opportunities involving sensory and exploratory experiences for 

learners with any information presented. Richardson also found the learning process 
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was further enhanced by allowing learners opportunities to discuss any information 

presented with others. Konen and Horton (2000) stated the most effective training 

programs are those which provide hands-on experiences and those where educators 

have opportunities to experience an activity in the same way children might experience 

it. This helps teachers see an activity from both a teaching and learning perspective. 

Smith (2008) described the importance of using constructivism as a theoretical 

approach to training 4-H volunteers. He indicated that constructivism provides the 

learner with an opportunity to challenge current thinking and develop new explanations 

relative to their understanding of a subject and the way they would teach it. Secondly, 

constructivism, as a learner-centered approach, considers the learner’s prior 

knowledge, race, culture, and other personal internal conditions. Finally, using a 

learner-centered, constructivist approach in training opportunities helps volunteers 

model the process and apply the same approach with their club youth (Smith, 2008). 

Perceptions on Learning in 4-H Club Settings 

The 4-H program has long promoted the use of experiential learning to teach 

youth life and workforce readiness skills. Thus, most 4-H studies have focused only on 

what youth have learned or gained from their 4-H club or project experiences (Barker, 

Nugent, Grandgenett, & Hampton, 2008; Boleman, Cummings, & Briers, 2004; Fox, 

Schroeder, & Lodl, 2003; Guion & Rivera, 2006; Guion & Rivera, 2008; Holmgren & 

Reid, 2007; Locke, Boyd, Fraze, & Howard, 2007; Ward, 1996). Studies on where and 

how experiential learning has occurred in a club setting have been lacking. 

Boyd, Herring, and Briers (1992) found that youth perceived they had gained 

positive leadership skills as a result of their participation in 4-H. A study by Fitzpatrick, 

Gagne, Jones, Lobley, and Phelps (2005) interviewed 4-H alumni and adult leaders to 
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measure the long-term impact of 4-H involvement on life skill development. Results 

indicated that life skills were learned as a result of being involved in specific 4-H 

projects while they were enrolled. A study by Walker, Morgan, Ricketts, and Duncan 

(2011) identified the life skills youth developed in beef cattle projects in 4-H. Although 

the study used Kolb’s experiential learning cycle as the theoretical framework for the 

study, the findings described what youth learned but not how or what specific processes 

of experiential learning were involved. 

A study by Gregoire (2004) examined the club experiences from the perspectives 

of club youth and the adults involved. The researcher utilized focus groups for youth 

and semi-structured interviews for the adults. One of the themes that emerged from the 

study was the “engagement in learning” offered by the club experience. According to the 

researcher, the findings confirmed that 4-H youth learn through hands-on projects and 

reflection. Adult volunteers who worked with club youth in the study described that 

“youth learn by doing” and have opportunities to actively ask questions as part of their 

learning. The study also revealed that participating in 4-H allowed them to make their 

own choices and plan their learning experiences. 

Another study by Ferrari, Lekies, and Arnett (2009) explored youth perspectives 

on their long-term participation in an urban 4-H program. Although most of the findings 

related to the benefits of their experiences on their personal development and learning, 

evidence of experiential learning was noted. One theme that emerged from the study 

was that of learning being transferred to other settings. Youth participants indicated that 

what they learned through their 4-H experience was applied to other areas of their life. 
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Cloverbuds, the youngest members of 4-H, are five to seven years old. A study 

by Ferrari, Hogue, and Scheer (2004) explored parents’ perception of life skill learning 

in Cloverbuds. Although a number of benefits and life skills were identified, the study 

noted that parents felt their children had opportunities to do things on their own through 

hands-on activities, an important component of the experiential learning process. 

Some studies in 4-H have looked at specific components of the experiential 

learning process in the context of specific club venues. In 4-H, youth have often had 

opportunities for civic engagement through service learning. Community service 

learning is defined as “a form of experiential learning in which youth apply the subject 

matter they are learning, along with critical thinking skills, to address genuine 

community needs” (Smith, 1997, p. 3). A study by Stafford, Boyd, and Lindner, (2003) 

determined the reflection component used in service learning was more effective than 

community service without reflection in teaching youth life skills. Their findings indicated 

that having an opportunity for reflection had a significant impact on youth’s self-

perceived learning of leadership skills. On the other hand, a similar study by Locke, 

Boyd, Fraze, and Howard (2007) examined the effect of service learning on leadership 

skills. The study found the presence or absence of the reflection component did not 

have a significant effect on the perceived leadership skills of the youth involved. 

In a study by Boyd (2001), youth practiced leadership skills using experiential 

learning approaches. Afterwards, youth were asked to reflect on their experience and 

then apply their new skills in planning a service learning component. The study 

identified these skills and described how youth applied them in their service learning 

project. Based on his findings, the author felt that combining experiential learning with 
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an opportunity for youth to actually apply the knowledge and skills they learned 

appeared to be an effective method for teaching youth leadership skills. 

Another study by Hairston (2004) used the reflection component of experiential 

learning cycle to determine what 4-H youth learned as a result of their experience. In 

the study youth used a written reflection instrument to elicit responses to open-ended 

questions. The instrument provided a source of data on learning outcomes for youth 

related to the project. 

Schwartz, Tessman, and McDonald (2013) assessed the value of project-based 

learning (PBL) in youth development. PBL models have been described as student-

centered and process-based, involving group learning to solve problems (Raisch, 

Holdsworth, Mann, & Kabat, 1995). Through a series of reflective interviews with 

university students enrolled in various project, findings indicated that participants felt 

PBL had personal value as a hands-on relevant learning experience and that they could 

apply what they learned to their own work. 

Experiential learning has also been used in helping youth develop 

entrepreneurial skills. A special camp program was the subject of a study by Biers, 

Jensen, and Serfustini, (2006). The purpose of the program was to provide youth with 

situations where they could recognize business opportunities, establish currency, and 

make their own decisions about a business. As part of the process, they reflected on 

their experiences as a group and determined how to apply what they learned. Results 

indicated that 83% of the youth involved wanted to start a business as an adult. The 

authors concluded that the experiential learning processes used in the study influenced 

the aspirations of youth and helped them learn subject matter as well as life skills. 
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Experiential Learning in Other Informal Settings 

Experiential learning has also been a major educational approach in other 

nonformal and informal education programs, such as outdoor and environmental 

education programs. Again, most studies involving experiential learning in these 

contexts have focused on the benefits and outcomes of using this approach and less on 

the actual processes involved in experiential learning. 

For example, a study by McLeod and Allen-Craig (2007) evaluated the 

effectiveness of an experiential learning and outdoor education program on life skill 

learning in middle school. An outdoor education component provided youth with an out-

of-school experience and included preparation and debriefing days. Students were 

allowed to choose their outdoor learning option and were given a range of challenging 

activities. Findings indicated the outdoor education program was significantly better at 

facilitating growth and skills in youth than the non-outdoor education program. However, 

the specific processes of experiential learning were not well identified or described in 

the study. 

Another study by Taniguchi and Freeman (2004) used a phenomenological 

approach to examine the attributes of an outdoor education program for meaningful 

learning processes. The study found the phenomenon of meaningful learning depended 

on the offering of challenging experiences that pushed individuals to realize their own 

abilities, shortcomings, and potentials. Attributes identified in the data were perceived 

difficulties of the outdoor activity, peer relationships, levels of competency, 

environmental influences, sensory perceptions, and time for reflections. 

Dickson and Gray (2006) explored different approaches used by experiential 

educators to facilitate the processing of experiential learning activities. The study found 
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the approach used to process experiences with the learners was more influenced by the 

learning styles of the facilitators than the actual preferences or learning styles of the 

learner. For example, the most common reflective activity involved large or whole group 

discussions, regardless of the size or type of program, length, or client group. The 

authors indicated this approach had greater appeal to those with an auditory learning 

style, but other learning styles exist. The recommendation was that experiential learning 

facilitators need to focus more broadly on the learning styles of the learner, rather than 

their own. Yet, limited research has been conducted on how this affects the 

debriefing/reflection process. 

Experiential Learning in Formal Settings 

Education reform in the late 20th century fostered the application of experiential 

learning in school settings (Powell & Wells, 2002). As a result, the use of experiential 

learning has been studied in formal learning environments, such as agricultural 

education classes, science classes, college and university courses, teacher education 

classes, nursing internships, and social study classes, among others. In these 

environments, experiential learning has taken many forms, including cooperative 

learning, practicum experiences, hands-on laboratory activities, field studies, exchange 

studies, and even community service learning. Although most studies have described 

the benefits and impacts of using experiential learning in these settings (Ives & 

Obenchain, 2006; Mabie & Baker, 1996; McGlinn, 2010; Powell & Wells, 2002; 

Weinberg, Basile, & Albright, 2011), some have examined the learning processes within 

the cycle. Only those studies with possible relevance to this study have been 

mentioned. 
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In school-based agricultural education. Experiential learning has been an 

integral part of secondary and university agricultural education programs (Roberts, 

2006). A variety of studies has examined aspects of experiential learning in this context. 

Arnold, Warner, and Osborne (2006) examined the use of experiential learning in 

secondary agricultural education classrooms. They conducted interviews of agricultural 

teachers to determine the teachers’ knowledge and understanding of experiential 

learning, their use of Kolb’s experiential learning model, and their self-perceived role in 

the process. Their findings suggested that teachers lacked substantial prior knowledge 

about experiential learning, yet utilized experiential learning activities during their 

classes. Although the phases of experiential learning were viewed as being 

implemented in the courses, the phases did not always follow or align with Kolb’s 

model. However, teachers viewed their role not as a teacher, but more as a facilitator in 

the process of learning. Teachers also recognized the benefits of experiential learning 

for students, such as better subject matter retention, use of higher order thinking skills, 

active engagement, and academic success. 

Mazurkewicz, Harder, and Roberts (2012) used Kolb’s experiential learning 

model to assess evidence of experiential learning in courses that used teaching or 

demonstration farms to educate farmers on best practices. The course syllabi provided 

the framework for the study. Findings were presented based on the presence of the four 

components of Kolb’s experiential learning model – concrete experience, reflective 

observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. Their findings 

indicated that each stage of the cycle was found in the syllabi. Concrete experience and 

active experimentation were more evident than reflective observation and abstract 
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conceptualization. The difficulty existed in distinguishing between active 

experimentation and concrete experience. The authors explained that course topics and 

activities built on each other and there was a progression of learning through the 

course. They indicated the findings supported Roberts’ (2006) two-part model, where he 

described experiential learning as cyclical and spiral-like, where the concrete 

experience stage and active experimentation stage are combined. The authors also 

pointed out the experiential learning process may not always occur in the order 

illustrated in the models. 

A study by Shoulders and Myers (2013) described how agricultural teachers 

utilized the four stages of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle during laboratory instruction. 

Findings indicated that over half of the teachers were able to engage students in 

activities associated with the first three stages of Kolb’s cycle. The concrete experience 

was most often planned while the “active experimentation” was planned the least by the 

respondents in the study. The majority of respondents planned activities that utilized 

three out of the four stages. The researchers recommended that experiential learning in 

agricultural laboratories could be enhanced by including activities that enable the 

student to both grasp information and transform the experience. 

Shoulders, Blythe, and Myers (2013) explored agricultural educators’ perceptions 

of experiential learning attributes in agricultural laboratories. A variety of attributes were 

identified, based on Beard and Wilson’s learning combination lock (2006, p. 4). These 

attributes considered the place, space, activities, stimulation of the senses, and the 

social and emotional dynamics of the learners. Their findings indicated that teachers felt 

experiential learning attributes were important to integrate into learning activities in 
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agricultural laboratories. Teachers stated that giving the students ownership of the 

laboratory activity was an important lesson-based attribute. Teachers also viewed their 

role as a facilitator during experiential learning activities. However, teachers in the study 

viewed incorporating students’ background knowledge into laboratory activities as less 

important than other attributes. The authors pointed out Kolb’s (1984) view on 

continuity, where all experiences are influenced by those that come before, is critical in 

helping learners make the connection between the two experiences. The authors 

recommended that teacher educators provide adequate training to help teachers 

integrate students’ previous experiences into laboratory lessons. Other findings 

suggested that helping teachers see the value in experiential learning might lead to 

better experiential learning integration in lessons. The authors suggested future 

researchers in experiential learning use Beard and Wilson’s learning combination lock 

(2006) as a starting point for exploring experiential learning attributes beyond the 

learning cycle described by Kolb (1984). 

Other studies looked at components of experiential learning and how they were 

used in a particular application. Lamm et al. (2011) studied reflective journaling during 

an agricultural education study course in Costa Rica. The study found that one form of 

reflective practice may not fit the needs of all learners. Depending on their learning 

style, some learners did not reflect as deeply as others in their journals. Based on their 

research, the authors recommended that educators consider using a variety of reflective 

practices to accommodate different learning styles in individual learners during an 

experiential learning activity or program. For example, if writing in a journal is not a 
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preferred method for reflection, the learner may feel more comfortable reflecting through 

a social group session. 

Roberts and Harlin (2007) reviewed historical and contemporary literature on the 

“project method” used in agricultural education classes and courses. They described 

this approach as aligning with constructivism and experiential learning theory. They 

identified six themes as a result: 1) purpose of projects, 2) project classification, 3) the 

process, 4) the context, 5) individual versus group projects, and 6) the educator’s role. 

Based on their review, they indicated that the project method provided the learner with 

the ability to apply concepts taught in class. They also stated the experiential learning 

method has two dimensions found in the project method – process and context. They 

also emphasized the teachers’ role in the project method was that of facilitator, which is 

consistent with experiential learning theory as described by Kolb (1984). Roberts and 

Harlin (2007) recommended that educators be trained in appropriate experiential 

learning processes in order to better implement the project method with students for the 

greatest learning benefits. 

In other formal settings. Most studies on experiential learning in the classroom 

have focused on the benefits and impacts of using the approach in classroom lessons. 

For example, Ives and Obenchain (2006) attempted to study the effects of using 

experiential learning approaches compared to more traditional approaches on higher 

and lower order thinking skills in a group of 12th grade students in high school 

government classes. The study sought to demonstrate greater improvement in higher 

order thinking skills for students in the classes using experiential learning approaches. 

However, their findings indicated mixed and inconclusive results. Powell and Wells 
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(2002) compared the effects of three experiential learning lessons in meeting science 

standards (knowledge) from two nationally recognized curricula. They used Kolb’s 

(1984) experiential learning model as a framework for understanding the process of 

student engagement and learning. Pretests and posttests were given to ascertain 

knowledge and understanding of the content taught. Results indicated the 

experientially-based lessons had a significant positive effect on student knowledge. 

A number of studies have examined experiential learning processes within 

professional development programs. Marlow and McLain (2011) assessed the impacts 

of experiential learning on teacher classroom practice. Their study attempted to 

describe how teachers made meaning of their professional development experiences 

through several data sources, such as interviews, observations, completed journals, 

and personal narratives of their experiences. Impacts on the teachers included better 

content understanding, stronger sense of professional self, better communication, and 

personal growth. The experiences were described as being supported by individual 

anticipation, reflection, opportunities for critical analysis, and synthesis as part of the 

experiential learning process. A study by Konen and Horton (2000) explored the use of 

hands-on learning in science teacher training programs. Their results supported the 

value of training teachers to experience curriculum components in the same manner as 

their students would. Being able to experience lessons through a hands-on approach 

helped teachers to feel more comfortable using the same activities later with their 

classes. 

Burke (2013) described a non-traditional experiential approach to professional 

development or EPD. EPD provided teachers with opportunities to enhance their 
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teaching through demonstrations, observations, collaboration, fieldwork, and reflection. 

Teachers in the study believed that the experiential design of the EPD made the training 

successful. Teachers indicated that the EPD promoted a collaborative community, due 

to the purposeful meetings, peer observations, and feedback from peers and students. 

The teachers viewed the EPD as an “effective alternative to classroom-based university 

courses” and “allowed for viable change in classrooms” (Burke, 2013, p. 247). 

A study by Montgomery, Brown, and Deery (1997) focused on the use of Kolb’s 

experiential learning model as a way to make learning experiences more meaningful in 

an introductory college level education course. The model provided a framework for 

choosing the instructional activities for the class. Instructors provided a concrete 

experience first by giving students an opportunity for direct involvement in a school 

board meeting. This was followed by an opportunity for class reflection on their 

experience. The authors indicated these reflections were helpful in transforming each 

student’s understanding of the school board meeting into a deeper, more thorough 

understanding of the educational system. The next two phases of the class involved 

Kolb’s “abstract conceptualization “and “active experimentation” and were accomplished 

by research, role-playing, and simulation exercises. Students in the study indicated 

these simulation exercises helped them achieve a more in-depth understanding of the 

educational systems of the United States. The study also pointed out that students were 

able to transfer their learning from the simulations to the real world. 

A number of studies have looked at specific components or attributes of the 

experiential learning process within a classroom. The process of reflection has been 

studied in multiple contexts. Reflection has been viewed as both a cognitive process 
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and a structured activity (Hatcher & Bringle, 1997). For example, a study by White 

(2012) explored how college students in a leadership classes perceived the process of 

reflection and the various methods used for reflection (e.g., personal journals, 

discussion, poster presentations, and group presentations). The author used a 

phenomenological approach and employed focus groups. Findings of the study 

indicated that students perceived a “deep connection between leadership learning and 

reflection” (p. 147). Reflection helped the students make meaning of an experience and 

provided value clarification. Findings also indicated that students preferred to think and 

contemplate rather than write in journals. Group reflections were more preferred than 

individual reflections, due in part to the shared learning experience. Other findings 

described the challenges associated with the reflection process. Making time for 

reflection was often difficult, and students disliked the idea of “forced reflection,” where 

they were not ready to reflect or were too tired to be emotionally engaged enough to do 

so. The study also pointed out the disconnection between the stated importance of 

reflection by study participants and the noted lack of time or desire for this to take place. 

White (2012) indicated that more research on student’s perceptions of reflection as part 

of experiential learning could contribute to improving the field of leadership and other 

programs that integrate leadership principles into their programs (such as 4-H). 

Another study by Boswell (2010) explored students’ perceptions on reflection 

following an immersion service learning trip. Her findings indicated that although 

students did not generally like structured reflection, they provided positive feedback on 

the activities they did as part of the service learning. She also found students preferred 

reflection as unguided conversation versus structured activities. 
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Wallace and Oliver (2003) explored reflection as part of a school-based methods 

course in college. Reflection has been viewed as a way for teachers to become more 

cognizant of their own personal beliefs, which helps them interpret new experiences in a 

more meaningful way (Carter & Doyle, 1996). The study investigated the journals of 

preservice science teachers to determine their usefulness in learning about science 

teaching. Analysis of the journals indicated that teachers focused on issues important to 

the teacher and the learning of science. However, the study also pointed out the journal 

entries progressed over time from superficial thinking and concerns to deeper concerns. 

Wallace and Oliver (2003) implied that journals are useful educational tools for 

teachers, because they help them construct “science teacher identity” and are a way to 

process emotions and reflect on teaching. 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter provided an overview of the philosophical framework for the study 

by describing the roots of experiential learning. A number of experiential learning 

models and their components were described. Based on these models, the components 

of experiential learning were identified and described. These included but were not 

limited to: 1) learners engage in a concrete experience, 2) experience is learner-

centered, 3) experience involves reflection and meaning-making, and 4) the process 

involves continuity (Kolb, 1984; Joplin, 1981). This chapter also presented a number of 

studies within and outside the 4-H youth development program that explored the use of 

experiential learning practices, or specific attributes of the process, within specific 

programs and settings. Chapter 3 will present the methodology used in the study. 
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Figure 2-1.  Dewey’s model as conceptualized by Kolb (1984). 

 
 

 
 
Figure 2-2.  Piaget’s model of learning and cognitive development (Kolb, 1984) 
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Figure 2-3.  The Lewinian experiential learning model (modified from Kolb, 1984). 

 

Figure 2-4.  Joplin’s model of experiential learning (Joplin, 1981). 
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Figure 2-5.  Kolb’s model of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984). 

 

Figure 2-6.  4-H experiential learning model (modified from Pfieffer & Jones, 1985). 
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Figure 2-7.  Preliminary conceptual model of EL in 4-H clubs.
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore experiential learning in 4-H clubs by the 

examining the perceptions and experiences of 4-H club leaders. Chapter 1 described 

the reasons for the use of experiential learning approaches in nonformal education 

programs, such as 4-H. To best guide the learning process, a 4-H leader was described 

as needing to understand the process and play the role of a facilitator. The depth to 

which leaders understand experiential learning or how well they facilitate the process 

has not been well studied. 

Chapter 2 described the roots of experiential learning as aligning with 

constructivism (DeLay, 1996), where learners construct meaning from their 

experiences. Based on a variety of models presented, the components of experiential 

learning were identified and described. These included but were not limited to: 1) 

learners engage in a concrete experience, 2) experience is learner-centered, 3) 

experience involves reflection and meaning-making, and 4) the process involves 

continuity (Kolb, 1984, Joplin, 1981). Chapter 2 presented a number of studies within 

and outside 4-H that explored the use of experiential learning practices within a specific 

program or setting. Based on a review of literature, studies on the actual use of the 

experiential learning model (or specific components of the process) within the 4-H 

program have been very limited. 

Chapter 3 presents an overview of the phenomenological approach. Also 

included is the researcher subjectivity statement, a description of the phenomenological 

methodology used in the study, an explanation for the selection of participants and 
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clubs for the study, a description of the interview process and data collection methods, 

measures of validation and trustworthiness, and the procedures required for the data 

analysis. 

Qualitative Approach 

This study explored and examined how leaders come to know and describe 

experiential learning, how they perceive and describe their experiences using 

experiential learning approaches, and how they perceive that youth learn through 

experiential learning. A qualitative research approach was best suited for this study for a 

number of reasons. Quantitative research stems from a positivist philosophy - general 

laws or principles “govern” the social world like they do the physical world (Ary, Jacobs, 

Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006). These principles can be applied to “predict” human 

behavior. Qualitative research is rooted in phenomenology, which views social reality as 

unique to each individual (Ary et al., 2006). Bowles (1994) stated that a person’s lived 

experiences are personal and difficult to describe through a positivistic science model. 

Qualitative approaches are best used when a more detailed understanding of the 

phenomenon needs to be explored, and variables that are difficult to measure need to 

be identified (Creswell, 2013). Ary et al. (2006) described that qualitative researchers 

want to understand a phenomena by “focusing on the total picture rather than breaking 

it down into variables.” This researcher viewed the process of experiential learning in 4-

H as being a very complex phenomenon with many variables and dimensions that have 

been difficult to quantify or even identify. The qualitative researcher’s goal, as it was in 

this study, is to develop a more holistic understanding of the phenomenon (of 

experiential learning), rather than a “numeric analysis of data” (Ary et al., 2006, p. 31). 

The researcher felt the phenomenon of experiential learning in the 4-H club would best 
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be studied through the lived experiences of those most involved with the phenomenon - 

the 4-H club leader. Thus, to best explore the research questions and gain a richer 

description of experiential learning within the 4-H club setting, a qualitative, 

phenomenological research design was used for this study. The researcher felt this 

approach would yield a deeper understanding of experiential learning and identify 

important variables and contextual components associated with it. 

Phenomenological Approach 

Phenomenology is a philosophical approach to the study of experience (Smith, 

Flowers, & Larken, 2012). This approach examines how individuals understand certain 

situations or phenomena. This helps researchers form a more holistic understanding of 

“human experience in context-specific settings” (Patton, 1990, p. 37). A more holistic 

understanding of how leaders view and perceive experiential learning in the club context 

was the goal of this study. 

Creswell (2013) suggested that using a phenomenological approach for a study 

is appropriate when it is important to understand how several individuals make meaning 

of their common or shared experiences with a phenomenon. Club leaders in this study 

were able to share their experiences with youth in similar club venues such as learning 

through projects, civic engagement, community service, and leadership activities. 

A phenomenological study “begins with the assumption that multiple realities 

exist in each research subject’s perspectives” (Ary et al., 2006, p. 33). This approach 

does not focus on the life of the individual but rather on their understanding of their lived 

experiences related to a phenomenon of interest (Creswell, 2013). Understanding these 

common experiences would be helpful in order to develop new practices or policies 

related to the features of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Crotty (2013) indicated that 
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using a phenomenological approach can lead to new insights and a deeper 

understanding about a phenomenon of interest. A better understanding of how 

experiential learning is viewed by leaders may provide 4-H with new perspectives on 

volunteer training needs. Thus, a phenomenological approach was considered an 

appropriate methodology for this study. 

Littlejohn and Foss (2008, p. 37) described phenomenology as “the way in which 

human beings come to understand the world through direct experience. You come to 

know something by consciously examining it and testing your feelings and perceptions 

about it.” The phenomenological approach uses the data of experiences, reflecting, and 

judging as evidence of scientific investigation (Moustakas, 1994). This approach 

provided 4-H club leaders in the study with opportunities to share their feelings and 

thoughts on the phenomenon of experiential learning. 

Crotty (2003, p. 82) described phenomenological research as “calling into 

question what is taken for granted” by describing the meaning several individuals have 

made through their experiences with a particular phenomenon of interest. Crotty (2003) 

further described phenomenology as being “in search of objects of experience rather 

than being content with a description of the experiencing subject” (p. 83). Marshall and 

Rossman (2006) provided that the purpose of phenomenology is to try to understand 

the experience of a few in order to gain a broader understanding of the phenomenon. 

Moustakas (1994) also described phenomenology as a way to uncover the 

meaning participants have made from their experiences in order to identify the essence 

of the phenomenon. Creswell (2013) described the “essence” as the “essential, 

invariant structure” of a phenomenon. He stated that “all experiences have an 
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underlying structure” (p. 82) and that textural and structural descriptions provided by 

study participants about the phenomenon can reveal this “essence”. Creswell further 

explained that textural descriptions convey what people experience but structural 

descriptions convey how they experience the phenomenon “in terms of the conditions, 

situations, or context” (p. 80). These combined descriptions compose the “essence” of 

the experience. This approach helped the researcher to uncover not just what was 

experienced by the leader but the structure and context underlying the experiences they 

described. This allowed the “essence” of experiential learning in the club to be 

uncovered. 

Essence, as defined in phenomenology, is the “quality that necessarily 

characterizes a phenomenon and without which it could not be” (Stein, 2001, p. 38). 

Essence underlines the universal quality of the experience through both subjective and 

objective aspects presented in the descriptions (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; 

Moustakas, 1994). Creswell (2013) provided an example of the meaning of “essence” in 

that there are similar phases of grief people will go through when they experience the 

loss of a loved one, no matter whether it is a puppy, a parakeet, or a child. The essence 

or stages of grief are essentially the same. This study sought to uncover the essence of 

experiential learning in the 4-H club.  

Van Manen (1990, p. 10), described phenomenology as the “systematic attempt 

to uncover and describe the structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived 

experience.” Thus, phenomenology can be both a descriptive and interpretive process 

where the researcher interprets the meaning of the study participants’ lived experiences 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). This required the researcher to address the concept of 
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intentionality (Crotty, 2003) in which the researcher laid aside any existing beliefs or 

ideas related to the phenomenon in order to focus more on how the participants viewed 

the phenomenon, which in this study were their experiences and perceptions related to 

experiential learning. 

Critical to using a phenomenological approach is the practice of epoche by the 

researcher, which involves bracketing of “prejudgements, biases, and preconceived 

ideas about things” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 85). Epoche required the researcher to reflect 

on her own personal assumptions about the phenomenon of interest during the study, in 

this case experiential learning. This researcher had to set aside her preconceived 

perceptions and views about experiential learning in the club and be open to new 

insights and descriptions provided by participants of the study. This was done in order 

to be able to better examine the phenomenon from an unbiased viewpoint (Crotty, 

2003). 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

The subjectivity statement expresses the researcher’s own beliefs or proximity to 

what he or she is examining (Glesne, 2011). As a 4-H professional pursuing a study on 

the use of experiential learning within 4-H, I have attempted to bracket many of my own 

perceptions and beliefs on experiential learning based on my own experiences as a 

formal and nonformal science educator. 

My deep interest in experiential learning stems from my own discoveries about 

learning over the course of my career in education. I became a high school science 

teacher because I loved teaching and have a deep interest in the natural sciences, 

especially animals, nature, and the ocean. I taught biology, earth science, marine 

science, and environmental science. In the beginning of my teaching career, I was on a 
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steep learning curve. This meant I had to study and understand the same information as 

my students. I was often only a day or two ahead of my students in learning the 

material. What I learned, I applied to teaching. Thus, I was both teacher and learner for 

many years in the classroom. 

I believed that if I were an enthusiastic teacher, I could inspire their young minds 

to want to do well in my class. I tried to present the materials through interesting lessons 

that included slide presentations, lectures, hands-on labs, worksheets, discussion 

groups, scenarios, current events, group projects, science projects, and an occasional 

field trip. I was aware of the importance of “hands-on learning” and incorporated this into 

activities wherever I could. But there was so much I had to teach and cover in the 

course of the school year. I felt each class had to be rich in subject matter content. I had 

goals to reach and I had to get there by the end of each semester. I expected my 

students to keep up and learn study skills on their own. At the end of each day, I often 

reflected on the workday and thought about what worked or didn’t work and what I might 

do differently the next time. 

I enjoyed interacting with my students and found each class to be unique in the 

sense that each class had developed its own culture or “way of doing things.” I also 

realized that social relationships played an important role in the classroom culture and 

that these relationships influenced the learning process, either positively or negatively. 

Although I tried to be fair and understanding of these relationships, I felt these social 

distractions were, at times, not conducive to learning. I saw myself as the authority in 

the classroom and laid down strict ground rules for behavior, including socializing in 

class. I needed the students to focus on the lessons, and interruptions were at times 
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problematic. I feared that because I had so much to cover during the school year, I 

would run out of time. In reflecting back on these classroom relationships, perhaps I 

could have better utilized the social contexts within the class to foster learning. 

As a teacher, the need to assess each young person’s abilities and 

understanding of the subject matter often divided my class into the “haves” and “have 

nots,” with the latter being those students who had difficulty with the class subject. If 

students were not doing well academically, I encouraged them to “study more” or to 

improve their “study skills.” But I was not sure how I could help them do this. I just 

hoped that their desire to improve would push them to study more, or that with the 

encouragement of family, friends, or their counselor, they would learn these skills over 

time. In any case, I feel I failed to help these students achieve their real potential. 

Somewhere during the midpoint of my teaching career, I obtained a school 

district grant to support science learning. As a result, my marine science classes were 

able to conduct actual marine science projects in the field. We utilized a large charter 

fishing boat as our “research vessel” and went out into the Atlantic Ocean once each 

month during the school year to collect data. Students selected their own “research 

teams.” Each team selected something to focus on, such as, diversity of fish species, 

water chemistry, tidal currents, types of plankton, ocean depth and bottom types. Each 

team of students came up with their own questions to investigate. Each team 

researched the equipment they needed in order to investigate their question. They 

made a list of the equipment and materials. I then ordered what was needed using the 

funds from the grant. I found that when given this opportunity for self-direction, the 

students became more engaged as learners, both on the boat and in the classroom. 
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They collected and analyzed their data as a team. Each team presented its results to 

the rest of the class. I found myself watching as they took over and “ran” with the 

project. I was impressed and saw my students in a new light. Although I was still the 

teacher and in a role of authority, I found the class shifted from being teacher-centered 

to more learner-centered. Instead of me telling them what they needed to know, they 

were telling me what they had done and had learned. I was learning from them. I 

received the grant for a second year with another class and got similar results. The 

experience made me rethink how I approached teaching students. 

The grant program ended so I was no longer able to take my students out on 

boats. However, through these experiences I realized the benefits of allowing my 

students to become more self-directed as learners. I also realized that learning was less 

about how I taught something, or my own enthusiasm, but more about how the learner 

was engaged in the process of learning. Although as a teacher I was not yet familiar 

with the term “experiential learning,” many components of the process must have been 

present in these research experiences for the students. 

After 16 years in the classroom, I left Florida, as well as classroom teaching, and 

moved to the state of Washington. I was hired by Washington State University (WSU) 

Cooperative Extension as an outreach educator for a drinking water/water quality 

education program targeting rural residents. I was introduced to the world of agriculture, 

livestock, septic systems, pesticides, and other potential nonpoint pollution sources 

found around homes and farms. I took on the role of a nonformal educator and worked 

with rural families through community workshops, water festivals, outreach events, and 

volunteer training programs. I was out of my comfort zone in geographic location, 
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subject matter, and teaching environment. I was no longer an “expert” in the subject 

matter. How could I teach people about drinking water and non-point pollution, if I had 

had no direct experiences with these topics or the issues associated with them? 

Fortunately, WSU provided me with multiple opportunities to learn facilitation 

techniques and helped me connect with those who were experts in these topics. As a 

result, I was more able to embrace my role as a “facilitator of learning,” and my comfort 

and confidence level grew. I often had opportunities to visit large and small farms and 

had my own moments of experiential learning. I was again, a co-learner and learned 

about many aspects of drinking water, water quality, groundwater, and soils. But I never 

became an expert. Instead, I developed connections and working relationships with 

extension specialists that had the expertise to enhance the drinking water education 

activities that I developed as part my program. These experts provided the content and 

could answer the questions, while I facilitated and designed the learning experiences for 

those who attended the workshops.  

I also discovered the importance of creating an environment or context that was 

conducive to learning. Issues related to drinking water quality were sensitive topics to 

some program participants. Credibility, respect, and trust were important in helping 

participants accept the idea of using “best practices” to protect their drinking water. 

People had to be “comfortable” with the learning situation, and know that their needs 

were being heard. My role was to help foster an environment for learning so that these 

families would be more willing to make a change. I went to the local community and 

worked with respected citizens to develop drinking water awareness events at churches 

and schools. I trained young AmeriCorps volunteers to go door to door and talk one on 
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one with residents in their own home. I worked with local women and children’s health 

programs and provided information to nursing mothers on the dangers of nitrates in well 

water. I realized learning was dependent on sound information being provided and on 

the context of the learning experience and the previous experiences and perceptions 

learners brought with them. 

After seven years, I moved back to Florida and became a 4-H science educator. 

The term “experiential learning” took on new meaning for me as I read through 4-H 

literature. As a 4-H educator, I trained and worked with extension faculty, adult 

volunteers, and children through camping programs. I learned that in order to hold the 

interest of my “clients,” I had to become more focused on “discovery learning” versus 

telling people what they needed to know or needed to do. I found it more fun to let go 

and join in the discovery process than to try to control the whole process. But what I 

found challenging was how to develop and guide the experiential learning process so it 

had direction and a goal. In order to do this, I had to learn the kinds of questions that 

would best guide the experiential learning process. This was difficult at first, because I 

was not accustomed to asking questions about the learner’s feelings or personal 

thought processes related to an experience. As a teacher, I usually just asked questions 

related to a learner’s specific understanding of content. 

Since 4-H claims to use experiential learning to help youth learn life skills and 

subject matter, I felt a real need to better understand this phenomenon for my own 

professional development. Over the past 12 years, I have talked to numerous faculty 

and volunteers about experiential learning in 4-H and how the process takes place 

within a club. I looked for evidence of it in summer camp programs, state events, and in 
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training programs for volunteers. I have heard and seen personal evidence of the 

process occurring in 4-H clubs and events but have also discovered that there are 

inconsistencies in its use, misunderstandings about what it means, and challenges 

integrating experiential learning into youth activities. Yet, the 4-H program fosters the 

use of the experiential learning model in all its programs and curriculum. 

After entering graduate school, I started to research this phenomenon in more 

depth as part of class projects. The more I read about experiential learning, the more 

interested I became in the learning process. Certain graduate courses became very 

“experiential” for me. These courses helped me realize that most of what I learned in life 

was not through sitting and listening to someone, but from being directly engaged in a 

learning experience and then having the opportunity to internalize or process the 

experience, then apply what I learned from it to another situation. I realized that 

because I was an educator, I often applied what I learned through teaching others. I 

have taken my own personal experiences and applied them to help others learn too. 

I also realized that one is more likely to remember something better if it connects 

- not just to the cognitive domain of a person, but also to their affective domain. I found I 

learned best when something had personal meaning to me. The process of experiential 

learning made this connection more possible. This was an “epiphany” for me. 

In order to deepen my understanding of experiential learning, I had to learn how 

it was perceived and used in other contexts and from other perspectives. I joined the 

National Association of Experiential Education and attended a few of their conferences. 

While attending these conferences, I participated in a number of workshops on 

experiential learning presented by other organizations, institutions, businesses, and 
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professions. I also had opportunities to talk with outdoor and adventure educators, 

environmental educators, medical and business professionals, and college faculty. I 

even talked with researchers about experiential learning and possible gaps in research. 

As a result of my experiences with this phenomenon and past research, I have 

developed a number of beliefs about experiential education and the process of 

experiential learning. First, many perspectives exist on what constitutes experiential 

learning/education. Many claim to have done “experiential education” or that their 

students have learned through experiential learning. Most studies have described the 

impacts or outcomes learners have gained from an experiential learning activity or 

program. Yet, based on my own research, interviews with 4-H agents, and 

conversations with others in the field, few studies have really explored how experiential 

learning processes are applied in their program. 

Secondly, I know key components must be in motion in order for true experiential 

learning to occur (i.e., concrete experience, sharing/reflecting, applying, and continuity). 

I believe “learner-centered experiences” have been commonplace in 4-H. However, 

guided reflection and application phase of experiential learning do not seem to be 

consistently or even well integrated into 4-H experiences and, thus, need to be 

explored. Other components or attributes of the experiential learning process may or 

may not be present but have not been well described or studied within 4-H. 

Thirdly, experiential learning also involves and depends on a context. I believe 

this context or learning environment may greatly influence how experiential learning 

approaches are integrated into a learning experience. This context is based on the club 

leaders’ interests, past experiences, their beliefs and perceptions about learning, their 
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education and skills, their relationships with youth within the club, the types of club 

projects youth are involved in, and any challenges they have experienced in trying to 

use the components of the model. The experiential learning cycle does not occur in a 

vacuum and is not isolated from these or other possible influences. Although the 4-H 

program strives to create a supportive learning environment for youth, this researcher 

believes that the use of experiential learning practices within 4-H clubs has been 

dependent on other contextual variables within the club, or in the background 

experiences of leaders and the youth themselves. 

In summary, I believe the experiential learning that occurs within a club is a much 

more complicated phenomenon than the simple do-reflect-apply-cycle described in the 

4-H model and in 4-H literature. Leaders may or may not have an understanding of it, 

yet experiential learning must be occurring in various ways according to 4-H literature 

and research. The need to provide more clarity to what seems like an abstract 

phenomenon was important for this researcher and will be applicable to the entire 4-H 

Youth Development Program. 

Methodology 

Adapting a Phenomenological Approach 

Lived experiences are the primary focus of phenomenological research (Hatch, 

2002). Phenomena that occur in natural settings are often complicated and complex, 

making it difficult to know or understand the role of different variables related to a 

phenomenon. Thus, phenomenological studies have offered a way to examine these 

more complex variables (Giorgi, 2009). The researcher believed that the club setting 

presented many complex variables and dimensions related to learning in 4-H. Thus, 

based on the research questions, a qualitative phenomenological approach was 
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considered appropriate to use in order to explore the phenomenon of experiential 

learning in the club. Using a phenomenological approach enabled club leaders to share 

their perceived experiences and beliefs associated with learning processes taking place 

in the 4-H club. By investigating the lived experiences of club leaders and examining 

their beliefs and perceptions about these experiences, a deeper understanding of how 

experiential learning occurs in the club would emerge. Specifically, this study explored 

how 4-H leaders learn about experiential learning; how they describe the components of 

the model, how they view their role in the learning process, and how they perceive that 

youth learn through experiential learning processes. 

However, a true phenomenological research study typically includes multiple 

qualitative methods for data collection, such as conducting focus groups and interviews, 

examining journals or document evidence, and conducting group or individual 

observations in order to uncover a broader and more inclusive picture of the 

phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This broader approach was deemed unrealistic 

given the amount of time a study of this scope would have required. This researcher 

saw a more critical need to conduct in-depth interviews with 4-H club leaders since they 

were in charge of facilitating the process with club youth. As a result, the researcher 

adapted specific components of a phenomenological approach to fit the current study. 

Phenomenological Methods Used 

The methodology used in this study aligned with the foundations of 

transcendental phenomenology. This underlying foundation seeks the universal truths 

related to experience, follows the process of epoche, and involves imaginative variation 

(Marshall & Rossman 2006; Moustakas, 1994). Creswell (2013), Moustakas (1994), and 

Sokolowski (2000) described both the philosophical underpinnings and the process 
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involved in conducting this type of research. The first step was for the researcher to 

assume a phenomenological attitude. Giorgi (2009) described this as breaking away 

from the “natural attitude” where most things are taken for granted. The researcher 

should look at all objects of experience from different perspectives, whether real or not 

real, true or not true. This step was especially important, as it helped the researcher 

view the experiences and perceptions of leaders from multiple perspectives or “angles.” 

Transcendental phenomenology begins with epoche, or the setting aside of the 

researcher’s own experiences and beliefs about the phenomenon of interest, for the 

purpose of suspending judgment (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Wertz, Charmaz, 

McMullen, Josselson, Anderson, & McSpadden, 2011). Before beginning the study, the 

researcher acknowledged all prior experiences and points of view related to her past 

interactions with the phenomenon of experiential learning. These views and interactions 

were captured in written form as the subjectivity statement. This document was used to 

express how the researcher viewed experiential learning in the 4-H club setting and to 

help set aside her initial views and beliefs during the study. This bracketing of the 

researcher’s experiences helped her to see the phenomenon in a new light and through 

new eyes in order to “take a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under 

investigation” (Creswell, 2013, p. 80). The subjectivity statement in the current study 

helped ensure that the data and findings presented featured the perceptions and 

experiences of study participants, rather than those of the researcher. The goal was to 

prevent the researcher’s perspectives from influencing participants’ responses (Hatch, 

2002; Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
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Phenomenological reduction is the second step in phenomenological methods 

and involves describing in textural language not only what one sees and experiences, 

but the “rhythm and relationship between phenomenon and self” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 

90). Horizonalization begins when the researcher reviews the transcripts, giving equal 

weight to each and every significant statement given by participants (Moustakas, 1994). 

Horizons describe the “condition of the phenomenon that gives it a distinct character” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 95). This researcher reviewed the transcribed interviews multiple 

times to identify significant statements made by each leader. 

The researcher then organizes these statements into “clusters of meaning” 

(Creswell, 2013). This was done for each leader, based on the research questions and 

also for any unique findings that emerged from the data. Clusters of meanings were 

then organized around common themes. This allowed the researcher to write a 

description of what was experienced, or the “textural descriptions” (Moustakas, 1994). 

The last step in a transcendental phenomenology approach is imaginative 

variation. Imaginative variation enables the researcher to synthesize “structural 

descriptions.” Structural descriptions uncover the context or setting and its influence on 

how the participants in a study experienced the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). 

Structural descriptions of the phenomenon are described by each participant and then 

across all participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Moustakas, 1994). Moustakas 

(1994, p. 97) stated that the task of imaginative variation is to “seek possible meanings 

through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing 

polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, 

different positions, roles, and functions.” The final step integrates the composite 
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descriptions and other key findings to help form the essence of the phenomenon, what 

is common or universal to it, and supports the “establishment of a knowledge of 

essences” (Husserl, 1931, p. 44). This researcher used imaginative variation and 

composite descriptions to help describe the essential structures of experiential learning 

in the 4-H club (Moustakas, 1994). 

Description of Clubs Used for Study 

The 4-H club has served as the most primary and effective means of providing 

youth development programming in 4-H (Norman & Jordan, 1999). The long-term 

nature of 4-H clubs provides community-based positive structured learning 

environments for youth. In Florida, 4-H clubs generally have fallen into one of the 

following categories: community clubs, special interest or project clubs, in-school clubs, 

after-school clubs, or military clubs. Although all 4-H club members have been able to 

work on club-related projects of their choosing, the type of club youth join may 

determine the kinds of projects and activities in which youth and leaders become 

involved, as well as where they meet. For example, clubs form in communities, in 

schools, and on military bases (Norman & Jordan, 1999). 

Critical to this study was the selection of 4-H leaders and clubs with the greatest 

potential to yield rich descriptive information on experiential learning in 4-H. In order to 

determine this, the researcher solicited feedback from 4-H agents around the state prior 

to the onset of this study. Feedback from 4-H faculty suggested that: 1) community 

clubs often offered more diverse learning experiences than other clubs, such as project 

clubs, because youth could explore and be involved in different projects over time; 2) 

community clubs were considered more long term and stable than project clubs 

because of the diversity of projects and programs offered; 3) project clubs often evolved 
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into community clubs because the interests of youth expand over time; and 4) the 

community club format has been viewed as more common in most counties (Kraeft, 

Jordan, Mayer, Sachs, & Tesdall, personal communication, 2011). 

Literature also suggested that community clubs provided youth with opportunities 

to learn how to work in social groups, as well as develop decision making skills through 

a variety of activities (Van Horn, Flanagan, & Thomson, 1998). Community club 

members also have opportunities to engage in multiple experiences beyond the club 

setting, though other types of clubs have done the same. These have included civic 

engagement opportunities, state events, and field trips. Although these events may fall 

outside the club setting, they have still been considered part of the club experience 

(Florida 4-H Program Handbook, 1999; Jordan, personal communication, 2006). 

Club information was obtained from an online database consisting of the names 

of chartered clubs in 4-H, the youth enrolled in the club, and the names of the club 

leader(s). This online database creates the ES-237 federal reporting system that 

provides statistics on the number of 4-H youth participating in organized clubs, camps, 

school enrichment, special interest clubs, and individual study across the state. All 4-H 

clubs and club youth in Florida are required to be registered in this database. County  

4-H agents submit club information for every club in their county. 

The researcher utilized ES-237 reports to determine the most common types of 

clubs in the Florida 4-H program. Based on the ES-237 2014 report, approximately 

1,180 4-H clubs were registered in Florida with a total enrollment of 19,500 youth. Of 

this number, around 1,070 were registered as community clubs or a total of 16,650 

youth. Thus, according to the database, the majority of clubs in Florida were considered 
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community clubs. In a review of these reports, the researcher also noted that project 

clubs, which typically focus on one project topic, and military clubs, were often 

registered in 4-H Online as a community club by the county 4-H agent, thus blurring 

how the clubs were distinguished. The researcher also noted that community clubs 

could become project clubs, depending on the interests of the youth for that year. 

Based on the information provided by 4-H faculty and the ES-237 reports, the 

researcher decided to focus the study on the 4-H community club and the community 

club leader. However, the development of a set of selection criteria was necessary to 

ensure the selection of appropriate community clubs and club leaders for the study. 

Sampling Methods 

Patton (2002) identified a number of purposive sampling strategies. These 

sampling strategies have often been used in studies that “seek to find central themes 

that are shared by a variety of participants” (Hatch, 2002, p. 50). Patton (2002, p. 46) 

described that choosing a purposive sampling method “leads to selecting information-

rich cases for an in-depth study.” In order to obtain information-rich descriptive, 

phenomenological case studies, a purposive sampling method was used for this study. 

The number of participants needed in a phenomenological study has been 

described as dependent on the types of questions being asked, the data being 

gathered, the type of analysis, and the resources available to support the study 

(Merriam, 2009). Merriam suggested that the number selected should be adequate to 

fully answer the research questions. Seidman (2006) stated that “enough” was different 

for each researcher and each study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommended that 

sampling continues until a point of saturation or redundancy is reached through data 

collection methods and analysis. Creswell (2013) stated that for a phenomenological 
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study, each participant selected had to have experience with the phenomenon being 

studied. Dukes (1984) recommended selecting three to ten participants for a 

phenomenological study. Based on this information and a recommendation by the 

researcher’s graduate committee, a sample consisting of five 4-H community club 

leaders/clubs was selected for this study. 

Seidman (2006) and Creswell (2013) described maximum variation sampling as 

an effective approach for selecting interview participants because it provides for a wider 

range of possible experiences related to the phenomenon under study and may be 

more reflective of the larger population. For this study, a maximum variation sampling 

strategy was attempted from the following perspectives. Club leaders were selected 

based on being in different geographic locations of the state. Leaders and their clubs 

also represented different settings such as rural versus urban. Leaders and their clubs 

focused on a wide variety of projects, including community service learning projects, 

and experienced different levels of civic engagement and leadership. The researcher 

selected leaders with different years of experience. This provided a greater range of 

leader and club contexts (learning environments) in which to explore the phenomenon 

of experiential learning. Although gender was a consideration, and one male leader was 

selected to be interviewed, scheduling conflicts prevented any interviews from taking 

place with this leader during the data collection phase of the study. 

The researcher had access to 4-H agents across the state, many of whom 

indicated a willingness to assist in the study by locating and recommending appropriate 

leaders and clubs for the study (Appendix C). Selection criteria were developed to better 

enable county agents and the researcher to select those leaders and clubs with the 
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most potential to yield rich information related to experiential learning during an 

interview. Having sampling criteria also assisted the researcher in addressing maximum 

variation sampling approaches. Selection criteria included: 

 The county agent recommended the leader as someone who could clearly 1.
articulate his or her experiences in an interview. 

 The 4-H club leader was willing to participate in the study. 2.

 The leader led an “organized 4-H community club” according to the 4-H online 3.
database. 

 The club fit the basic definition/criteria of a community club. These clubs met as a 4.
group on a regular schedule under the direction of an adult volunteer, held club 
meetings that generally consisted of a business meeting followed by a planned 
program arranged by the leader and/or the youth, and clubs elected officers and 
served on committees (Tesdall & Knowles, 2014). 

 The club leader was directly involved in the learning experiences of the club. 5.
Some club leaders have been more involved in the management needs of the 
club and less involved in the actual learning experiences. Recruiting leaders that 
had strong involvement in club activities had more potential to uncover 
experiential learning processes at work than those that had less involvement. 

 Club youth were involved in a diversity of learning opportunities throughout the 6.
club year. This included but was not limited to their involvement in multiple 4-H 
projects, club leadership, civic engagement, and citizenship opportunities. The 
researcher felt that those 4-H clubs with a rich diversity of experiences were 
more likely to yield richer information on experiential learning. 

 The club leader had at least three years of experience as a club leader in 4-H. 7.
Club leaders with a minimum of three years of experience have had more time 
and opportunities for volunteer training in club management, programming, and 
experiential learning than those in their first or second year. They have also had 
more time to become familiar with club materials and activities, and have 
developed a set of personal experiences in 4-H useful for this study. 

 The club had been in existence for at least three years. This allowed the leader 8.
more time to get to know the club members and to build a history of learning 
experiences with club youth. Youth within the club would have had more 
opportunities to build social relationships, complete projects, and participate in 
civic engagement and leadership activities. These types of experiences were 
important for the purpose of this study. 

 A leader’s club had a membership of at least eight youth and at least two 9.
different 4-H age levels. A 4-H club consists of at five or more youth (4-H Club 
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Program Planning Guide, 1999). However, for the purposes of this study, the 
researcher felt it was important to have diversity in ages and a higher 
membership number in order to uncover a broader range of club experiences 
perceptions related to experiential learning. 

Those club leaders identified by county 4-H agents were contacted by the 

researcher over the phone or through e-mail to discuss their possible involvement in the 

study. These community club leaders were then encouraged to complete a one page 

form asking for contextual information about their club (Appendix E). Contextual data 

included age ranges of youth, the number of years the leader has been a leader, how 

long the club has been in existence, meeting arrangements and timing, among others. 

This information was then used to help the researcher select the best participants for 

the study. 

Once selected, the researcher obtained permission to record all interviews with 

the club leaders. Each participant was provided with an interview consent form in which 

to sign prior to scheduling any interviews (Appendix D). A semi-structured interview 

guide was created based on Seidman’s (2006) approach (Appendix G). The interview 

guide, club and leader contextual data form, informed consent, and all participant 

communications were submitted to the Institutional Review Board (IRB), gaining 

approval. These approved materials are found in Appendices A – F. 

Data Collection 

This study utilized data from interviews with 4-H club leaders. In 

phenomenological studies, data have often been collected through in-depth interviews 

with individuals that have experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). Seidman 

(2006) explained that the purpose of interviewing is not to just get answers to questions, 
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test theory, or to “evaluate” a phenomenon. Interviews provide an understanding of how 

people make meaning of their experiences. 

This study adapted Seidman’s (2006) phenomenological approach to 

interviewing. Seidman described a phenomenologically informed interview sequence in 

which an interviewer conducts three separate interviews of approximately 90 minutes 

each over a two-to-three week period. This approach involved the use of open-ended 

questions in each of the three interview series (Appendix G). Using Seidman’s approach 

also helped establish and maintain rapport with the 4-H leaders and participants. 

Seidman emphasized that a major goal of the interview process is to help participants 

reconstruct their experiences with the topic of the study. Seidman (2006) stated that 

people’s behavior becomes “more meaningful and understandable when placed in the 

context of their lives and the lives of those around them” (p. 16). Providing this interview 

approach gave participants in the current study a greater ability to place their 

experiences in context of the club and with the phenomenon of experiential learning 

(Seidman, 2006). 

The first interview was intended to uncover a focused life history, contextualize 

the phenomenon, and examine the details related to the participant’s experiences. In 

this study, the first interview focused on the background and context of the club leader, 

how they came to be 4-H leaders, the types of projects and activities in which their club 

was involved, how they viewed their role in the club, any past training experiences they 

had, and their general views on learning in 4-H. Seidman (2006) explained that by 

asking “how” the participants should be able to “reconstruct the details of their 

experience within the context in which it occurs” (p. 17). Leaders were prompted to 
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share the details of these early and broader experiences in order to build a foundation 

of reconstructed experiences for further questioning later. 

Seidman’s (2006) second interview uncovers the details of the participants’ 

present lived experiences. In this study, the second interview allowed leaders to 

describe what they knew about the experiential learning model and its components. 

Questions asked leaders to “think back” and reconstruct stories of how youth were 

involved in different concrete experiences. Additional questions asked leaders to identify 

and describe possible opportunities for reflection and where or when application of 

learning took place. Questions also probed leaders to describe the role they played in 

these different experiences. 

Seidman (2006) described the third interview as used to encourage reflection on 

the meaning of the experiences. In this study, the third interview encouraged club 

leaders to describe how they perceived/viewed experiential learning as occurring 

through a variety of club activities, such as project work, community service, civic 

engagement, and club meetings. Questions also asked leaders to describe the learning 

benefits of using hands-on/experiential activities with youth. Additional questions asked 

leaders to identify any challenges or constraints in developing hands-on activities or 

integrating reflection and application into club activities and learning venues. The 

researcher then asked leaders to describe what kind of training might help them 

integrate more experiential learning strategies in their club. 

Seidman (2006) stated that “making meaning requires that the participants look 

at how the factors in their lives interacted to bring them to their present situation” (p. 18). 

Using a three interview approach allowed leaders to reflect on their own club 
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experiences. This approach provided valuable insight for the researcher and helped the 

leaders reconstruct their past experiences throughout the three interviews. The 

researcher strived to keep an honest and open rapport with participants in order to bring 

out each participant’s unique experiences with the phenomenon. 

Seidman (2006) emphasized the importance of following this interview structure, 

yet alterations were allowed in the spacing and duration of the interviews as long as the 

form or structure remained intact. Although Seidman (2006) recommended that the 

three interviews be spaced three to seven days apart, the timing of and place for 

interviews were based on the schedules of leaders, club meeting dates, and 

geographical distance from the researcher. As a result, a set of three interviews was 

done over a few days or over a course of two weeks, depending on the schedule of the 

leader. 

The semi-structured interview guide consisted of open-ended questions asked of 

all the participants (Hatch, 2002). This provided consistency in what was being asked 

and provided participants with an opportunity to share their perspectives, lived 

experiences, and how they perceived and described experiential learning. Specific 

probing questions were given to club leaders that were relevant and appropriate in order 

to achieve a greater depth of discussion related to the phenomenon (Patton, 2002). 

Moustakas (1994) stated that phenomenological studies should include two 

broad general questions to be answered by those being interviewed: “What have you 

experienced in terms of the phenomenon?” and “What contexts or situations have 

typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon?” (p. 81). These 

questions were integrated into the interview guide used in this study. The interview 
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guide was reviewed by a panel of experts comprised of 4-H Extension specialists, the 

researcher’s doctoral committee, and an expert in qualitative methods (Appendix A). 

Seidman (2006) emphasized the importance of establishing a structure prior to 

beginning any interview process. Prior to the start of each interview, the researcher 

provided the participant with a briefing of the purpose of the study, the researcher’s role, 

and the role of the leader/participant. This also provided an opportunity for participants 

to ask any questions of the researcher and have those questions addressed. The 

researcher employed active listening skills and used follow-up questions to help 

participants openly describe the details of their experiences with experiential learning 

(Hatch, 2002). 

All interviews were held in person at county extension offices at the leaders’ 

request. Interviews were held in separate rooms, free of distractions, and suitable for 

the proper recording of the interview (Creswell, 2013). A digital audio recording device 

was used to record each interview for transcription purposes. 

For greater depth of inquiry, field notes were recorded by the researcher. 

Additional notes by the researcher were taken to describe those settings and situations 

that a recording could not capture. These field notes included observations of leaders 

during the interview and the setting in which the interviews took place, as well as any 

researcher insights and/or thoughts before, during, and after the interviews. These 

additional notes helped the researcher develop additional probing questions (Poland, 

2003), focus the interview on the setting and context (Marshall & Rossman, 2006), and 

analyze the data (Patton, 2002). This also helped the researcher to keep her own 

personal bias from influencing the interview process and data analysis (Poland, 2003). 
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Although direct observations of youth and leaders during club programs, 

community events, field trips, or state events might have yielded additional data on 

experiential learning practices, the length of time required and logistics to do so were 

unrealistic for this study. The researcher instead focused her exploration with questions 

to help 4-H club leaders reconstruct their perceptions, beliefs, and experiences within 

the club related to experiential learning. 

Measures of Validation 

Validity in qualitative research addresses the truth and certainty of a study’s 

findings (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2011). Qualitative researchers have believed that 

qualitative studies should be evaluated based on criteria appropriate to the methods 

used (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2012). Thus, qualitative researchers have defended 

their studies based on measures of validation that stem from the credibility, 

dependability, trustworthiness, transferability, and confirmability achieved through the 

research methods used (Angen, 2000; Guba, 1981; Mishler, 1990). Creswell (2013) 

presented a number of procedures often used in qualitative research that contribute to 

trustworthiness. The following procedures described by Creswell and others were 

integrated into this study to help ensure trustworthiness of the findings. 

Triangulation. Triangulation has often been described as “the combination of 

two or more different research strategies in the study of the same empirical units” 

(Denzin, 1978, p. 308). Triangulation of qualitative data has been described as 

occurring through data triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, 

methodology triangulation, and environmental triangulation (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 

2011). That is, using multiple sources of data collection methods, sources of data, 
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multiple investigators, or multiple theories helps establish validity of a study’s findings 

(Denzin, 1978, 1989; Merriam, 2009). 

Denzin (1989) referred to “data triangulation” as studying phenomena at different 

dates and places, and from different people. Merriam (2009) described that triangulation 

using multiple sources of data involves comparing and cross-checking data collected at 

different times and places or interview data from people with different perspectives. The 

use of multiple sources of data can provide more evidence to support emerging themes 

and helped to identify any inconsistencies in the data (Creswell, 2013). Environmental 

triangulation involves the use of different locations, settings, and other important factors 

relating to the environment in which the study took place (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 

2011). 

Although this study obtained data only from interviews with five 4-H club leaders, 

the context or learning environment of each club and the experiences of each leader 

interviewed were unique. In addition, the locations and times for interviews were 

customized for each leader. This helped the researcher “triangulate” the data and 

increased the confidence in the findings. Additional field notes were recorded before 

and after the interviews. These multiple sources of data helped the researcher to 

determine if the data converged, that is, led to the same finding (Yin, 2011) or in the 

case of a phenomenological study, a shared “essence.” 

Understandably, the validity of these findings might have been further 

strengthened if the researcher examined documents, such as project books and reports, 

or conducted direct observations of club youth in action. This was not logistically or 

realistically possible given the time frame for the study. Future studies including the use 
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of these strategies may lead to an even broader and more holistic understanding of 

learning processes in the 4-H club. 

Peer review and debriefing. Peer review and debriefing provided external 

reflection and input on the study. To ensure the interview questions had the best chance 

of uncovering the rich descriptions needed for the scope of the study, the draft 

questions were reviewed by a “panel of experts” prior to IRB approval and actual 

interviews (Appendix B). This included a county 4-H agent who was also a past club 

leader and the 4-H curriculum and evaluation specialist. Feedback was provided and 

utilized in the revision of the interview guide. This process ensured a more valid and 

reliable set of interview questions for gathering the depth of descriptive information 

needed for the study. 

Member checking. Stake (2010) described “member checking” as a way to seek 

accuracy in collected data from interviews. Researchers conduct member checking by 

sharing interview transcripts, analysis, or drafts of the final report with research 

participants. This helps to ensure that researchers represent the perceptions, ideas, and 

experiences of participants accurately. In this study, the researcher shared the 

transcripts and analysis with the 4-H leaders participating in the study. The researcher 

informed leaders of the intention to “member check” prior to scheduling interviews. After 

the interview was transcribed into text, the researcher asked each community club 

leader to review a copy of the transcribed text for accuracy and to note any areas that 

needed correcting (Appendix F). Leaders provided approval of their transcribed 

interview via e-mail. 
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Rich, thick description. Obtaining a rich, thick description of the phenomenon 

allows the reader to enter and understand the research context. Transcribed interviews 

from 4-H leaders and youth, along with the detailed observations, provided a rich 

textural and structural description of the experiences within the club. Transferability 

addresses how well the findings from a study can be transferred to other similar groups 

(Ary et al., 2006). These rich descriptions provide better transferability of the study’s 

findings to other similar groups in 4-H or in other volunteer driven programs. 

Clarification of researcher’s bias. Researchers must reflect on their own 

subjectivity and how it will be used or monitored in the research. This researcher shared 

her subjectivity statement and made an honest effort to avoid biases in the analysis of 

the data. A subjectivity statement communicates any biases of the researcher related to 

the phenomenon of interest. Ary et al., (2006) stated that the researcher can be a threat 

to the transferability of the findings of a study. In an attempt to limit or eliminate this 

threat, the researcher produced a subjectivity statement to communicate any biases 

related to experiential learning. This process of looking “inward” by the researcher 

helped her to realize these possible biases, focus on the lived experiences of 

participants, and evaluate what they knew about experiential learning. By relying on 

these multiple methods of data collection and measures for validation, the findings and 

conclusions in this study were viewed as being more valid and reliable than interviews 

alone. 

Data Analysis 

Since multiple interviews were involved, the researcher spent extensive time in 

transcribing, reading, and reviewing the transcriptions after each interview series was 

complete. To prevent over-simplification or loss of meaning within the data through 
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summarization, all transcription of text from oral to written form was generated as close 

to verbatim as possible (Patton, 2002). Conventional notation was used to indicate 

where breaks in conversation occurred, such as pauses in speech, emotional 

responses, stuttering, or wording that was not understood. All completed transcriptions 

were cross-checked with interview recordings, notes from club observations, and field 

notes. 

The analysis of qualitative data generally follows a five-step cycle (Yin, 2011). 

These steps are: 1) compiling, 2) disassembling, 3) reassembling and arraying, 4) 

interpreting, and 5) concluding. Yin (2011) described the “compiling” phase as important 

in helping the researcher become familiar with the data collected. To achieve this, the 

researcher first listened to the audiotapes multiple times, and at the same time checking 

for accuracy of transcriptions. Yin (2011) described “disassembling” as possibly coding 

or labeling the data according to selected words or phrases found within the data. As 

this researcher read through the transcripts, potentially important phrases were 

highlighted. 

Creswell (2013) stated that phenomenological data analysis goes through a 

methodology of reduction, an analysis of specific statements and themes, followed by a 

search for all possible meanings. The transcendental emphasis in this study required 

the researcher to set aside her prejudgments as much as possible, thus bracketing the 

researcher’s own experiences related to the phenomenon. The process is called 

transcendental because the researcher must see the phenomenon and the data 

provided by the study participants “freshly, as for the first time” (p. 34) and be open to its 

totality. The researcher used the modified Steven-Colaizzi-Keen method of 
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phenomenological data analysis (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). These steps are 

described as follows: 

Step 1. The researcher reviewed her own subjectivity statement to refrain from 

pre-judgment before any analysis was done.  

Step 2. After each interview series was complete, the interviews were 

transcribed and reviewed. The researcher compiled and read through each transcribed 

interview multiple times to become familiar with what each leader said. Significant 

statements were underlined and open coded. This step created the initial 

horizonalization of the data as described by Moustakas (1994). 

Step 3. These significant statements (or horizons) were then pulled from the 

transcripts and placed in an Excel spreadsheet. This allowed the researcher to identify 

the range of descriptions and perspectives provided by the leaders. Moustakas (1994, 

p. 95) described the horizon as “the grounding or condition of the phenomenon that 

gives it a distinct character.” 

Step 4. These significant statements were then grouped into larger units of 

information that Creswell (2013) called “meaning units” or “clusters of meaning.” These 

meaning clusters then helped establish themes. Initially every significant statement was 

treated equally or as having equal value. This step allowed the researcher to delete 

those statements that were irrelevant to the topic and other statements that were simply 

redundant or overlapping. 

Step 5. The researcher then used Excel capabilities to sort the data according to 

similar themes. Additional codes were developed as data sets were further examined. 

Data in tables consisted of significant excerpts of text, meaning summaries, descriptive 
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coding, and thematic domain. The interview data were then reexamined for any 

additional patterns of thoughts from text. Examining and reexamining the data 

throughout the study helped the researcher to see new or emerging patterns of possible 

meanings throughout the analysis. The analysis process was fluid in that possible 

multiple meanings in the text were uncovered as the researcher became more familiar 

with the data. This step required the researcher to engage in epoche because of the 

interpretive process involved (Moustakas, 2013). In order to use imaginative variation, 

the researcher had to consider all possibilities regarding situations or contexts, 

influencing the phenomenon. 

Step 6. Once major themes were uncovered and developed, the researcher 

developed textural and structural descriptions for each leader’s experiences with the 

phenomenon of experiential learning in the club. These descriptions have been 

provided in the first section of Chapter 4. The findings are organized according to the 

major themes uncovered in relation to the research questions. Throughout the analysis 

the researcher reflected on the setting and context of the club, along with the leader in 

which experiential learning processes were experienced (Creswell, 2013).  

A collective composite description of leaders and findings from the study is 

described in the second part of Chapter 4. The “essence” of how experiential learning is 

perceived as a phenomenon in the 4-H club setting has been revealed in Chapter 5.  

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 3 presented an overview of the methodology used in the study. 

Qualitative approaches were used in order to gain a more detailed understanding of the 

phenomenon. A phenomenological study describes the meaning that individuals make 

of their lived experiences of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). A phenomenological 
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approach was used in this study to explore and examine how 4-H leaders come to know 

and describe experiential learning, how they perceive experiential learning as being 

integrated in the 4-H club setting, and how their perceptions and described experiences 

reflect components of experiential learning. Creswell (2013) indicated that using a 

phenomenological approach for a study is appropriate when it is important to 

understand how several individuals make meaning of their experiences with a common 

phenomenon. The researcher’s subjectivity statement described the researcher’s own 

beliefs about experiential learning. The methodology used in this study aligned with the 

foundations of transcendental phenomenology. Transcendental phenomenology follows 

the process of Epoche, phenomenological reduction, and imaginative variation 

(Marshall & Rossman 2006; Moustakas, 1994). 

4-H community club leaders were selected as the participants for the study. This 

study was based on a purposive sample and used a set of criteria to select participants. 

This study adapted Seidman’s (2006) phenomenological approach to interviewing in 

which the researcher conducted three separate interviews using open-ended questions. 

This interview process helped 4-H leaders reconstruct their experiences within the club 

in order to find evidence of experiential learning processes. Measures of validation 

included triangulation, peer review and debriefing, member checking, and providing a 

researcher subjectivity statement. 

This study adapted Steven-Colaizzi-Keen method of phenomenological data 

analysis (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). This analysis involved the bracketing of the 

researcher’s beliefs about the phenomenon, transcribing and coding the interview data, 

developing a list of significant statements or horizonalization of the data, grouping the 
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data into meaning units, developing textural and structural descriptions, leading 

ultimately to the “essence” of the “what” and “how” leaders experience the phenomenon 

of experiential learning within the 4-H community club.  
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter features the textural and structural descriptions for each of the five 

study participant’s experiences with the phenomenon of experiential learning in the 4-H 

community club. The five leaders in the study were Ella, Ruby, Marta, Anna, and Eve. 

Each leader met the selection criteria and had been recommended for the study by their 

county 4-H agent. Each leader was from a different county and different regions of the 

state were represented. The interviews took place from December 2014 to March 2015. 

Table 4-1 provides a comparative “snapshot” of each leader and her club youth. 

The researcher utilized Seidman’s (2006) three-interview phenomenological 

approach with each leader. The three interviews were designed to help leaders 

reconstruct their experiences within the club. Each interview helped establish the 

context for the next interview. Open-ended questions in each interview allowed leaders 

to look back, reflect on, and share their club experiences with the researcher. This led 

some to a deeper understanding of experiential learning and their own role in the 

learning process. 

The findings are presented here in two sections. In the first section, each leader 

and club are described in a brief overview, followed by deeper structural and textural 

descriptions uncovered through the interviews. Leaders described their beliefs and 

experiences related to the phenomenon of experiential learning in their club. Themes 

were uncovered and organized according to the research questions. Within these 

themes significant findings and components of experiential learning were identified and 

described for each leader. The second section of findings presents a cross comparison 
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of the leaders on significant patterns found in the data and summarizes the findings 

from leaders. Some findings were unique to a particular leader but still viewed as 

significant in this research study, and also included. 

Club Leader 1 - Ella 

Introducing Ella and Her Club  

Ella was the organizational leader of a 4-H community club but has also been a 

project leader of a club in the past. She has been involved in 4-H for 12 years and a 

club leader for ten years. Most of the youth in her club were homeschooled, but some 

did attend public schools. There were 12 youth in her club. They ranged in ages from 5-

18 years (Table 4-1). Ella’s club existed in a semi-urban and rural setting. The club met 

once a month for two to four hours. They held meetings at a community center or at the 

county Extension office. Club youth were involved in a variety of projects, including 

marine science, sewing, camping, robotics, clowning, forest ecology, citrus, and 

electricity. Her project leaders were typically other parents. Ella had a strong emphasis 

on public speaking and club members were often involved in demonstrations and 

illustrated talks at county and state levels. 

Becoming a Leader 

When Ella first started in 4-H she was homeschooling her own children. She got 

involved in 4-H because she was looking for a “community of like-minded parents” and 

hands-on learning opportunities for her children. 

We were learning about 4-H and we got it…but the hands-on part of 
learning in a community of kids and like-minded parents was what we are 
looking for…and you want to plug into that one community. So when you 
are seeing there is a community of kids, and you know they are learning 
this, and they’re learning about natural resources, and they are learning 
about wildlife. To you, as a parent, this is amazing…when you bump into it 
you think…this is exactly what I needed!  
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Ella also got involved in 4-H because of the many learning opportunities and 

resources it offered her family. Although she did not have a college degree, she had an 

immense love of learning. “Because I want to learn about archery, because I want to 

learn about marine ecology, I want to learn about forest ecology.” She even saw herself 

as having “earned” a degree for all she had learned through her 4-H experiences. She 

also wanted to pass on her love of learning to her own children and to others. “I had to 

learn so I could teach others.” 

Ella felt she had “tapped into something” because 4-H had the resources she did 

not have at home and gave her the opportunity to grow and expand, not just as a club 

leader, but as a person. 

It helps you rethink other ways of thinking and ways of teaching. So as an 
adult…you learn different methods of teaching, and you also learn 
patience…You learn how to lead…and you use that in other areas and in 
your life. So, I am stretching myself and I am looking for ways to make it 
exciting…So that is where my growth lays in. 

Ella saw the value of 4-H through her own children’s achievements in the club. 

She thought they were better leaders because of all the training they had through 4-H. 

This was another major factor for her being in 4-H. “So when you see your kids 

succeeding, that’s when you see so much value in the 4-H program.” Because of this, 

she wanted to continue in 4-H even after her children graduated.  

So you are in an organization that you are gleaning and learning so much 
from people who are in the know and the resources, and the books, and 
you are like…this is perfect…this is exactly what I need for my kids…So 
you continue, even when they are done because you see the value in it. 

Ella had a great desire to not only make her own children’s lives better, but also 

the lives of other children and to make the community a better place. Ella was a very 
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passionate leader and wanted to encourage parents to foster a love of learning in their 

own children. She knew that being involved in 4-H gave her this opportunity. 

Previous Education and Training 

Ella felt her county 4-H agent was the biggest source of learning for her. Having 

the agent always available and accessible was critical to the success of her club. 

It’s learning through your agent...if you have direct communication and a 
good relationship with her, which you should, then I would always call her 
and I would say “What do you think about this or that or am I doing this 
right?” So you are learning from her, you are watching everything she 
does. Watching how they relate to the kids. And that is really important - 
how they teach and how they relate to the kids. The agent is really the key 
person here to be honest. 

She emphasized that a leader had to feel confident she was always welcomed by 

the agent for a one-on-one meeting, if it became necessary. If issues or problems 

arose, Ella felt her county agents would listen. “They would always say ‘Yes, can you 

come on a certain day and we can discuss?’ She’s the one that you are learning 

through. The materials, the website, but more than anything else…it’s the agent.” 

Ella realized there was a great learning curve in understanding how 4-H clubs 

worked and were managed. Ella felt she had made many mistakes along the way, but 

her agent always encouraged her to learn from these mistakes. Having this level of 

support was important to Ella and helped her overcome many obstacles she faced as a 

4-H club leader. 

Ella’s agents offered many ideas and resources for her club. She felt her agents 

were well connected to other people and organizations. She depended on her agents 

for help in finding speakers, resource materials, field trip sites, and community service 

contacts. She felt her agent was critical to the success of her club. Ella viewed her 
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agent as a role model for her, other leaders, and parents in the county. Whatever 

agents did, leaders and parents looked to model the same behavior in their club. 

I don’t think they even understand or fully grasp that they are being 
watched…But whenever an agent is having an event or activity, every 
single parent there and every single leader is making mental notes. She’s 
making mental notes of how you spoke, who you spoke with, how you 
presented yourself, because she (leader/parent) is going to imitate that. 
She is going to imitate an agent…in her own club…she is always going to 
imitate that agent. 

Ella enrolled in a number of training sessions on volunteerism through distance 

learning at her county extension office. Another county training session she attended 

focused on the different ages and stages of youth and the educational approaches 

used. Ella talked with her agent after these sessions if she had any questions or had 

other club matters to discuss. Ella did not remember taking a specific training on the 

experiential learning model. She felt what she had learned had been beneficial in 

helping her understand more about learning in 4-H. She often shared what she had 

learned with other leaders in her county. In sharing this information, she learned more 

about teaching others. 

Their county also held a leader’s meeting each month. These meetings provided 

leaders with important information on upcoming events and gave them time to have 

their questions answered. These meetings were generally well attended by the county’s 

club leaders. 

Her Role as Club Leader 

Ella was the organizational leader for the club and performed a variety of roles. 

She viewed the leader as someone who had to have the “big picture” of the 4-H club. 

She warned parents that understanding 4-H took time. To foster these ideas and 
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provide parents with club information, she met with parents while youth were working 

with project leaders during club meetings. 

So that gives me an opportunity to reach out to the parents…to let them 
understand that this is what we are doing and this is why…Once the 
parent gets the idea of the why part, not only the why, why we are doing 
this, and they catch on. In turn, they make it happen, they help us make it 
happen and that is critical. 

Ella also wanted parents to know that in order to achieve the greatest learning 

benefits for their children, 4-H needed to be a long-term investment and commitment. 

I need to explain to them what we are doing, why we are doing it, and to 
let them understand 4-H…to see it as a long term involvement in the 
organization to get the maximum results and not “we’ll just do it this year, 
or maybe we’ll think about this year, or maybe we won’t do it...but if you do 
it every single year, you will see so much growth in your child.” I have to 
let them see the big picture in their child’s life and to think of it as long-
term because that is when the best results are. 

To illustrate this, Ella described a story about her own young daughter’s first experience 

giving a talk in 4-H. 

The first day my daughter did a little talk in front of her peers, all she was 
able to do was…she just sat on a bench and it was on snails and she had 
her little board…and I reassured parents, “If this is all your kids can do, I 
am ok with it, because they are not going to grow within a year. It will take 
several years to see results…You have got to see yourself in five years. 
Don’t worry about next month.” 

Ella stressed that parents sometimes become overwhelmed with 4-H and all the 

activities and events it involved. Ella saw herself as someone who was not just leading 

the youth but leading the parents as well. “You cannot tell a new parent that we are 

doing 25 things and that it’s all going to be in the book, because they will freak out!” Ella 

felt her role was to orient new parents to the 4-H program by taking “one step at a time.” 

For Ella, these meetings with parents were also important for recruiting their help in 

future events and activities and to get their input on club ideas or plans. 
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I was meeting with the parents letting them know what was coming up, 
what the kids were doing, and this is what the kids decided to do. What do 
they all think? So there they could speak and they could make 
opinions...and how they could help out. And that is where you recruit 
parental help. 

As a leader, she wanted parents to understand that 4-H was not about competing 

and getting trophies, but about what youth were learning and that “having a trophy is not 

the end all. It is what the child is learning that is critical.” She considered trophies to be 

motivating factors and wonderful to have, but you want your kids to learn and to get 

something out of that experience. 

When club youth and their project leaders engaged in learning activities, Ella 

described her role as a “behind the scenes” person who provided support and 

encouragement. Yet she refrained from interfering or interjecting her opinions or ideas 

into the activities lead by project leaders. This was not the case when she first started 

as a leader. Her own daughter, a member of the club, helped her realize that the way to 

support a project leader was not to interfere or tell him or her how to teach an activity. 

I did that in the beginning, and it was like “Hey let’s do it this way!” Then 
my own daughter said “Mom, don’t do that. If the leader really knows what 
she is doing, you can go in there and smile and clap when they are done 
with it, but…you are not in there to tell the leader how they are going to 
teach...Don’t intervene to say ‘Teach it this way!’ That is the wrong 
time…You already prepared them. They know what they are going to 
teach. They know the goal…you want them to see you as someone who is 
supportive.” 

Over time Ella learned how to encourage and support her project leaders. She 

wanted them to grow and expand as project leaders and develop their own leadership 

roles and skills. She viewed herself as a mentor to them and provided them with 

opportunities to grow as well. 
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As the “big picture” person, Ella kept the club organized and made sure the club 

was on task to achieve their goals by the end of the year. Ella felt she played an 

important role in helping youth achieve their project goals and getting them to finish their 

project books. Again, she felt that project leaders might not see all this. At the same 

time she wanted to make learning interesting, relevant, and fun. Like youth, she too had 

to be motivated and excited about a subject area and then had to express this 

excitement to youth. She knew if she could present something in a fun and exciting way, 

then youth would keep coming back. Ella described the challenge as a leader was in 

making some activity both relevant and fun. She also wanted to open a parent’s eyes as 

to how to make the topic exciting so that learning about the subject would continue at 

home. Within actual club activities, Ella would often initiate things but allowed youth to 

take care of the rest. She wanted youth to have a voice and make choices about club 

decisions. She wanted club activities to be in the hands of the project leaders and older 

youth. 

As the club leader, she connected club youth to new resources and project ideas 

to help youth think “out of the box.” She was familiar with the resources in the area and 

worked with her county agent to obtain additional resources. One such learning 

opportunity was described this way: 

My co-leader and I have done marine ecology for so many years and now 
working on robotics…How do we combine the two and get it to a new 
level? You know that is fascinating. If we can combine this vast knowledge 
that we have on marine ecology, and think about robotics and technology, 
and how to combine the two, in order to have the kids think outside of the 
box and have them think later on in life. 
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Involving Parents and Other Adults 

Ella often recruited parents to be project leaders. Project leaders were primarily 

concerned with helping youth complete their project books and other project 

requirements. She described a story about how one parent was recruited to teach youth 

about clowning. 

There was a mom who knew clowning and she said “You know…I would 
like to teach clowning!” And I thought, hold-on, I think 4-H has a clowning 
book…So we can turn it into a project book and they can get all kinds of 
credit for it. So she said that was perfect…I spoke to the kids about it…So 
the mother gave them some lessons on clowning, and she and other 
people taught them about ballooning. 

Sometimes a project leader had special training or expertise in a topic, and was 

willing to teach it or “who is willing to give it to kids in different ways, not just one way” 

and is “not going to stand there and talk the whole time,” but would make it relevant. To 

best support project learning, Ella tried to recruit those who had some expertise and/or 

passion in the project areas her club selected. Although these “experts” were often 

parents, others outside of the club were also recruited to help. 

So we do have outside people that we want to come in and teach us 
whatever is their passion…if they are working on that project, we want to 
tap people who are in that project area. Yea, they specialize. Mothers 
aren’t gonna specialize necessarily. She’s not a marine biologist…she can 
come and maybe do basic things with the (4-H) contest…She’ll do that 
part. She will do some minor things, and I don’t necessarily have any 
expectations from a parent that she is going to be an expert. 

Sometimes those recruited to lead a project area did not have expertise in the topic, and 

required guidance. If this was the case, Ella often provided a brief outline for them. Ella 

described the important role these project leaders had in the learning process. 

Ella stressed that having parents involved in the club was very critical to the 

club’s success. She could not manage the club without them. As a result, she required 
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the parents or some older family member to be at every club meeting. At the same time 

she gave them strict requirements about staying in the background. This was because 

of the potential negative impact they could have on their own children if they spoke up 

too much. 

Parents for the most part are quiet at the business portion of our 
meeting…They are not to make comments or interject. This is what we 
discovered and learned. When you have a club meeting and all the 
parents are present and talking and interjecting and giving opinions, what 
happens is the kids don’t speak up. And you want the kids’ inputs. This is 
their club…So you tell the parents at the beginning of the year…that 
parents during the business portion are not allowed to speak. They will all 
have a chance to speak or give opinions later. But if we allow the parents 
to speak, the kids automatically stay quiet. 

This also was true in club activities, especially where youth were involved in 

doing leadership or leading activities, community service, and civic engagement. She 

did not want parents, other than project leaders, doing too much because parents might 

want to take over. “If the parents are talking, leading, and teaching, then what are the 

kids doing?” 

Ella also had some parents who were just uninvolved with their children. These 

parents sent their children to club meetings and just dropped them off. Ella explained 

that her club had to make some exceptions for these families so that the children could 

still be involved in 4-H. 

Ella described challenges in recruiting club help. She pointed out that parents 

were not experts and were fearful of being asked to volunteer too long term. In order to 

recruit their help, she offered two key elements: 1) make their volunteer period short 

and 2) base their involvement on their interests and what they enjoyed doing, too. This 

was especially true to get the fathers involved. Recruitment was easier if these 

elements were involved. 
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Beliefs on Learning in the 4-H Club 

Ella viewed 4-H as creating a supportive learning environment contextually 

driven by the 4-H culture. She identified a number of factors that she felt contributed to 

learning experiences in her club. 

Influence of caring adults. Ella was aware of how youth benefitted from having 

a caring adult mentor. These adults took time out of their schedule to teach the club 

youth. Ella knew that the one-on-one relationship youth often had with an adult in 4-H 

was critical. 

Whether it is having a great speech or learning about this animal, or 
learning about STEM or robotics…the fact that it is a community 
organization and you are having that connection with that adult. I think that 
is the critical thing here, that’s the key thing. 

Ella felt the benefits of this relationship were connected to other facets of 4-H. “They are 

interacting with the world…with their community and making it a better place. They are 

leading, they are learning, they are serving, and they are benefitting from a caring 

adult.” 

Influence of social context. Ella felt the group community or social context was 

important in helping club youth learn and grow. Over time, the children not only learned 

things on their own but from each other. Ella described a situation where a young 4-H 

member was to give a talk at the club meeting on a marine animal. He watched others 

give their talks and when his turn came, he walked to the front of the group. However, 

he had difficulty speaking in front of his peers, so he just said a couple sentences, and 

sat down. Ella did not focus on what he didn’t do but how he was learning from what 

others did. 

So that child, if that is all he can handle with regard at the club level…but 
you know what. He is sitting there and he is learning from the research 
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that the other little six year old did at home. So he learned from that child 
and that child learned from the other child. So they are learning from each 
other. So that is why the group community is so critical, because you are 
learning from each other’s research, and the work that they have done. 

As youth became more accustomed to seeing others do something they were 

afraid to do, like standing up and speaking in front of others, they were not only learning 

from each other but gaining more confidence to do the same, because speaking in front 

of others was a “natural” thing to do in 4-H. 

And he is also seeing another little five or six year old…doing his talk. So 
after a while it becomes natural to that child because we are doing it at 
every single meeting and seeing someone else give a talk. So that is one 
way that he is learning and that everyone else is learning…and that is real 
critical because they are doing their reading research, they are bringing it 
in, and learning from each other. 

This often happened with young new members in the club. They often came into the 

club shy or “terrified of having to talk to talk or share anything.” But as they watched 

other youth get up and speak, they gained more confidence to do the same. Over time, 

this fear subsided and youth grew in their speaking skills. These situations helped move 

youth out of their comfort zones. 

Youth mentoring youth. Mentoring opportunities were encouraged and fostered 

in within the club. Projects often involved having older, more experienced youth, 

mentoring and teaching others about a project. Ella indicated that having older youth 

mentor and work with younger youth in the club helped youth develop leadership, 

communication, and social skills. 

Set goals and achieve them. Ella described how a child learned confidence and 

built self-esteem by setting and achieving short term goals. Ella’s own daughter, who 

had graduated out of 4-H, explained this to her. 
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She said, “4-H is about self-esteem, children are about self-esteem, you 
want self-esteem there…but self-esteem is not just about telling a child he 
is wonderful, he is great, he did a good job…Self-esteem is all about 
setting a short-term goal…and having a kid see that he arrived at that 
short-term goal…But a kid doesn’t think about ten years from now…What 
you want is a lot of short-term goals and for him to be successful at them.” 

Thus, to a child, self-esteem was a result of successfully achieving a set of short-term 

learning goals. Ella felt an accomplishment had to be made in order for this boost of 

self-esteem to happen. 

Group youth by ages. Ella broke youth up into smaller more homogenous age 

groups to better manage them and foster small group discussion. Breaking into groups 

was especially important when the club went on field trips. She often called beforehand 

and made arrangements to have different programs for each group at a field site.  

She felt this approach helped them learn better because of the age differences. 

She felt that putting a five year old next to a 15 year old would eventually lead to a time 

when the older member would stop coming to the club. “It’s a whole lot different learning 

ability.” The older youth might feel left out because “in his mind we are doing all this little 

kids stuff.” 

Ella described that because Cloverbuds (5-7 year olds) had a shorter attention 

span, club leaders often had to make special arrangements for them. Keeping their 

attention span during business meetings was challenging because a Cloverbud would 

only sit and listen for so long. Having a separate project leader for Cloverbuds was 

important in order to address their needs. After the business meeting was over, she 

provided young Cloverbuds with something on their own learning level. 

I think it is important to gear whatever you are doing to the age levels and 
just be careful of mixing the two groups all of the time. Because the little 
kids are okay with it, but the older kids are not. They are feeling that you 
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are not addressing their intellectual capabilities because you are watering 
it down for the younger kids. So, that was huge. 

To help address this, Ella made sure the Cloverbuds only talked in front of their 

own peers and not with the rest of the older youth. This way these younger members 

were less intimidated or terrified about talking because they only had to do it in front of 

their young peers  

Make activities fun and hands-on. One leader told Ella “that no matter what 

you do with kids…if you want them to learn anything, there has got to be an element of 

fun involved.” Ella called this her “mantra” and tried to put fun in every activity her club 

did. This was always in the back of her mind. Although leaders thought “learning” was 

the point, youth were thinking “fun.” The challenge was how to combine the two. 

Ella felt that making something fun was in the way the topic was presented. 

Some topics were naturally fun, others were less so but could be made more fun. For 

example, one year the youth chose astronomy, which Ella thought might be boring for 

some of the youth. 

I don’t think there was anything hugely exciting in anyone’s mind about the 
topic last year…To some kids that is fun, to other’s it is boring. But how do 
you present it? It’s key, that’s critical. It can be exciting. You can do a lot of 
hands on stuff with that, which we did, and at the end of the year the kids 
are thinking in their minds, “Hey this is exciting and this is fun,” but it was 
how it was presented to them! 

Ella felt that if a leader made a project fun then the kids would still be excited 

about the subject at the end of the year because of how it was presented it to them. She 

felt 4-H gave leaders the resources and the opportunities to make it fun. 

Along with making activities fun, Ella wanted to make everything as hands-on as 

she could. She felt this made the activity more fun. Some topics were harder to make 

“hands-on” than other topics. For example, how can a leader make learning about 
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government hands-on and fun? Ella described how the club developed a little contest 

with questions using buzzers. The buzzers got youth more engaged in trying to answer 

the questions. Every time they had an answer, they would hit the buzzer, making the 

activity more interactive for the youth. 

Keep parents interested. Ella was aware that if parents were not interested in 

what 4-H was doing, their children might lose interest as well. Ella knew that both 

parents and their children had to see the value of staying in 4-H. Keeping both happy 

and excited about 4-H was critical for a successful club, but keeping parents interested 

and coming back was a challenge. 

How do you keep parents interested in coming to meetings week after 
week and not having them burn out? The parents have to see an 
educational value in it. And they have got to see that their kids want to 
come…And once a kid tells them “But I don’t want to go there today, I 
don’t want to go!” Then the parent eventually, as educational as they 
might think it is…the pull of the kid, will pull the weight. 

Vary meeting activities and locations. Ella varied the meeting locations and 

activities in order to generate more excitement about a project area. She felt that getting 

youth and families out of the club setting and in the outdoors, or to other places doing 

things as a group, added excitement to the project. She saw this as being important for 

experiential learning to happen. Field trips were well attended, and parents were 

required to go with their children. Ella also broke up the monotony of meetings by 

bringing in guest speakers that supported project learning. These variations were 

viewed as helpful in keeping things exciting for the club. 

And the reason why that is important is you want to break up the whole, 
“Oh we are going to get together and talk about business”…and that can 
get weary sometimes and kids can get tired. And they can tell their 
parents, “Oh, I don’t want to go to 4-H again…that is boring!” That is why 
variety is important. So you have to have something else…That gives 
them something to look forward to. 
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Involve youth in club planning. Topics youth were interested in varied from 

year to year. A topic might have been popular one year but not the next. Ella used end 

of the year surveys to get feedback from youth and families on what they wanted to do 

in the following year. This information was important for the success of the club and to 

make sure youth did not get bored or tired of doing the same subject every year.  

Because you don’t want a club that is doing horses for ten years and the 
kids are getting tired. And they do get tired and you have to be careful with 
not wearing down the club with just one project for years in a row…and if 
you are going to do one project for years in a row, it has to be a fun 
project. 

Ella stressed the importance of involving youth directly in all aspects of club 

activities. However, she worked more closely with her officers and relied on their 

opinions regarding club activities. She got together with her officers first to get their 

feedback. This was easier than trying to get opinions of every youth in the club. Ella 

described younger members as naturally looking up to a club officer and they got more 

excited about something if the officers were also excited about a project or activity. 

Ella had to get every meeting organized beforehand. To do this she got together 

with her club officers prior to each meeting to talk about what they wanted to do and to 

develop the agenda with them. She considered their input crucial in guiding the club. 

Reward and recognize youth. Rewards and recognition have been an 

important part of the 4-H youth development program. Even though Ella stressed the 

importance of parents not focusing on the trophy as the goal, she described that getting 

the award helped to build confidence in that child. 

Describing Experiential Learning 

Learn by doing. Ella described learn-by-doing as “the process whereby the kids 

get some hands-on experiences on whatever the project is.” She felt these experiences 
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were critical for youth, “because there is only so long you can speak with a child sitting 

in a chair.” She felt 4-H provided lots of opportunities for this to happen. She gave an 

example of how she felt this process worked at the club level. 

We had (woman’s name) come in. She was one of the project leaders and 
for several meetings she would write to the kids ahead of time and say 
what ingredients we were going to do and from the nutrition book she 
selected something…Then the kids would bring in the ingredients…and 
together with her they would actually make it or bake it…After they 
finished cooking, she would go over something related to one of the 
ingredients. She might talk about it briefly. 

The young girls involved in this project later did a talk on this at the club level. To Ella, 

the girls’ presentation was a demonstration of what they had learned. To Ella, learn-by-

doing was not only the act being engaged in a cooking/baking activity but also involved 

the related learning experiences that occurred afterwards. 

Experiential learning. Ella described the process of experiential learning as 

“learning through an experience, as a hands-on experience, as opposed to book 

learning.” That is, youth were actually doing the activity. To illustrate this, she described 

the following hands-on experience and how youth shared what they learned. 

4-H is perfect for that model because the first thing you do is learn by 
doing something…Like when we built blue bird nesting boxes it was. You 
are doing something or creating something…Whatever it is you are doing 
it hands-on. The next step…is having the ability to converse and to be 
able to explain to others what he/she learned…So you first have the 
activity, then you shared it with someone, now when you do your little 
illustrated talk, or you share it at the club level verbally. 

Concrete experience. Ella was asked to describe a concrete experience. She 

gave an example of a trip in the woods where youth were with the county’s natural 

resource agent. The field trip was to help youth prepare for the state forest ecology 

contest. The youth went into the woods where they got to touch leaves, hear the birds, 

and listen to other sounds in the woods. Ella emphasized that having concrete 
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experiences forced children to think for themselves. Ella felt these kinds of experiences 

happened a lot in 4-H. 

Sharing and reflection. Ella viewed that giving an illustrated talk or 

demonstrations was an opportunity for a child to share what he or she had learned with 

their peers or others. This raised a question for the researcher as to how Ella, and 

perhaps other leaders, viewed “reflection” and “application” of learning in the club. 

These phases were not necessarily guided by questions posed by the leader but more 

based on the actions taken by the learner and the expectations for completing a project. 

Describing Club Structure 

The club year started in September, but Ella started planning the club year during 

the summer. She met with her co-leader and discussed learning and teaching 

strategies, how to get parents involved, ideas for possible field trips, and possible 

outside speakers for the club. She used the 4-H project books for ideas. They also 

brainstormed ideas on how to the projects could involve more hands-on activities. By 

the time they held their first club meeting in September, they already had club goals in 

mind. Ella and her co-leader also met with parents to find out how they could help. 

Meeting structure. Ella’s club usually met once a month. Each club meeting 

lasted approximately two hours. Meetings were usually held at the county Extension 

office or at a community center. Club officers conducted the business portion of the 

meeting. Business meetings followed a fairly standard template in which the club 

president called the meeting to order, everyone rose, pledges were recited, old and new 

business was conducted, followed by secretary, treasurer, and committee reports. In the 

business meetings the club presented a county council report, followed by a discussion 

of club finances, fundraising ideas, projects, county fair, community service ideas, and 
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plans for other upcoming events. Meetings provided opportunities for club members to 

make choices about what they wanted to do in these areas. The business portion lasted 

around 30 minutes. 

After the business meeting youth then split into groups for 45 minutes to work in 

their different project areas. Each project was led by a project leader. During this time 

youth were usually involved in hands-on activities related to their projects. Cloverbuds 

always went with their own project leader who led them in age appropriate activities. 

Project structure. Youth usually selected their projects at the beginning of the 

club year. Projects were done multiple ways. Club members either worked together on 

the same project over the year or did their own project. Group club projects included 

marine ecology, camping, and robotics. Her club also did multiple projects at the same 

time which involved multiple project leaders during club meetings. Members also had 

the option of working with another club on a project, if a child was interested in a project 

that Ella’s club did not offer. She explained that archery was an example and that 

another club had taken over this project. The child could also enroll in the club’s archery 

project yet still be enrolled in Ella’s club. 

Expectations. Ella had a set of expectations for youth in her club. For each 

project they were enrolled in, club members were expected to hand in a completed 

project book at the end of the year. They were expected to complete at least six 

activities as part of the project. Youth were also expected to do the following as part of 

their project: 

 A leadership experience - All club youth, not just club officers, were expected to 1.
engage in some form of leadership activity/experience. 
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 A speech, such as an illustrated talk or a demonstration in their project area. 2.
Youth created trifold displays to support and visualize what their talk covered. 
These talks were often done during club meetings, if the member was ready. 

 A community service project. 3.

 An exhibit at a county level event (i.e., county fair).The exhibit could be their 4.
trifold display. These were folding displays youth developed to highlight the major 
points of their talk or demonstration. Youth had to include pictures and words 
about their project area. 

Project books and reports. All these components, along with the project book, 

were then recorded into a club member’s personal project record/report at the end of 

the year. This project report also contained reflective questions about what they did and 

learned over the year. A section of the report asked youth to write their personal project 

story. To help youth complete the project record books, Ella provided a calendar online 

with all the dates of scheduled activities, such as club field trips, fair activities, 

community service activities, county events, or other group learning experiences. 

Club meetings were held with the projects in mind. Ella emphasized that the 4-H 

project books were critical and guided her club programs for the year. She felt the 

project books provided the framework and criteria for the project and determined the 

types of activities they did as a club. The project books helped the club stay focused. 

Ella described the importance of the project books in providing or guiding the process of 

experiential learning in club programs. 

They have the activities right in it. So the books are the one that provide 
the opportunity. They give us the vision…and provide the opportunity to do 
the experiential learning…That’s where you get the idea. You do not come 
up with this stuff on your own. You are not thinking this way. So the book 
helps you learn and think that way. 

Club members were expected to turn in a project report at the end of the year. A 

project report provided an end of the year overview on what the youth had done and 
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learned as a result of a project. According to Ella, the project report consisted of the 

answers to the report questions, the completed project book and/or record, the youth’s 

project story, and any pictures or other visual materials. Project reports and the project 

stories within were viewed as important reflective components of a project and 

discussed later in this study. 

Ella felt the project reports that the youth turned in at the end of the year were 

very important. All the activities they did during the year were recorded in the report. 

This included field trips, meetings, county events, leadership, and community service 

experiences were all part of their project reports. Activities were done at various times 

during the year. Parents were encouraged to help their children complete the activity 

pages in their project books right after they were done. But parents often did not do this. 

These pages were often not completed until the very last month of the club year. If so, 

Ella had each youth bring in their project book to meetings at the end of the year, and 

they went over it and filled in the pages as a group. 

Project stories. A project story was part of the project report. Ella went over all 

the project stories before they were turned in to the county. She checked them for 

grammar and spelling. Project reports were graded or judged based on a rubric. 

Children whose reports received high scores at the county level usually received small 

awards, such as medallions. 

Getting parents to understand all these components and how they were to be 

done as part of the project book and report was a big challenge for Ella. New parents 

often had a hard time seeing the benefits until the books and reports came together at 

the end of the year. 
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They won’t get it the first month. They won’t get it the second month…And 
we tell them, “You are not going to get it at first, but just follow the 
sequence.” Then at the end when they see how it all came together…the 
project and record book…everything we did. “This is what we were 
doing…doing all of this…because of a project record book at the end!” It is 
hard for them to understand and grasp it. 

Describing Club Experiences 

Ella was asked various questions on how she viewed youth as learning through 

different club experiences. Ella shared a great variety of experiences, not just related to 

meetings and projects, but also to community service, civic engagement and leadership, 

and competitive events. Through her stories and descriptions, the researcher looked for 

components and processes involved in experiential learning. 

Meeting experiences 

Giving talks or demonstrations. A major focus of Ella’s club was on helping 

youth learn how to speak in front of others. Even Cloverbuds were described as giving 

talks within their own group. These talks often happened as a part of their club 

meetings. Ella described a hands-on activity she used to help youth become more 

comfortable speaking in front of others. She asked youth to create their own clay figures 

of something they liked to talk about. 

We brought clay in and we had them with their hands make something 
that they were very interested in…out of clay…Let’s say it was soccer, and 
so he (a child) made a little soccer ball…So the child does something with 
his hands. Meanwhile he is thinking about what he likes so much about 
soccer. Or what he likes about fishing. And once he does that with his 
hands then he will go ahead…and talk about that. But he has something in 
his mind that he did with his hands, literally. 

Ella described another concrete experience where her daughter, who started in 

4-H as a young girl, did one of her first presentations in front of other club members. Her 
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talk was about the snails in her yard. As she talked she referred to a little display board 

(trifold) she had made. 

She pointed at the questions about the snail and to the different pictures 
that she had. She spoke about them…So we had a bunch of little garden 
snails…So we bring them into the classroom and the kids are all excited 
and looking into these little cups. My daughter shared the little snails and 
was all excited about it…and my daughter was all proud of herself 
because she was able to teach this. 

Ella fostered and encouraged “learning by teaching others.” She described it as 

“children teaching children,” and that a majority of their meetings involved youth talking 

in front of their peers. 

The child brings his trifold…and so in essence they are learning from each 
other which is the goal. So what you want at these meetings is that the 
kids speak as much as possible…they are leading, and they are teaching. 

Reflection. Ella stated that giving presentations about their project was a way for 

youth to share and reflect on what they had learned with others. 

One way they are reflecting is…For example…they had an animal they 
had to research. They would go ahead and research it…they would bring 
it to the club and they would talk about what they had already learned 
about it. That is where their talk came from and their board is at their 
talk…So they were sharing it in that manner. 

If these talks were done at the county or state level, they were usually judged. When 

Ella was asked if youth had any real opportunity to talk to or get feedback about their 

presentations from judges as part of a “reflective” component to the experience, she 

described this: 

I don’t want to say its feedback…in a way it is and in a way it is 
not…because the judges weren’t verbally saying yea or nay with the talk 
but they were just sitting there quietly, and just nodding and taking the 
whole thing in. 

Application. Ella viewed doing an illustrated talk as an opportunity for youth to 

apply something they learned. Ella described it as an opportunity to take something they 
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learned and apply it by teaching others about it. “When you do your illustrated talk that 

is when you are going to speak about the camping trip and what you learned there.”  

Ella felt that working together and doing talks and presentations at club meetings 

also helped youth learn social and group skills. She described how her own daughter 

applied these skills to her college coursework and group projects. 

And you know where that is helping my daughter? Now that she is in 
college, that experience working as a group... So she had to work with a 
group…They chose a country…And they had to put together a 
board…and it just sounded like 4-H…But they had to work as a 
group…and learn how to give and take…You’ll do A, you’ll do B, you’ll do 
C…and then do a talk. But the other girls asked her to do the talk when 
they were going to do the presentation. 

Project experiences 

Field trips. Field trips were viewed as supporting project learning through hands-

on experiences. When Ella described a project experience where she felt all three 

phases of the experiential learning model were involved. She described a series of field-

oriented experiences her club youth were involved in. These activities helped these 

youth prepare for a state competitive event. 

We had people come from Fish and Wildlife and then had the kids go out 
to the lake and bring in all different plants and flowers…physically. We 
took them to the office…and identified them and told them what they were, 
and (youth) were touching them and learning more about them. 

We also went out to the beach...and visited the little museums there…and 
at each one they had different activities for us…one was a scavenger hunt 
and…We went out on the water and the girl spoke about what we were 
seeing. We had a little boat trip and everything. 

Ella then shared another story about a trip to the beach where youth engaged in some 

exploratory activities where they could see, touch, and identify marine life. 

We went to the beach with one of the fathers. He took a dip net and took 
out little things on the beach and they were able to identify them. So they 
could look at them, touch them and identify them...It was so fascinating. 
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When we were all done, we took some of the beach animals...we put them 
in a bucket. A bunch of kids were crowding around that bucket on their 
own, we weren’t doing anything. We weren’t there telling them, you know, 
how to think…They are looking at it, lifting it up and touching it. One kid 
was saying, “Oh, I know the name of this one and that one!” to the other 
kids, and they are all so into it! 

She viewed these experiences as all being linked. “So in series of months we did 

many things that had to do with marine ecology.” 

Reflection. Ella felt “real learning had taken place” as a result because the youth 

were now sharing and telling each other what they had learned about the animals. Ella 

viewed this as a type of youth-directed reflection. Thus, she seemed to view reflection 

as happening more through social interactions taking place among youth than as a time 

where the leader-guided a discussion. Ella then described reflection on these previous 

activities as happening later at a club meeting and after all the trips and activities had 

been completed. This reflection was for the purpose of finding out what youth were 

interested in learning more about after these other experiences. “So when that was all 

done, the kids had a better idea of what part of marine ecology really grabbed their 

attention.” She then wanted youth to do an illustrated talk on something they were 

interested in. She asked youth, “So based on what you learned…what you’ve 

done…what caught your attention, and that you enjoy doing the most, and want to make 

that your ultimate talk?” 

Youth guided project learning. Ella described a number of stories where she 

felt youth made their own choices and guided their own learning through a project. For 

example, as youth worked on their projects and/or prepared for project related events, 

they often created their own games or other challenges in order to learn the material. 
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Ella described one example where a club member developed a game to help other club 

members prepare for a state marine science competition. 

So we had one girl and she brought in her little cards. The cards are 
pictures that we have from the marine ecology website of the different 
marine species, the different marine plants. So she went ahead and 
printed them out and she played a little bingo game…That way they 
learned it at home and looked at the pictures online. They came into the 
club and we made a game out of it. We got prizes. The kids were happy. 

Youth also made their own game-boards as interactive learning tools that expanded 

their understanding of a topic. These devices were also used in county events. 

The game-board is nice because it is so interactive. So my daughter had 
done one on astronomy last time. She had questions and answers. So 
people would come into the fair and then you try and do the game-board. 
And it has a little light if they answer it right. So that is another way that 
kids are able to expand on their knowledge. 

In Ella’s description, youth took learning from a project experience and built on it 

by creating another experience of their own choosing, such as building a game-board to 

learn more about electrical circuits. Thus, they used their imagination and applied 

previous learning to create these game-boards. These displays were interactive and 

also allowed other youth to learn from another project experience. 

Ella described another situation where girls in her club learned about food and 

nutrition from the county agent. They used a 4-H project book on nutrition as their guide. 

Afterwards these same girls taught this information at the club level. After these girls did 

this they were then selected to go to the state level and teach others. 

After the girls learned and taught all of these different things (at the club 
level), they were selected to go over to the state level and teach (others) 
what they had learned and build upon what they had learned and learn 
some more things, and then teach it to other kids. 
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Ella described that one year some of the girls in the club chose to do a clowning 

project. Once the girls learned about clowning, they then shared/taught others in the 

county about it through demonstrations, county events, and children’s parties. 

So with the clowning…the girls learned how to do balloon twisting. They 
also learned about the different clowns that are out here. They got their 
little clown uniforms. They did some parties just for free. They learned face 
painting…4-H invited the girls to do their clowning at (county event name). 
And they got credits in their books for community service. 

For a number of years, Ella’s club had also been involved in monofilament 

recycling projects as a community service project. For one county event, youth set up a 

display and had a monofilament recycling station to demonstrate as people came by the 

display. Youth at the display explained to those that came by the display about the 

impacts fishing line had on the environment and how to recycle it. 

We went and we had the whole monofilament station and explained it to 
kids so they can explain it to their own parents that when you are out there 
fishing…the importance of keeping the monofilament and not letting it go 
into the water. They have known for many years…how it gets tangled with 
the turtles and how harmful it is. So, she was able to put that in her little 
marine ecology project book as a community service, as an outreach. 

Ella viewed these teaching and mentoring activities as not only learning experiences but 

also as opportunities where youth could apply what they learned to another level. 

Learning and teaching challenges for youth. Ella pointed out that some youth 

struggled in their efforts to figure what and how to teach others about a particular topic. 

She realized the process of teaching something to others was a challenge and not easy 

for many kids to take on. 

So it was hard. I can honestly say at one point they were kind of struggling 
a little bit because they weren’t sure…and this is where it gets 
difficult…from what you read to glean out what you need to teach and how 
to present that. It was wonderful because it was challenging. The girls 
were like “I am a little confused, I am not sure how to teach this stuff. I 
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know the materials…I can see it, I can study it, but how do I speak of it? 
How do I say it?” 

Sometimes youth were intimidated by the fact that they were teaching something an 

adult normally taught or that they were younger or just shorter than the ones they were 

teaching. 

And it was funny because one of the girls said that it was a little 
intimidating because she was 17 and at that point she was teaching other 
17 year olds…and she says, “You would think that an adult would be 
teaching this.” And there were boys there who were taller than her and 
she is tiny…She was teaching kids her age or a little bit older. 

Ella felt these teaching experiences challenged youth to look at a particular topic 

in a different way - as a teacher. 

And I said to my daughter “The experience and the knowledge you have 
just gained, all of that has taken you all the way up to that level so that you 
are able to share something with kids your same age or maybe a few 
months older and feel confident about it, and feel that you can do this and 
you can teach!” 

Ella considered mentoring and teaching others a wonderful learning experience 

for youth, because doing so often took them out of their comfort zone and expanded 

their understanding of something. 

Reflection in project books and reports. Although youth began working on 

project activities in September, they may not record anything in the actual project books 

until the end of the club year. Thus, Ella viewed the timing of reflection on a project was 

more likely to occur at the end of the year when project books and reports were actually 

completed and filled in by youth. “Since September we are already in these books, but 

maybe not recording in them necessarily. Maybe we are not reflecting on them yet.” Ella 

described that the project report typically included reflective questions club youth have 

been expected to answer, such as, “What kind of issues or problems did you have 
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during the course of your learning activity?” or “What was the problem with the project 

and how did you overcome it?” This document recorded what the child learned and their 

experiences and challenges. This meant youth had to think back on the project they did 

and answer these questions on paper. 

An important part of the project report was the project story. Youth were highly 

encouraged to complete a project story. Ella explained that the project story was 

important because it was the child’s personal reflection of what they learned from the 

project. “Because at the end of the year when you have to do your project story, that is 

when you are going to do the most reflecting.” Ella wanted youth to do more than just 

write down what they did in the project story. 

When I do my project report, I am going to reflect and say, “Okay. I did 
this, I shared that, and what knowledge did I acquire at the end of the 
year.” That is where the project story comes in. That is where they are 
going to reflect and think, “This is what I learned. Not just what I did.” 

Ella emphasized the importance of having club members write down what they learned 

as a result of what they did. Parents were encouraged to help their child with this part. 

This was a real learning curve for the parents, because their children were not often 

“thinking as far as what they learned.” Ella wanted to help parents see the important role 

the project story played in the learning process. 

Ella described the role of the project report as no only helping youth to think 

through their past year, but to help them think about the next year, too. The project 

report asked youth to describe the project(s) they were interest in doing the next year. 

Did they want to expand on the same project or do something different? Ella viewed this 

as a way to help club youth reflect back on the past year and to think about what they 
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wanted to learn in the next year. To her, this provided youth with motivation and 

aspirations for achieving a set of goals. 

Building on multi-year projects. Some 4-H projects were only completed for 

one year, and others occurred over multiple years. Ella viewed multi-year projects as 

providing youth with more opportunities to expand and build on their project learning. 

I had a friend who did hens and chickens, and she did that for eight or 
nine years. But then one year she did an investigation on what they eat, 
then the next year she did the diseases, and so it progressed year by 
year. She did that for many, many years. 

Applying learning in future. Ella also described the application of learning as 

something that happened at a later time, and not necessarily as a phase following 

reflection and a specific experience. In addition, application was not necessarily viewed 

as a leader-guided phase. Instead, Ella believed the application of something learned in 

4-H was more likely to happen months or even years later in a youth’s life. To illustrate 

this, Ella described the story of a young girl who had been involved in the 4-H marine 

ecology contest for many years. She graduated from high school but returned to help 

Ella’s club. 

We had one girl that had already graduated out of 4-H, she was already 
18…She came back to the club and she was teaching the Cloverbuds. So 
she literally took over the whole marine ecology with the Cloverbuds. 
There was no book…But the girl had such vast knowledge of marine 
ecology that she was able to at every single meeting to do something 
marine related…And she was fascinated to begin with by marine ecology 
anyway because she did it for so many years…So it was just very natural 
for her to do this…So she came back and she was project leader for the 
Cloverbuds the entire year. 

Another story Ella shared described how her own daughter reflected back on 

what she had learned in a 4-H marine science project. Her college anatomy class used 

the same approach to learning was used in her 4-H marine science project. 
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She did the marine ecology event and she said that the whole time she 
was in her (college) anatomy class…The teacher had laid everything out 
the same so that the entire time she was going from one bone to another 
and different parts of the body…She said that the entire time the 4-H 
marine ecology event was on her mind because it was the same process, 
the same way of learning that we were doing at the club level or at the 
aquarium. So that same method of learning came back to her when she 
was doing the anatomy, and it was very familiar to her. 

Competitive event experiences 

The 4-H program offered a wealth of competitive events in which Ella’s club 

youth could get involved. These events are tied to many project areas and offered at 

county, and sometimes at district and state levels. Ella stressed to parents that the 

trophy was fun to get but was not the end all goal. What youth actually learned through 

the project and the experiences involved was the most important. 

Engaging the whole person. Ella told a story about a dance performance given 

by her daughter and another club member. At the event they performed as a team. 

Together they won the performance but only one trophy was available. The officials 

gave the trophy to Ella’s daughter. Ella’s daughter had many trophies so she passed the 

trophy to her teammate, who had none. Ella described her daughter as having learned 

from previous experiences what was important about the competitive process. Her 

daughter’s involvement seemed to go beyond the physical experience. 

So that one trophy won’t really make any difference, but the fact is she did 
not keep it to herself…The trophy, it’s a motivational thing but don’t set 
your sights on that as what you want the child to get…You want the child 
to learn and grow as a person. But the friend was thrilled with the 
trophy…That speaks volumes about my daughter’s values in life. It wasn’t 
about that one trophy it was…how do you influences someone else’s life? 
You are learning as a result of whatever the experience is! 

Application. Ella felt her daughter applied what she had learned by making the 

personal decision to give the trophy to her friend who did not have one. This sense of 



 

137 

generosity and contribution to another seemed to be an outcome of her daughter’s 

earlier learning experiences in the club. 

She took the trophy and handed to her friend because she didn’t have 
trophies at home. My daughter had tons but this other girl didn’t have any 
trophies. She had never won a trophy…Automatically when she saw that 
there was only one trophy for the both of them…and it was a beautiful 
trophy…she handed it to her friend. That was one of the best days of my 
life because she learned it was the experience that was important and… 
not the little trophy at the end of the year. 

Community service experiences 

Youth in Ella’s club were expected to participate in community service in their 

project area but other forms of community service projects were also done. Ideas for 

community service projects often came from the leaders, but some ideas also came 

from youth or parents. 

Expanding youth’s comfort zone. Engaging in community service projects 

often exposed youth to unfamiliar areas of life or settings. Ella described one community 

service project her club did every year that generated a great deal of excitement in the 

club. This service project brought youth out into the community interacting with senior 

citizens in nursing homes around Christmas time. Every youth had a role to play and 

they ran most of the program. 

And in the nursing homes our kids have done different things…if the child 
doesn’t play an instrument or doesn’t want to sing a song, they can be 
emcee that day…or some kind of leadership. It is all run by the kids. The 
parents are just helping out with rehearsals and stuff...we have a whole 
room…we usually have 40 to 50 senior citizens come to our programs. 
The kids are going to do all different performances for the senior citizens. 
So we have every child doing a little Christmas craft…after that we are 
going to give them the little ornaments to take to their rooms. 
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Ella felt this event provided youth with an opportunity to speak to another segment of 

the population, other than their own peers. Ella prepared youth for interacting with the 

seniors and how the experience might impact them. 

We don’t want the child to be afraid. They [senior citizens] are all in 
wheelchairs, and some of them have their mind clear…and can have a 
whole conversation with the child, but some cannot. But the kids are told 
ahead of time. This is what it is…some might not respond too well in 
sentences. 

Ella also wanted the youth to realize the impact they might have on these senior citizens 

and how their singing or even presence could brighten their day. Ella was proud of the 

youth who did the nursing home community service. They were basically “running the 

show” and “were doing it all.” Ella stated that doing community service had an influence 

on youth because it “expands their world and it expands their perception out there.” 

Reflecting in project books and reports. Ella’s club had the opportunity to 

reflect on what they did and learned in their community service projects in the final 

project report. The goals of community service were written down at the beginning of 

the year. Youth then worked toward these goals and later recorded how they achieved 

these goals in the project report. 

Community service goes in the project book…If you have something that 
you have a goal to work toward you make sure it is accomplished. It 
almost kind of forces you to start thinking about. “I have to do community 
service because it has to go into the book.” 

These reports were often done at the end of the 4-H year, even if the community 

service occurred much earlier in the year. Ella felt youth thought about what they would 

write in their final report, regardless of when the actual event was held. To help youth, 

Ella kept a calendar of all the activities they did. Ella tried to get the club together after 

the community service event, or perhaps at another meeting, to talk about what 
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happened. However, a dedicated time to reflect on a community service activity was not 

always convenient for the club. 

Application of learning. Community service activities not only engaged youth in 

real concrete experiences outside of the club, they also provided opportunities for youth 

to apply something they learned in the club to a different setting or situation. Ella felt 

every single project a child did in the club could in some way be applied outside the club 

or integrated into a community service project. For example, in one community service 

youth used their sewing skills to create little bear outfits for disabled children. Another 

community service involved a club member applying skills learned in a cooking and 

cake decorating project for their Sunday school classes. 

Sometimes the community service projects themselves helped youth apply their 

learning in new ways. For example, the nursing home community service was done 

every year. Those who participated before often mentored new ones about what was 

involved and how they could help. Another service project engaged the club youth in 

teaching classroom students about monofilament recycling. Youth had learned about 

monofilament recycling in the club. 

Leadership experiences 

Ella’s club also focused on providing leadership opportunities for youth. Ella 

viewed “leadership” as being integrated into all club activities – projects, community 

service, civic engagement, and club meetings. Youth also learned about leadership 

through county, district, and state councils, as well as a number of 4-H events where 

youth have opportunities to learn about the legislative process at state and national 

levels (i.e., 4-H Leadership Adventure Weekend, 4-H Legislature, 4-H Day at the 

Capitol). She indicated “they have been taught all these skills” and these experiences 
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helped youth learn how to lead others. Ella worked a lot with training the club officers, 

because she wanted them to be the “shakers and the movers” in the club. 

In Ella’s club, all youth were expected to complete a leadership experience in 

their project area. This leadership component was fulfilled if youth led or taught others 

about something in their project area. Thus, giving a talk, teaching, and mentoring 

others were also considered to be leadership experiences. 

Expanding youth’s comfort zone. At one large county event, Ella’s club had a 

table display they had put together highlighting their marine ecology project. Youth had 

to speak to “perfect strangers” about what they were doing in the project. Again, youth 

were challenged to step out of their comfort zone in order to expand their abilities.  

They are learning how to speak to the public. You know it is not easy to 
have a perfect stranger come to your table and you are ten years old and 
you have to establish communication in a subject area. It is hard for 
adults, so imagine a ten year old! So they were doing this and speaking to 
others…and they talked about the marine ecology and what they’ve 
learned. So they are sharing their learning with someone else who is a 
perfect stranger. 

Cloverbud leadership. The youngest members of 4-H, were not expected to 

have a leadership component. However, Ella still gave them roles to play in club 

meetings. She felt they needed to at least have simple opportunities, so she let them 

lead the Pledge of Allegiance during club meetings. Ella shared a story about one 

Cloverbud leading an activity after giving a brief talk on manatees to the club. This 

simple leadership role allowed this particular youth to be “in charge of the learning 

process” for those short moments. 

But the parents ask “But what can they do?” So I tell them “Bring in a 
coloring page of a manatee and then your child will be the one to give out 
the paper and crayons!” The Cloverbuds love this because they are in 
charge…So they give out the manatee and the crayons and they are 
telling the rest of the kids…“Now today we are going to…color in this 
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manatee. So let’s go ahead and color it in.” So you see how they are 
already thinking about leadership? 

Reflecting on one’s mistakes. Ella viewed reflection as a great way to learn 

from one’s mistakes. That is, on the way to becoming a good leader, one still made 

mistakes. Learning came from how you handled your mistakes. Reflecting on the 

mistake helped turn a negative into a positive the next time around. 

In any event that you do, something will go wrong. Let’s turn it around and 
make it for positive. And let’s tell the kids...”Ok, this is a big event, we 
worked really hard in it…but this is an opportunity for the whole club to 
learn…that sometimes things can go wrong when you are a leader. You 
could mess up here or there. But you know, you pick yourself up and you 
say…OK, it didn’t go 100 percent the way we wanted to…but it went well. 
And then now this is going to be an opportunity to think next time - how do 
we ahead of time, before any event, how can we foresee anything that can 
go wrong and how can we learn from our mistakes?...Let’s redeem it by 
learning something…and next time we won’t have that mistake.” That is 
how you reflect in leadership. 

Applying leadership skills. Ella described that what youth learned through 

teaching, or in county, district, and state councils, and/or state or national 4-H 

leadership events, was then brought back to the club and applied in club meetings and 

activities. “Those are skills they can bring into the club level, and help out at the club 

level to lead little kids.” Ella described these leadership opportunities as being 

experiential, because youth took something they had learned and gave it to others. That 

is, youth learned from their experiences and took the learning to other levels. Ella felt 

leadership experiences also helped youth “think beyond the moment.” 

Civic engagement experiences  

Ella provided a number of civic engagement opportunities for her club during the 

year. On one trip, youth went to the county offices to watch “government at work.” She 

described their initial reactions as they entered a building. 
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When we first met in the building at the bottom, they were scared. They 
were unsure of what we were going to do or how he (official) was going to 
react. What kind of broke the ice a little was when I told them “Don’t worry 
because the officers and I already had questions you might want to ask.” 
That really helped loosened them up…because in their minds this was a 
big government official…and they were scared…They felt very at ease 
after they went into the room and they sat down. 

This experience, like other experiences Ella described, seemed to bring children 

out of their comfort zone into a new situation that challenged them mentally and 

emotionally. This exposure not only involved a child’s senses, but the whole child. 

So, with Leg (4-H Legislature) the child actually gets a chance to sit in the 
seat of a real senator or real representative and they actually get to study 
bills and then they’ll go ahead and debate the bills. So they go through a 
period of time where they were researching and debating and learning 
how to do that…So the whole aspect of learning by doing, that is the 
strength of 4-H. 

Another opportunity was 4-H Day at the Capitol in Tallahassee. This event 

provided 4-H youth from all over the state with an opportunity to see and experience 

state government at work. They walked through buildings, saw government officials, 

and went through a mock trial in the capitol. Ella pointed out that youth were doing real 

“hands-on stuff” and not just sitting there but learning directly from the people at the 

capitol. Ella described how one time youth had the opportunity to actually meet with 

their state representative. Although they came prepared with questions to ask, the 

experience was intimidating at first. 

And they went in…and they were pretty intimidated because you are doing 
it at the state level at that point. So they went ahead and asked the 
questions and it was a really good feeling because these men, when they 
see youth they kind of want to give them you know, a little advice…like 
stay in school and how important it is and all the rest of it. 
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The club officers were usually the ones that spoke to government officials, yet 

Ella felt these types of experiences provided all club youth with first-hand exposure to 

how government worked. 

Challenges to the Learning Process 

Ella felt that developing hands-on activities for her club youth was sometimes a 

challenge. The challenge was how does a leader bring in something that is hands-on as 

opposed to just speaking to youth? To help her with this, Ella took time in the summer 

and looked at the project books to get ideas for hands-on activities and when they might 

fit in to the calendar. She gave an example using the forest ecology project. 

But at the club level, how do you do something that is hands on when you 
are doing forest ecology but you are not out there hiking? Hiking is easy 
and we did the hiking several times…But how do you do it inside the club 
with a hands-on element in the club which doesn’t involve just looking at 
screen or a book? 

Ella felt reflection was “by far the easiest” because of all the “sharing” they did at 

the club level and the illustrated talks and community services they did related to their 

projects. At the same time, getting parents to understand the important role of project 

books and project reports in reflection was a challenge for her. 

That has been absolutely the biggest challenge for the leader…Giving the 
parents and kids the knowledge and the vision that what you are doing will 
be in the book. They can try and start filling in the book now, but there are 
some things you cannot because a lot of it is reflection. Most of it is 
reflecting on what you do. 

Ella realized that waiting until the end of the year to help youth reflect on what 

they did and learned was perhaps something that needed rethinking. “It may be good to 

maybe expand on the reflecting part on a month by month basis, as opposed to doing it 

at the end of the year.” She indicated this would be a goal she would keep in mind for 

the future. Applying learning and moving to the next level in a project was also viewed 
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as challenging. Ella wanted to see how learning could go to the next level but creating a 

way or seeing how this happened was a challenge. She wanted to think about this. 

Reflections on the Interview, Experiential Learning, and Training 

Ella emphasized that youth enjoyed doing hands-on activities. “I do not think 

there is anything kids love more than doing something with their hands.” Ella also 

emphasized that using these approaches allowed youth to fail but to get back up and try 

again. “When they mess up, it is ok.” Ella also felt an experiential approached helped 

broaden a child’s horizon and open their mind to new things. Ella described the process 

as helping kids to “move out of their comfort zone.” Other benefits of using experiential 

learning approaches, as described by Ella, seemed more driven by the 4-H context and 

culture, thus making the distinction between context of 4-H from the processes involved 

in experiential learning more difficult. 

It gives them something to do outside of our media-obsessed youth. Just 
sitting around, watching TV all day long. That is what they are doing all 
summer. And it gives kids a reason, a reason for being…You know when 
they are serving others, particularly when they are serving other 
people…And they are looking at you as a leader serving others and they 
take that on to the rest of their lives…they go out there and they serve and 
they care about other people outside of themselves. And it gives kids a 
mindset that the world does not revolve around you. So you are doing 
something for someone else. 

Ella felt the interviews helped her become more aware of the different 

components of the model and gave her a chance to think about them more, especially 

reflection and application. She saw a need to do the reflection component more often, 

but also felt that leaders needed more training in how to apply learning to other levels. 

Thinking through and creating those opportunities…We haven’t quite 
thought that through as much as we should maybe. I think we need a little 
more training on how you apply it at the club level…and how to take it to 
the higher level of applying it elsewhere. It is something we need to think 
about. 
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Since project books were often the framework for a project and guided the 

learning, Ella suggested that 4-H specialists integrate ideas and suggestions on how to 

apply learning as part of the project books. Ella felt having this would help leaders think 

through the project more at the beginning of the year. Ella expressed appreciation for 

the opportunity to talk about her club and share her experiences. 

Club Leader 2 - Ruby 

Introducing Ruby and Her Club 

Ruby has been involved with 4-H for 40 years. She was in 4-H when her mother 

was a leader and eventually became a co-leader with her mother. She had been a club 

leader for 31 years, but her community club had been in existence for 40 years. The 

club was a combination of home-schooled youth and those enrolled in schools. They 

met twice a month at Ruby’s mother’s house. The club was located in an urban setting. 

Her club consisted of 17 youth, ranging in ages from 5 to 16 years old. Table 4-1 

provides an overview of Ruby and her club. 

The projects youth were involved in were sewing, food and nutrition, 

woodworking, and leisure arts. Her mother taught sewing, and Ruby taught the 

woodworking project. Both boys and girls were involved in each project. For service 

learning projects they collected and sorted plastic caps for the “caps of love” project in 

their community. For leadership, a number of club youth served as camp counselors. 

Becoming a Leader 

Ruby had a long history of her family being involved in 4-H. Ruby said she was 

simply “born into it.” Her grandmother enrolled her mother, aunt, and uncle into 4-H 

when they were ten years old. When her mother and aunt were 18 they started a club in 
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New York. When her mother married her dad they moved to Florida. Her dad then 

encouraged her mother to become a 4-H leader again, so she did. 

As a young child Ruby went to all the 4-H functions before she could even join. 

When Ruby was eight she joined 4-H. As a club member she did public speaking, 

breads, and flower arranging. After she graduated from high school she became a club 

leader with her mother. 

Ruby went to college and received a degree in medical technology. She then 

worked in a medical lab for a number of years. She then got married, had a daughter, 

quit her job, and then focused on being a mother. Her children were in her 4-H club. 

Ruby wanted to continue being involved in 4-H because her kids loved it and she 

enjoyed teaching what she knew. She considered 4-H a part of her family’s life.  

Previous Education and Training 

Ruby did not remember having any formal training she as a leader. She used to 

go to leaders’ meetings years before and thought her county 4-H agent held trainings at 

some of these meetings. Ruby described that her mother attended trainings and that 

she just “followed her (mother’s) lead.” Ruby felt that what she learned as a mother, 

such as cooking, sewing, and craft-working, helped her more as a club leader than 

anything she learned in college. When she was shown a picture of the experiential 

learning model during the interview, Ruby indicated she was not familiar with the model 

and did not recall ever learning about it through any leader meetings. 

Her Role as Club Leader 

Ruby was the co-leader of her club, but her mother was the overall organizational 

leader for it. Ruby felt she was both a guide and teacher, but wanted club youth to do 

most of the work themselves. She was always open and willing to answer any questions 



 

147 

from youth, but was also quick to let them know if she felt they were not ready to move 

to the next step. 

I teach them, you know…If they have an idea to make something, I will 
listen to what they have to say and then I will let them know if it’s possible 
to do that given their skill level. I may try and steer them into something a 
little bit easier, and then next year maybe we could try this…so I try to 
teach them. 

As a leader, she offered youth choices, based on what she felt they could do given their 

skills. She explained her approach this way. 

And we’ll explain to them “Look you know you are not quite ready, you’re 
not there yet.” So they have to realize that they are just not ready for 
that…We give them an option. “You can do this or this or this.” And then 
they pick which one they want. 

New youth often came into the club being very shy, but over time and through 

help and encouragement from Ruby and her mother, they opened up and gained 

confidence to speak in front of the group. Ruby described one situation like this: 

We’ve seen a lot of kids that come in that are very shy and they won’t say 
a word and then after a few years in 4-H…they’ll do it in front of the other 
kids. Then we ask, “Why don’t you try giving one at events day?” Then we 
work with them. 

She also encouraged youth to not to be afraid to talk to adults, such as contest judges, 

about their projects. 

And I tell our kids “Don’t wait for the judge to ask you anything. You go up 
there and tell them your name, how old you are, how long you’ve been in 
4-H, and what your project is and you start telling them how you did it 
because you know how you did it because you did it! Yeah, we helped 
you…we guided you…but you did the work!” 

Involving Parents and Other Adults 

Ruby did not allow any parents to be at club meetings because she observed 

that “children acted differently” when their parents were there. If they had to stay during 

the meeting, they did so in another room. Ruby did provide parents with information 
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about upcoming events and any necessary paperwork for them to complete. She did not 

hand this information to the youth, because she felt they would forget to give it to them 

or that it would have gotten lost. Parents were expected, of course, to obtain any 

materials their child needed for a project. Parents did not seem to have any other 

involvement related to their child’s projects during club meetings. 

Ruby was asked if parents ever said anything to her about what their children 

were learning and about their projects in the club. “It might be a good question…I don’t 

really know. I’ve never really asked the parents.” However, in Ruby’s club a lot of youth 

liked to cook at home and their parents would let them do so. Ruby described that 

parents sometimes came back and said their child made a dish at home based on what 

they learned in the club. 

Beliefs on Learning in the 4-H Club 

Ruby felt her club youth had lot of fun in the club because they were doing “stuff” 

and were socializing. She felt that the parents of the youth were happy with the club, 

“because their kids aren’t sitting on a little computer.” She felt her club youth stayed 

busy creating things they were interested in. Ruby felt that the choice of being in a 4-H 

club should be left to the youth involved. She knew parents who basically forced their 

kids into joining, and she could tell that they did not want to be there, and often ended 

up dropping out. But those who wanted to join often came to every meeting and were 

more into it. 

Set rules and expectations. Ruby wanted to keep things fun but made sure 

youth knew and followed the rules of the club. Ruby stressed the importance of 

establishing ground rules in her club and youth were expected to follow them. She 

expected them to be quiet when someone else was speaking and raise their hand and 
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wait to be recognized by the club president, if they wanted to speak. The younger 

groups, especially the five year olds, often did not know they needed to be quiet and 

pay attention at meetings. 

Learning important skills. Ruby felt 4-H wasn’t just about project learning but 

provided opportunities for children to learn important life skills. 

We don’t just teach them the projects, we teach them life skills. They have 
to know how to behave, they have to know how to get along with each 
other, show respect to each other, and they have to know how to 
share…how to be a good person. 

Moving beyond comfort zone. Ruby felt club experiences helped youth move 

beyond their comfort zone, because the club offered them opportunities they would not 

get at home. “If you are always in your comfort zone, you’re not going to learn anything 

different. We have them do things they normally wouldn’t be doing at home. Some kids 

don’t cook at all at home. Some don’t sew.” 

Choosing activities. When Ruby looked for or selected activities for the club, an 

important factor she considered was the skill level necessary for the activity. This was 

especially true for woodworking. If a child wanted to build a large bench but lacked the 

skills, Ruby would find more suitable options. The challenge with woodworking was that 

if a child made a mistake, a new piece of wood was needed, and the child had to start 

over. This cost the child time and the family money. Preparation time was also a 

consideration in choosing an activity. If an activity called for extensive preparation and a 

large number of youth were involved, there would not be enough time to do it unless 

she did the preparation herself. Ruby also believed that project activities should be 

interesting to the youth. To make sure, she gave youth a say in the types of activities 

selected. She did not believe in just telling youth what they were going to make. 



 

150 

Describing Experiential Learning 

Although Ruby was not familiar with the experiential learning model and had no 

real training, her descriptions seemed to indicate she understood important model 

components. 

Learn by doing. Ruby described “learn by doing” as a hands-on approach to 

learning where youth did most of the work. She provided an example of what this looked 

like in her club. Youth were in the kitchen working on a recipe. They did the work, but 

she described how she guided them through the process. 

Like in cooking…We ask them, “What do you do with the egg?” Some say 
“Oh, you just crack it in the batter.” I say, “No, you have to crack it in a 
separate bowl.” Then we say “Why do you crack it in a separate bowl?” 
Some say, “To look for shells.” I go “Well yeah, but you also want to make 
sure the egg is good. You got to smell it and make sure it’s good. If it’s a 
bad egg, and you put it in your batter you have to throw that whole batter 
out and you have to start over.” 

Experiential learning. Ruby described the process of experiential learning by 

going back to the idea of “learn by doing,” because that was how she felt youth learned. 

“I mean you can sit there and watch somebody do something, but you’re not going to 

learn how to do it unless you actually do it.” Ruby gave the following example of a 

situation where she felt all three phases of experiential learning were involved. 

Well I know (girl’s name) made some stuffed shells Saturday ...and she 
came here and she told the club how she made it…and then her dance 
school is having a party on Friday, and she’s going to make the stuffed 
shells again. 

Ruby indicated she provided feedback to the young lady and made suggestions 

to her about her dish since she planned on making the pasta shells again. Although 

Ruby was not familiar with the experiential learning model and did not specifically use 

the words often associated with it (do, reflect, and apply) in her description, her words 
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seemed to indicate there was a hands-on experience, a chance to “share” with others 

what the young lady did, and an opportunity to “apply” something she learned in another 

situation. 

Concrete experience. Ruby described that a concrete experience involved 

doing something with their hands and not just describing how to do something to 

another person or group. Ruby described that a hands-on approach helped youth 

remember things better.  

But if they showed me how they did it, like when the kids do 
demonstrations and stuff…It’s very visual and the kids they respond to 
actually seeing something done. I mean we can explain something to 
them, but until they actually do it, they’re not gonna understand it. 

Reflection. Ruby described the process of reflection as when they went back 

over something and described what they did. Ruby felt they did this at the club level in 

an informal way. She made youth stand up and say something about how they made it 

and what they did. 

Describing Club Structure 

Club meetings were held at Ruby’s mother’s house. Club meetings were typically 

two hours in length and held in the early afternoon from 1 pm to 3 pm. Ruby and her 

mother planned each meeting beforehand. What they did in the club was based on the 

time of year – before the fair versus after the fair, which was in January. Ruby and her 

co-leader mother encouraged youth to enter projects into the fair. This goal seemed to 

drive the completion of the projects and kept them on a timeline. Projects were worked 

on for the first hour. When youth first arrived they got their project materials from a 

basket or bag and began to work on them. They started from wherever they left off from 

the previous meeting. Ruby and her co-leader were there to help them. After an hour, 
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they had their business meeting. Their club had officers – an elected president, vice 

president, secretary, and treasurer. They also had a refreshment committee, and two of 

their members were county council delegates. 

Club business meetings were held around a big dining room table. At each 

meeting youth followed a general agenda. They did the pledges, went through the 

treasurer’s report, then discussed old business, new business, and upcoming events. 

Ruby and her mom usually took over and talked about past events to get everyone 

caught up, since some had missed meetings. Then they also talked about events that 

were coming up, like the fair. Then they adjourned the meeting. Ruby indicated that 

during club meetings, youth often provided suggestions on other activities or things they 

wanted to do as part of the club meeting. Ruby emphasized that what they actually did 

depended on the projects youth were working on. 

After the meeting youth went back to working on their projects. The club’s 

secretary kept records of who was doing what project and how far along they were by 

the end of the year. If a child got behind on a project, the leaders set up additional 

meeting times in order to help youth get their projects done. At the end of each meeting, 

parents came to pick up their children, and Ruby would provide any additional 

information that they might need related to upcoming events. 

Ruby indicated that her club youth were expected to complete a project book. 

They obtained these project books from the county extension office. Ruby allowed youth 

to choose their own project. If a youth did not want to do sewing, they could choose 

woodworking or a leisure arts craft. If none of those were an option, Ruby would sit 

down with the youth and come up with other ideas. She did not want to force them into 
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a project area if they were not interested in it. Ruby felt that youth completed projects 

because they enjoyed doing them and had an interest in the topic. “Yeah, it comes from 

the heart. It’s stuff that they want to learn about.” 

Describing Club Experiences 

Ruby was asked various questions related to how she viewed youth as learning 

through different club experiences. Ruby shared experiences related to projects, 

community service, and leadership. In her stories and descriptions, the researcher 

looked for possible components and processes involved in experiential learning. 

Project experiences 

Ruby’s club youth were involved in three main project areas – sewing, 

woodworking, and cooking. There also was the option of doing a project in leisure arts, 

such as crocheting and painting. Youth first worked on projects they planned to enter 

into the fair, such as sewing and woodworking. After the fair they switched to cooking. 

Ruby described youth’s reaction to doing a project: “They love to do it because they 

have accomplished something by the end of the meeting, especially when we do the 

foods because they have made something.” 

When youth arrived for the club meeting, they started working on their projects. 

The expectation was that projects were only worked on during club meetings. Youth 

were not allowed to take any project materials home. Ruby established this rule 

because she felt youth would forget to bring back the materials. All the necessary tools 

and materials were kept at the club leader’s house. However, if needed, the leisure arts 

projects could be done at the youth’s home. Getting projects done for the fair in January 

provided a goal for youth to work on from September through December. 
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Ruby and her mother worked with each child for a short time then moved onto 

the next child as needed. Each project was worked on in stages. How much each child 

got done at a meeting was dependent on how many youth were there and what project 

they were working on. There were a limited number of tools and machines. If there 

weren’t too many youth at the meeting there was less wait time for a particular machine 

and those that attended got more done. 

Sewing projects. Both boys and girls were involved in sewing. Youth were 

encouraged to enter what they sewed into the fair. Sewing was done around a big table 

with multiple sewing machines. There were only three machines so youth took turns 

working on them. Leaders tried to keep all youth busy doing something related to their 

sewing projects, such as stuffing pillows, while they waited for their turn. Youth were 

first taught the basic parts of the sewing machine and how to control the pedals. 

Ruby pointed out that with sewing “you have to really know what you’re doing,” 

and “you have to go step-by-step by the directions.” Sewing was led by Ruby’s mother 

or co-leader. Ruby described how sewing was a progressive series of steps where 

youth new to sewing had to start by learning the basics before moving to more 

complicated pieces. The longer youth were involved in a project the more experienced 

they became and were able to do more on their own. 

She (co-leader) starts off with a sewing machine with no thread and with a 
piece of paper with lines and she teaches them how to control the pedal 
on the sewing machine and the parts of the sewing machine…then they 
get material and they practice doing straight lines on the materials and do 
circles and squares. And she has them make either a bean bag or a pin 
cushion, to start. Then they can make a pillow or…a tote bag. 

Ruby described sewing as a progression of skills and that she had to keep 

children from jumping ahead and working on projects beyond their skill levels. 
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They think just because they made a pillow that they can make a whole 
outfit, but...you have to start simple. You have to start small and then work 
your way up...because doing a pillow is just straight lines, but then if you 
want to make a shirt you have to know how to do the sleeves and how to 
cuff stuff and button holes. 

Applying skills. Ruby described sewing as a progression of skill-building 

processes and that new skills were acquired then applied at the next level. This building 

and applying of skills over time was evident as youth started sewing more complex 

patterns. They also had to learn from their mistakes and how to do something different 

the next time. 

Sharing. Youth often showed each other what they were working on or what they 

had made. They also helped each other out and even shared ideas with each other as 

they worked together. Ruby described youth as having some “a-ha moments” of 

discovery when pieces of material finally came together to make an outfit. They would 

pin the pattern on the fabric, cut it out, sew it together and then see how the pieces 

came together  

Woodworking projects. Youth involved in the woodworking project went with 

Ruby into the garage. The garage had a band-saw, skill-saw, and a drill. Woodworking 

was not an independent activity. Because of safety concerns, youth were not allowed to 

work by themselves. Youth had to wait in line outside the garage to take their turn on a 

machine. Ruby worked one-on-one with each youth in the garage. There was a real 

element of danger using the machines, and safety was always an issue. Youth were 

taught safety rules and how the drill worked before anything else. “I take them one at a 

time out into the garage. We have a band-saw. We have a skill-saw. We have a drill. 

You know, tools…And I explain how the whole thing works and all the safety.” 
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Afterwards youth were given choices about the types of wood products they 

could do. Less experienced ones typically created simple cutting boards. Because of 

safety concerns, Ruby was always there to assist youth. “Then I stand with them and 

we both have our hands on the wood, and we are both guiding the wood through the 

saw.” As they gained more skills, they had more choices about what they could do. Like 

sewing, woodworking also followed a series of steps in order to get something right. 

So we go step-by-step how to do it. If they’re sanding the wood, they’ll say 
“Well ok, I am done”…I’ll tell them that it takes time and for them not to be 
in a big rush to get it done. So you have to do it right to get it done. 

If proper steps were not followed right, youth were likely to make a mistake, causing 

them to have to start over with a whole new piece. Youth also had “a-ha moments” 

when they finally saw how their simple piece of wood turned into something else. Ruby 

also felt these projects involved the building and applying of skills over time. 

Cooking project. The cooking projects started after the fair in January. At 

meetings, club youth were broken into smaller groups of five. Both leaders worked in 

the kitchen with the youth. Each group was given a recipe, the ingredients, and then 

worked together to make the dish from the recipe. Members of each group read over 

the recipe and divided up their tasks. Youth in each group took turns doing different 

things related to the recipe as they moved around a table. Each group worked through 

the recipe, but if the directions called for a skill such as cracking an egg open, leaders 

stepped in and assisted if necessary in showing youth the correct method. Older youth 

were more able to do food preparation by themselves because they typically had more 

experience with the project. The younger children were more closely supervised by 

Ruby and were taught the proper way to do things in the kitchen. 
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I was there in the kitchen with them, but they did it. You know they read 
the recipe…We teach them…they have to read the recipe through before 
you start because you can’t just start making something…But the older 
kids…they’re pretty good at reading everything and we can pretty much let 
them make the stuff. 

As in sewing and woodworking, a level of precision was needed, and steps had 

to be followed in order for the food to turn out right. Ruby taught them how to properly 

measure liquid and dry ingredients, “because when you bake it has to be precise.” After 

the food cooked, youth removed the food from the stove and placed the dishes on the 

table. A group photo was taken with the dishes. Then everyone had a chance to taste 

what they made. 

Applying learning. Ruby indicated they also gave youth recipes they had 

worked on at a club meeting to take home. This way they could make the dish at home 

and add any additional ingredients or make the changes that they wanted to. So they 

went home and had their mom get the ingredients. Ruby stated that sometimes parents 

told her their child made the same dish at home they learned at a club meeting. So she 

felt that what one learned in the club might also be applied at home. 

Ruby felt she was teaching youth important skills they could use the rest of their 

lives. She described a number of examples where a youth’s life may have been 

influenced by what they had learned through 4-H. 

When you are learning sewing and cooking, you learn the basics first, and 
then you apply that for the rest of your life. One boy went on to become a 
chef because of what he had learned with the cooking. I think one girl is a 
home ec teacher because of the sewing and cooking she learned. So 
everyone has the basics. It’s just that in everyday life you…you apply it. 

Youth mentoring youth. Ruby often observed that club youth stepped in and 

helped each other during club meetings and as they worked on projects together. 

Woodworking was the exception, because only one child was allowed in the garage at a 
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time. In sewing, youth helped each other pin and cut. With foods everybody helped put 

things together and cleaned up. Depending on what the group was doing, older ones 

worked with younger ones. 

Sharing through talks and demonstrations. Ruby required every youth to do a 

talk or demonstration at the club level. These “talks” were not viewed as anything formal 

but provided an opportunity for youth to stand in front of their peers and talk about their 

projects, what they did and what they learned. These talks were a required part of their 

project books. Giving a talk at the club level, however informal, was viewed by Ruby as 

another opportunity for youth to reflect on and share with others what they did and 

learned as a result of a project experience. 

We will ask who would like to say how we made the cookies or whatever 
we made and some will raise their hand and then we’ll let them do it…But 
we do try to get each one to stand up and do or say something. It’s like it 
doesn’t have to be long just say what was the most fun part or what did 
you learn. We make them stand up whenever they talk. 

Although not required to do so, she still encouraged her club youth to do a talk at county 

level so. “It really opens them up, you know.” If some were interested in doing a talk at 

the county level, she worked with them to get them ready. Even her own son, who she 

described as very shy, would open up and give a talk on something that he enjoyed 

making. Ruby described her son’s experience giving a demonstration in front of judges. 

At events day, he brings a finished product, he brings all of the ingredients 
and he makes it…they have to talk the whole time they’re up there about 
what they’re doing. There are certain criteria they have to meet. You have 
to give a reason why, they have to tell them the nutritional value, they 
have to know how they did it, they have to tell why they like it, you know, 
they have to tell different things. 

Ruby pointed out that some youth got up and said nothing. However, the judges 

were very good at encouraging the youth to talk. Ruby worked with youth in the club, 
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especially the shy ones, on their demonstrations and talks. She found that over a few 

years they would overcome their shyness and do a demonstration. However, doing 

demonstrations and talks took time and planning on the part of the youth. Ruby 

explained why. 

You can’t just show up that day, you know, and do it! I mean it takes a lot 
of work. It’s like doing a science fair project. You have to be able to do it. 
You have to take time to do it. You have to do research what you’re 
making. You have to get your posters made. You have to do it in certain 
order. 

Applying learning in future. As a leader and mother, Ruby understood the 

beneficial impact these experiences had on youth, especially later in life. But not all 

youth jumped at the chance to talk in front of their peers. Ruby viewed the skills they 

learned through giving talks and demonstrations were likely to be applied later in a 4-H 

member’s life, even beyond their club years. She was quick to let them know how this 

might happen. 

Sometimes they will look at us and be like “Why are you making us do 
this?” And I’m like “You know what? When you get further in school you’re 
gonna have to do it …and you will thank me!…And when you go for a job 
interview you have to be able to sit there and talk to that person and tell 
them about you and why you are better for that job than anybody else.” 

Sharing. Ruby also indicated youth were very excited to “share” and talk about 

their projects when parents came to pick up the youth. Youth often just stood in front of 

their parents and explained the whole thing to them. Ruby also described how youth 

also had opportunities for sharing project learning with their friends at school events, the 

county’s 4-H open house, or at the fair. 

County fair experiences. Ruby described that entering their projects into the 

county fair added a new level of learning for youth. Entering something in the fair 

required youth to set goals and demonstrate responsibility for achieving them, but also 
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brought a sense of challenge or risk to the experience. Getting projects into the county 

fair was a major goal in Ruby’s club. 

If youth wanted to enter a food item into fair, they first prepared the food at home. 

Then they brought the food to the county fairgrounds for the judging a week before the 

fair opened. Youth had to face the judges and explain to them how they made their dish. 

The judges tasted the dish, gave it a score, and often provided some feedback to the 

youth about their dish. Youth would later record this event and any ribbons or awards 

they received in their project report. 

Youth were also expected to be at the fair certain hours with their 4-H exhibit. 

During this time youth handed out information and talked to people about 4-H. Youth 

would sometimes talk with families/people that came by about their projects and what 

they did. This encouraged them to meet and talk with people they did not know. 

Role of project books and reports. Project books were usually completed as a 

group at the end of the year in March and April. She emphasized that although they 

used the books, they might not actually do the projects described in the books. 

However, whatever they did, she tried to make the activity fit one of the books. The food 

and cooking project was the exception. They used the actual activities found in those 

books. Ruby described what youth turned in at end of year.  

So the book is just one part…you have a title page…you have a table of 
contents…you have the paper we get from the county…that I guess can 
be specific for the project and it’s for either Cloverbud, Junior, 
Intermediate, and Senior…A report form…and then you have your project 
book…and then you have your project story, your project photographs, 
and you have any supporting documents. So any score sheets that you’ve 
gotten can go in there. Then it all goes together in a little folder with 
pockets. 
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Ruby and her co-leader helped youth complete the project book and report 

requirements. They also checked the reports for grammar and spelling. As a club, they 

went through each project book and talked about the year from beginning. They went 

through the year step by step. Youth often brought in and reviewed their previous year’s 

project books in order to help them fill in the new project book/report. The club secretary 

provided dates for when the club did things during the year and other information about 

the different projects and events. Photos taken throughout the year were brought in so 

youth could select some for their report. 

As part of their report, youth had to write a story about their project describing 

what they did and learned. Each age level had their own project book and report form to 

complete. This report form has often been called a “participation summary” by the 4-H 

program. Ruby and her mother often had to help Cloverbud members complete their 

reports. The club worked together on the overall story and each child added his or her 

own story components. Some youth wrote lengthy ones and some would write only two 

sentences. The challenge was getting youth to focus and write on what they did and 

learned in the project(s). 

Ruby preferred to do project activities first, and then write in the books at the end 

of the club year. This seemed to work best for her and the club, although youth 

complained at times about completing the project books and reports. “Why do we have 

to do it? This is such hard work!” Ruby described her response to such complaints. 

This is going to help you. When you apply for college you are going to say 
“Oh, it’s just like the record books we did…filling out all of these 
applications…all of these scholarship applications…it’s all the same thing.” 
Right now it seems like it’s a chore, but it will help them in the future. And 
they look at us like…we have three heads! Because they think they’ll 
never use this…but oh, yeah, they will. 
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Yet the final product each child produced became a source of pride and achievement. 

Then in August, the youth had an achievement night at the county level and awards 

were given out for completing the projects and the reports. 

Then when they get it done and their parents have to go through it and 
they have to sign it, they’re beaming because “Look mommy, look what I 
did!” After they’ve done it and it’s all done and put together, they are so 
proud of what they did. 

Leadership and civic engagement experiences 

Ruby had a number of club members who had served on the different 4-H 

leadership councils over the years. Some even went on to be state presidents in 4-H. 

Two current club members were on the 4-H county council. As delegates they were 

required to go to the county council meetings and report back to the club as to what 

happened. There were also opportunities in the club for youth to take on junior 

leadership roles where they helped other youth in project areas such as sewing. 

Some club youth had worked as camp counselors and enjoyed it. Ruby 

described a story where she was teaching a painting class at camp and how a young 

camp counselor helped her set up the class. The counselor had to learn the steps of 

what Ruby was teaching in order to help her during the class. Ruby described 

counselors as also helping her teach something through direct experience. 

The counselors are also learning what I’m teaching because they don’t 
know when they come in in the morning…what I’m going to be doing. So 
they need to learn how to help the child pin something or cut out 
material...But the counselors are also learning because they will say “Well 
how do you want me to teach them?”…and I’ll show them what we’re 
doing and then they will show them how to do it. 

Community service experiences 

Ruby’s club had one main community service project they did every year. They 

called it the “caps of love” project. They collected the caps on bottles and jars, and the 
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tops of plastic containers, such as those that held butter or yogurt. These items were 

not recycled through curbside recycling in local communities, but could be recycled 

through another venue. Their club had a network of people who collected these caps for 

the club. The club youth’s main role was to sort these caps into appropriate piles for this 

other recycling process. Youth removed any paper or metal pieces from the pile of caps 

they sorted. They worked in small groups to sort the caps and questioned each other 

about certain caps and whether they were good or not. Once sorted, Ruby and other 

volunteers from the club took the sorted caps to a large storage bin where they were 

packed and shipped to recycling center. Funds from the recycling project were handled 

by another person who then used the monies to purchase wheelchairs and guide dogs 

for handicapped children. Ruby indicated that youth knew where the caps were going 

and what the money was for. Youth also knew they were collecting and sorting the caps 

in order to help “other children that can’t help themselves.” Ruby did not describe any 

additional opportunities youth may have had to talk about or reflect on these club 

experiences. 

Challenges to the Learning Process 

When Ruby was asked what challenges she faced in helping youth learn, she 

described that one challenge was handling their behaviors and attitudes. Ruby often 

stressed the need to work together as a group, especially in cooking. Sometimes a 

youth did not want to do something as part of a group effort. Ruby described her 

approach with a young lady who was unwilling to help with a cooking recipe. 

It was her first year…and we were cooking something. [Girl] “Well I don’t 
want to make that.” [Leader] “Well, I’m sorry, but do you belong to this 
club?” [Girl] “Yeah” [Leader] “Then you need to help out…We’re doing it 
as the club.” 
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Other concerns related to machines breaking down causing delays in projects. 

She also expressed concerns about safety, such as when youth used the sharp knives 

in the kitchen. Safety was also a concern in woodworking with all the equipment 

involved. Ruby had to be very strict with youth about paying attention to the task at 

hand. Sometimes youth who were waiting would cause distractions for a person inside 

the garage working with Ruby on the band-saw. 

We had a new girl…and I am at the saw with her and she keeps looking 
back at the other kids, because they are talking…And I turned it (saw) off 
and said to her “You can’t do that.” And I said to the other kids. “You guys 
need to go inside and close the door and I [the leader] will come get 
you…because she (the girl) is looking at the you and not paying attention 
to what she’s doing and someone is going to get cut.” 

Reflections on the Interview, Experiential Learning, and Training 

Ruby felt that 4-H offered youth a lot of projects they could do on their own and 

then share what they were doing and the progress they were making at the club level. 

However, Ruby also expressed that new leaders often feel overwhelmed because they 

try to do too much with a new club. Then they get burned out and quit. She felt they 

should start with a small group and pick one project that all youth could agree on. 

Some of them (leaders) think that they need to do everything and you 
don’t…And the kids don’t care…Say look we’re going to do…this is what 
I’m good at…this is what I know how to do…you need to pick one and 
then whatever the majority wants that’s what we’re going to do. 

When asked what kind of training would help her as a leader better integrate 

experiential learning approaches, she was not sure as she had not received any formal 

training as a leader nor was she aware of what kind of training was currently offered. 

However, she felt she had been doing experiential learning activities all along. She 

indicated the interviews helped her become more aware of how it worked in 4-H. 
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Club Leader 3 – Marta 

Introducing Marta and Her Club 

Marta was the organizational leader of one of oldest community clubs in her 

county. She has been involved in 4-H for 25 years and a club leader for 20 years. Her 

club has been in existence for over 30 years. It was a large club with close to 30 

members. Members consisted of both home-school and non-homeschool youth. The 

club was considered rural but had youth from several community housing 

developments. The club met twice a month for 90 minutes at the county extension 

office. The club focused on various projects. They did gardening, sportfishing, 

“Discovering 4-H”, and livestock. Their club had been involved in several community 

service projects. They had several youth involved in 4-H councils. Club youth were 

generally not that involved in state competitive events. Table 4-1 provides an overview 

of Marta and her club. 

Becoming a Leader 

Marta was never really involved in 4-H when she was young. She heard about 

the program when her children were young. She enrolled her children in 4-H and joined 

a club. She then volunteered to help with the club. She was asked by the organizational 

leader at the time to lead a certain group, which she did. The leader later had to quit 

due to health concerns and Marta became the organizational leader for the club. 

For Marta, wanting to work with youth was always there. Growing up she helped 

her parents with a school they had started. Marta started teaching pre-school at 16 as a 

teacher’s helper. At the time of the interview, she explained that she was not only 

leading a 4-H club but was also teaching at a private school. She also taught Sunday 

school classes to youth. 
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I have been a teacher for my whole life it seems like…and it has just 
always been there, and it is just something that I always knew...that I was 
just made to do…I have been told a lot of times…why don’t you get out of 
teaching for a while? I’m like…I just can’t! It is in there, I gotta do it! 

Marta loved the 4-H program because she felt it taught youth good moral values, 

responsibility, citizenship, and other “other things that kids need.” She saw the value in 

the program and the impacts it had on youth. Because of this, she wanted to stay 

involved in 4-H even though her own children were grown up. 

That’s why I am still in it, my kids are grown and I have grandkids and I 
still want them to be involved because I think it is a very important 
organization to help the kids learn those skills that are getting lost in 
society. 

Previous Education and Training 

Marta had been to several extension workshops at both county and district 

levels. Some of the trainings helped new leaders understand more about 4-H and how it 

worked. Marta remembered attending a number of trainings she felt included something 

about experiential learning. Marta described these trainings as “hands-on workshops” 

that lasted two to three hours and covered a variety of topics. She attended other 

trainings offered by her agents on different project areas. Marta had also been to the 

Southern Region Volunteer Leaders’ Forum at the Rock Eagle 4-H Training Center in 

Georgia. She attended a number of workshops there. She enjoyed going there and 

used what she learned with her club. 

The county held leaders’ meetings once a month or sometimes every other 

month. These meetings usually involved some type of hands-on learning activity, but 

more often fluctuated in what they offered leaders. Meetings also provided important 

information to leaders and their clubs along with announcements of any upcoming 
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events. Sometimes leaders had opportunities to talk with other leaders. The meetings 

were not usually well attended by the 4-H leaders in the county. 

One source of information for her was a large notebook she received from her 

county 4-H agent. The notebook contained information about being a leader. “I know I 

have it in a book somewhere, but have I taken the time to really read over that? 

Probably not!” Although Marta was not able to describe a particular case where she 

learned about experiential learning and the model specifically, she felt all of her training 

had been useful and she had applied what she learned in her own club. 

Her Role as Club Leader 

As the organizational leader for the club, Marta was responsible for all club 

paperwork, arranging meeting dates, and assigning groups to project leaders. She 

helped youth decide on their projects and assisted project groups, if needed. She also 

helped with the business portion of the meeting and made sure all the announcements 

were given out to everyone. She made herself available to answer parents’ questions 

during the meetings. She attended the leaders’ meetings and the fair livestock meetings 

and provided information to other leaders, club parents, and club youth. She even 

served on the 4-H livestock committee and the 4-H Association committee. 

Marta felt being both organizational leader and project leader was too difficult to 

handle. A leader might be leading a group when parents had questions they needed 

answers to. This would cause disruption in the club. She preferred to be available so 

she could answer parents’ questions and provide information as needed. 

Marta was mostly involved with youth during the business meetings, when they 

were getting ready for demonstrations, and when they were completing their project or 

record books. She helped them with the writing and story portions of their project 
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reports. Marta was less involved with the youth when they were doing the actual 

projects. However, she felt part of her role was to point youth in the right direction but let 

them choose projects to fit their own interests and abilities. She described her role as 

guiding youth by showing them what they needed to do versus what they shouldn’t do. 

I might stand up and tell them, you know, “This is what you should do if 
you are doing a demonstration” versus what you shouldn’t do. But then 
when I work with them more individually, I think I guide them more than I 
do teach them because they have to figure everything out and do it. 

She preferred to do hands-on activities where youth were able to learn 

something themselves. Marta used her teaching abilities in the club. However, she had 

to remind herself she was not their teacher but their club leader. “I want to make sure 

they are doing everything the correct way, which really isn’t my job as a 4-H leader.” 

Through her experiences as a leader she learned to step back and let youth be more in 

charge of running the club. 

Whenever I first started taking over the group, I felt like everything just had 
to be this way, because that’s the way that I would have done it. But 
then…you do learn that after a while, that the kids are supposed to be 
running the club. This is their club, you know. 

Marta also felt club leaders should be role models for youth and should 

remember they are “teaching by example.” 

I think the biggest thing is role models. We got to be role models to the 
kids. So how we react to different situations or whatever is big…The kids 
can see that. Even if we are not teaching we are teaching “by example.” 
How we react to different situations and that is important with 4-H 
too…how we react to someone that does something they don’t like. 

Involving Parents and Other Adults 

Marta viewed her club as having a lot of parental involvement. Though some 

parents just dropped their children off and left, quite a few stayed to help. Some parents 

served as project leaders. Marta emphasized the importance of having these co-leaders 
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to help her since there was no way she could do it by herself. At the beginning of the 

club year Marta checked with her project leaders to make sure they wanted to continue 

being a project leader and/or stay with the same age group. Most of the project leaders 

had been with her from the beginning and felt comfortable with one certain age. For a 

project leader, having background in the project subject area was helpful in making 

lesson plans and developing appropriate hands-on activities related to the project topic. 

It always helps if it’s something you know a little bit about or you know 
you’ve done before yourself. That way…you can think of ways you can not 
only do the hands-on thing, but throw those lessons in there that they 
don’t see. 

However, project leaders did not always have skills in a certain project area they 

worked with. To offset this, Marta encouraged parents/project leaders to first choose 

projects they were interested in and felt they could handle. The youth then chose from 

these project topics. This came from her personal past experiences. 

It’s much easier for a leader if they have an interest in it…I have tried 
before to teach something that I wasn’t really that interested in, because 
that group wanted it...It can be a challenge for the leader, too. But 
because we’re split into age levels, what I usually tell my leaders to do is 
to choose four or five subjects that they are interested in. And then let the 
students choose from them, because it is a challenge. 

Another challenge was to make sure her co-leaders were happy and not too 

overwhelmed. If groups started to get too large, she would look for another co-leader 

and split the groups more. If not, this meant limiting the numbers in each group and 

having to turn youth away because that age group was full. 

Beliefs on Learning in the 4-H Club 

Marta viewed 4-H as helping youth build their confidence and self-esteem 

through their experiences in the club. She saw youth come into the club with little 

confidence but then grew in their self-esteem over time. She felt that being in 4-H 



 

170 

helped youth to realize they could succeed in something if they put effort into it. She 

also felt that being in 4-H gave them the knowledge that they were somebody and that 

they were capable of becoming a leader. Being a 4-H member also helped youth learn 

to appreciate themselves and as a result were able to stand up for themselves “and 

show others what they were made of.” Marta felt youth were able to use what they 

learned through 4-H in their everyday life, though they might not even realize this fact 

until years later. Marta described a number of “learning strategies” or approaches she 

fostered to enhance the learning experiences for her club youth. 

Influence of social context. Marta viewed the 4-H club as creating a learning 

but fun atmosphere in a group setting. Even snack time was important as it was a time 

for youth to socialize and talk about things in the club. Marta pointed out that when they 

did socialize, they often talked about what they were doing in the club at that point in 

time. She felt this social time was important. Being a 4-H member provided youth a 

sense of pride and they felt like part of a group. “It’s almost like being part of a football 

team or something…Your loyalty is there…like how it is with 4-H. They stay loyal to it 

and help out as long as they can.” 

The social context of 4-H seemed to influence a child’s decision to try new things 

and not be afraid of failure. She felt her youth realized that failure was ok in the club and 

to try again. This allowed youth to step beyond their comfort zone and do things they 

might not normally do. Marta illustrated this by describing a situation where a child was 

not afraid to try something and have it fail because the same thing happened to others. 

Because a lot of time with kids, they’re afraid to fail. So they don’t do 
anything. But if we’re all working on something, and they see somebody’s 
catapult didn’t go but two inches, then they’re not so embarrassed 
or…self-conscious if theirs doesn’t. So I think that is a good thing. 
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Let youth fail but help them up. Marta emphasized the importance of letting 

youth fail once in a while. She felt society had gotten to the point where failure was 

negative or that nobody should fail. Marta felt 4-H provided opportunities for children to 

grow even through failing at something. She knew that through failure one could learn a 

lesson. This meant that sometimes a leader had to take a step back, let a youth “fall” 

down, then help them get back up. Growth was then possible because of the 

encouragement leaders provided, turning a failure into something positive. Marta felt a 

lot of this had to do with 4-H and what it offered youth. 

Sometimes, it could go completely opposite. “I failed. I’m not doing it 
again.” So, I think that’s a very important time, especially for a leader, to 
get that encouragement in there and help them and say, “Well, you did 
that wrong this year, but that doesn’t mean it’s going to be a failure next 
year. You know, you can do it.” So that they don’t quit and they can keep 
going, and do better. And that’s part of what we’re supposed to be doing. 

Have youth mentor youth. Marta believed in the value of youth leading and/or 

mentoring other youth. This worked well for her club because of the mixed ages. She 

felt younger youth often looked up to older youth, thus influencing behavior and actions 

of both in her club. 

Everybody has brothers and sisters…but I think it is a little bit different 
when you are helping someone that you don’t already know that is not part 
of your family. They see other kids are looking up to them, and that helps 
them, you know, maybe think twice before doing something they shouldn’t 
in front of them…like a younger kid…because someone is looking at 
them…And the older ones get that feeling of being able to help somebody 
out that needed help and I think that works together a lot, having the 
mixed group with different ages. 

Choose hands-on activities. When Marta chose activities to do with the club, 

she wanted them to be hands-on because then youth got more excited about the project 

or activity. Their end of the year surveys always indicated this and that they wanted 
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even more. She also had to keep reminding herself that the club was not school so she 

had to limit the paperwork. 

Let youth choose what they wanted to learn. Marta described that youth in her 

club had the ability to make choices about what they wanted to learn. She pointed out 

that some youth did things in 4-H because their leader or parent expected them to, not 

necessarily because they wanted to. She felt a youth’s level of engagement was higher 

when he or she made their own choices based on their real interests. Marta pointed out 

that if youth were required to do a county event or demonstration, some youth may not 

want to and should not be required to. 

Role of project books and reports. Completing project books was perceived by 

Marta as being an important part of the whole learning process in 4-H. Although youth 

did not like doing them, there was a sense of accomplishment at the end of the year 

when they looked at their “green folder” with the completed project report. 

Describing Experiential Learning 

Learn by doing. Marta described the phrase “learn by doing” as doing 

something that was hands-on where the learner was actually learning as they did it. She 

pointed out that livestock projects were a very good example. “The hog is not going to 

raise itself. It is not going to train itself. Youth need to get out there and work with it.” 

Marta felt that making activities hands-on was usually easiest because it was fun for 

youth. But doing these activities did require materials and often extra time to set up. 

Concrete experience. Marta described a concrete experience as doing 

something with your hands but also could be a talk or demonstration. A whole process 

was involved in getting ready and developing your presentation before you stood in front 

of people. Youth had to plan it and get their thoughts organized. For Marta, the start of 
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the experience also involved the thinking or development of a concept in the mind of the 

learner. 

Reflection. Marta viewed reflection as going back and reviewing what one 

learned. She felt this happened mainly at the end of the projects or at the end of the 

year when they did their end of the year record books and/or project reports. She 

viewed “reflection” as the most complicated because youth had a harder time doing it. 

“They don’t like to think back, you know. They want to live right now.” To help youth 

“reflect” Marta used the term “brainstorming” as a way for children to trigger their own 

thoughts. 

I do the brainstorming because...one of the children may say something, 
and that will trigger something in someone else, and that will trigger 
something in someone else, or something…so when they do the 
brainstorming about what they’ve learned, we find out that they really did 
learn something, but maybe they just couldn’t get it going until somebody 
said a certain word or said something that triggered that thought. 

Application. Marta described the “application of learning” was “taking what you 

learned or mistakes that you’ve made, and making the next project better.” That is, 

whatever activity you were involved in, make it better the next time with what you 

learned before. As an example, she described how all the talks and demonstrations 

youth had done in her club had benefited them went they went to college. “They took 

what they had learned about public speaking and it helped them whenever they had to 

do their talks in front of their class.” 

Marta also viewed application not so much as a guided phase led by a leader but 

as another experience where youth applied something they learned in 4-H, such as a 

skill, to that new experience. This application of learning was likely to take place the 

following year or even years later in the youth’s life. “We might not see it at all this year 
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in our 4-H project. It may be two or three years down the road that they apply something 

that they learn from being in 4-H or from that project.” 

Experiential learning. Marta was familiar with the experiential learning model 

and described it as “learn by doing.” She described experiential learning as a “type of 

learning that you don’t see a lot.” She felt the process worked better in 4-H than in 

schools because in schools “you’re working for that grade. Whereas in 4-H, you are not 

really working for any grade.” 

Marta gave the following example to illustrate a situation where she felt all three 

phases of experiential learning were involved. One year her club youth did a group 

project on bicycle safety. To help them apply what they learned, youth organized a 

bicycle safety workshop for other youth/families in their community. 

They were in charge of not only doing the project and learning about the 
safety thing, but they set up a safety workshop…We partnered with the 
Sheriff’s Department…and got helmets, and things like that…And if you’re 
teaching someone else to do it, then you’re more than likely going to do it 
yourself...They actually got out there and showed other kids how to do 
something. Make it safer, you know. And in turn, helped them apply those 
safety rules when they were biking. 

The concrete experience of conducting the workshop was evident. Marta felt that 

those youth who taught the workshop were likely to apply what they learned when riding 

their own bikes. What was not clear was where or how reflection was a part of the 

learning experience. 

Marta also described that there was more to experiential learning than just the 

“doing.” She described experiential learning as “learning from one’s mistakes” but then 

applying that learning to the next experience. She used the following example of a 

robotics activity where youth were working as a group to figure out how to make a 

catapult work. 
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So I was just watching them think and watching them put together 
something. Seeing where it didn’t work and figuring out what to do next. 
And I think that is so much more important than saying “Read this and it 
will show you how to do it…” and that is the way it is done. But letting 
them do it hands on, seeing how it failed, how they can make it better. So 
that is what experiential learning is to me, just getting out there and letting 
them do it and failing to see what they can do better. 

Describing Club Structure 

Marta met with her project leaders before the 4-H year started in order to 

determine who would work with what age group. As a group they went over different 

ideas and thoughts and discussed such topics as the project and record books.  

Club meeting structure. Club meetings during the year began around 6:30 pm. 

Since a number of youth came late, the club had recreation time first or a small project 

to do for those that arrived on time. The business meeting started at 6:45 pm and lasted 

about 15 minutes. During the business meeting, the officers sat upfront and ran the 

meeting. Marta’s club members were taught the very basics of parliamentary procedure.  

“Even though it’s just a little bit of it, it kind of gives them a taste of it, as they get older, 

then they’ll see more of that...that part of it they’re learning.” 

The club had a president, secretary, and committees. The president called it to 

order, everyone stood and said pledges, roll was called, the secretary read the minutes 

of the last meeting, and committees gave their reports. Those youth on the county 

council gave reports on whatever was happening there. The club president followed an 

“agenda template” but still had the ability to add to it. During the business meetings, the 

group sometimes discussed community service ideas and guest speakers. 

Marta wanted to get everyone’s viewpoint on these. She felt hearing the voice 

and opinions of club members was important. After this part the meeting was done, it 

was turned over to Marta for any announcements because everyone could hear her 
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more easily. She provided dates for upcoming activities/club events so parents would 

know what was going on with the club and in the 4-H community. 

After the business meeting ended, the youth split into the four age groups and 

worked in their project areas for 45 minutes. The Cloverbuds were in their own group 

and did a variety of different things, not necessarily one project. The project leaders 

then worked with their respective group. Each group had around 45 minutes to do an 

activity and any paperwork that went with it. This strategy seemed to work well for the 

club youth and leaders. “They really like the idea that we have them separated into 

groups, but still there together…and the older ones help the younger ones if they need 

to.” Youth were able to work on one project for a one meeting then could switch to 

another project the next meeting. At the end of each meeting they had a snack time. 

Marta then gave out any information to parents as they were leaving with their children. 

Marta encouraged her youth to follow the 4-H Standards of Excellence. This 

helped youth plan their goals for the year in the project along with leadership and 

citizenship, especially the older ones. Marta indicated that not all leaders knew about 

these guidelines for achievement. 

Project structure. Youth chose projects they were interested in, whether it was 

something new to them or a topic they already knew about. Youth usually received their 

project books at the beginning of the year. However, youth were able to get another 

project book at any time during the year if they were interested in a second project. 

Most projects were done as a group in her club. However, some youth did their own 

individual projects, such as animal science. Youth worked with steers, swine, and 
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smaller animals such as chickens and rabbits. Another young girl was working on her 

own photography project. Some youth did more than one project at one time. 

The length of the project involvement varied. Some youth only did a project for 

one year, decided they had enough and switched to a different project the following 

year. Some projects were multi-year projects based on interest. Examples were 

sportfishing and animal science projects. They might keep the same book or series for 

three or four years. 

Project books as guides. Marta stated that project books were important club 

resources and provided guidelines for doing projects. Her leaders relied on then as a 

credible source of information about the project. For example, if youth had a question 

about showmanship in the ring, she would refer them to the livestock project books and 

ask them “Well, what does your project book say?” 

Completing projects. Marta’s club did not usually do every activity listed in a 

project book, but a select number. Their county guidelines recommended six activities 

from each book. Sometimes a paper with additional directions or questions was 

developed to supplement an activity from the book. Some 4-H projects had multiple 

books and levels involved, such as those materials coming from the National 4-H online 

store. Instead of moving through each level, Marta selected activities from across all 

levels as this seemed to fit the club’s needs. The sportfishing project was an example of 

this strategy. “We’re not necessarily doing (level) one of the four in the sportfishing 

project…I’ve been taking things from all of them.” 

At the end of the club year the project books were expected to be completed and 

turned in along with a complete a project report. Marta encouraged the club youth to do 
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this. Marta indicated guidelines were given at the county level. These helped youth 

understand what to include in their project story and gave some guidance on its length. 

Time was usually set aside in the last few meetings of the year to work on the 

project/record books. As part of their project record and report, youth wrote their 

personal project story. This story not only described the project(s) they did that year, but 

their community service and leadership activities. 

Marta felt that doing project books gave youth a chance to “look back and think 

about what they’ve learned, or what they’ve messed up on or, you know, or what they 

could do better.” The reports helped youth reflect on their projects because of the 

questions they included. If necessary, Marta would make up a supplemental paper with 

reflective questions for that part of project book and/or activity. She had a calendar with 

dates of different activities and events they did to help them remember. 

Describing Club Experiences 

Marta was asked various questions related to how she viewed youth as learning 

through different club experiences. Marta shared experiences related to projects, 

community service, and leadership. In her stories and descriptions, the researcher 

looked for possible components and processes involved in experiential learning. 

Project experiences 

Marta believed youth were learning through the different hands-on activities they 

did as part of the projects they worked on. She described how learning might occur. 

Mentoring. Marta especially encouraged older youth to mentor younger ones on 

a project. This often happened naturally, especially with the livestock projects. Marta 

saw these relationships as beneficial for both. 
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The livestock project is a big one on that because they can’t show animals 
until they are eight. So you know sometimes when they are eight or nine 
years old they maybe have never had any experience with this so an older 
4-H that has is able to tell them everything they know to help them get this 
project going…I think that not only gives the older one confidence, you 
know, like “I can teach somebody something!” It also shows the younger 
kid that “I can be like that when I grow up!” So I think it is a win-win thing 
when you have them all together like that, working together. 

Thus, older youth applied what they had learned in a project as they gained skills and 

confidence through teaching. The younger ones were influenced by older youth who 

served as “role models” for them. 

Reflection through social interactions. When Marta was asked about 

reflection opportunities in project-related events, she described that there was 

sometimes a group sharing time after an event, such as a livestock judging event. Youth 

would talk with each other about what happened with the judges and shared their 

stories. These social interactions were often viewed as opportunities for youth to share 

their experiences and stories with each other. Marta’s role in this process was not clear. 

Reflection through project books and reports. At the end of the year, the club 

worked on their project reports with their group leader. This provided them with an 

opportunity to reflect back on the year and what they did and learned. To help them 

remember, Marta usually went from group to group and “brainstormed” with them about 

the different activities they did.  

When we get down to the end of the year, it is hard to go back and 
remember the things, so I always say, “Let’s do some brainstorming” and 
I’ll get the white board out and maybe for the whole year, “What did we 
do?” And people remember things, whereas I might have forgotten about 
doing that because it stuck out to them, and it didn’t me. But when you do 
that type of brainstorming…that helps me to see...they really did have a 
good time. 
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Sometimes youth did not realize they had learned something, so this “brainstorming” 

was helpful in getting them to think back on their experiences in order to answer the 

questions in their project reports. 

I don’t even think they fully comprehend how much they have learned from 
the project. It comes down to whenever they have to do that final record 
book to look back and say, “Oh yeah! We did this, we did that; we learned 
this, we learned that.” 

Marta felt there was value in waiting to reflect until the end of the year versus 

after each lesson because what was learned might need “time to sink in.” She felt that 

talking about an experience right after it happened might not give enough time for the 

child to think about it, whereas a month later they may have had time to think it over and 

could write down their thoughts. 

Even though club youth complained about writing in the project books at the end 

of the year and doing their project records, Marta felt that doing the record books helped 

them be more organized in their own personal lives. But at the end of the year when 

their project record was complete, there was a sense of accomplishment. 

They don’t like to do the paperwork. But after they see that green folder’s 
all finished up, they got their award for it. I believe that shows they’ve 
accomplished something. And that makes them feel excited about getting 
it done. 

Applying learning in multiyear projects. Marta stated that helping youth apply 

their learning was not always easy. Club meetings were not long and doing a business 

meeting and a hands-on activity related to a project took the majority of time. However, 

she felt that the application of learning was more likely to happen at a later time in a 

project. For example, if youth continued in the same project the following year, as in 

multi-year projects, they went into more depth and learned new things about the project 

topic. Marta described youth as being able to build on their learning from one year to the 
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next year in the same project or a related one. Marta felt this was especially true for the 

youth involved in livestock projects. 

They start out maybe with a smaller animal, like a rabbit or a chicken, and 
then they learn the little bit of responsibility they have with that, and then 
they may decide to do a swine project, which is a little bit harder, a little 
more time-consuming, a little more money involved. And if they get that, 
maybe for several years, some of them decide to go onto a more 
expensive, more time-consuming project like the market steer. 

As youth advanced in projects, they learned more and got deeper into the subject 

area. As youth moved into more advanced levels they even had the possibility of 

administering medications with a shot to the animal. “So it is kind of a step-by-step 

learning thing.” Marta felt growth in a child occurred because they applied what they 

learned to something else related to project. Marta described that some youth went 

even farther and learned things on their own. That is, they took their own initiative to 

learn more than what the initial project offered. 

Applying learning from mistakes. Marta also described a story where a club 

member learned a hard lesson about being responsible. The young lady was involved in 

the swine project and had a hog she had to raise and take to market. However, the first 

year she did not take the time to take care of the animal and depended on others to 

take care of the hog for her. As a result the animal did not do well at weigh-in at the fair. 

It was a hard lesson for her to learn. She lost money, she lost the project 
itself. But one of the requirements is you have to finish that project 
anyway, whether that’s a loss, because that’s business in the real world. 
You don’t always have a profit. 

As a result of what she learned from her experience, she changed the way she handled 

her project the following year and took care of the animal. 

And she put more effort into the things that she had failed in the year 
before because she had seen what happened, when she didn’t take 
enough time for her animal, when she didn’t feed him properly. She took 



 

182 

all those things that she learned and she had, I believed she got reserved 
champion with her hog but I know he was the heaviest in the thing. 
Because she took what she failed in last year and learned…I think 
learning that lesson, she applied it to the next year’s project and therefore, 
had a very good project for that year. 

Because of her initial failure, her sense of accomplishment was greater the next 

year “because she knew that she had failed before.” Although this example came from 

the livestock project, Marta felt this same process was at work in other projects, where 

youth learned from a mistake made and applied the learning the next time. 

Applying learning at home. Learning was also applied at home, with family, or 

during family outings. In one project youth were taught about outdoor cooking. These 

youth went camping with their family and used their new cooking skills during the trip. 

Youth later came to the club and talked about what they did. 

Applying learning in future. Marta also expressed that applying something 

learned was more likely to happen after youth left 4-H, perhaps in their career. But she 

felt that planting that “seed” was important. 

I don’t think we’ll see entirely every time that that process comes into 
fruition. I think some of the experiential learning we may never see but if 
we plant that seed in there, and they learn how to follow that order, then I 
think that they will be able to use this. 

Marta felt that doing projects helped to broaden youth’s knowledge and 

understanding of different career opportunities. Some of the 4-H youth she had went 

into careers related to what they did in 4-H. She felt they may have applied things they 

had learned in 4-H in their career. Some went to work in veterinary clinics because they 

worked with animals in 4-H. Her own daughter enjoyed the babysitting project books 

she did in 4-H and worked for a pediatrician. Sometimes 4-H alumni from her club 

returned and told her how 4-H helped them in life and in their careers. 
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I have seen several examples where they’ve took what they’ve learned 
from 4-H, and it has helped them later on in life, after they’ve gotten out of 
4-H. I’m sure there’s probably a lot more than we know about, because 
things that they learn in 4-H maybe help them and maybe sparked an 
interest in things they’re doing now. 

Experiences giving talks and demonstrations 

Although club youth were not required to do a demonstration talk, Marta 

encouraged youth to do so at club and county levels. She created opportunities at the 

club level where youth could speak in front of people, yet not realize they were doing so. 

For example, when she called the roll at club meetings she had youth stand and say 

their name then say something about their favorite color or animal. 

At the county level, there were opportunities for youth to talk to others about their 

projects. Not all of these opportunities were competitive. One experience, called “Ag 

Adventures,” was held during a county livestock show. Marta’s livestock youth were 

there with their animals. 

And there were like about 600 elementary-aged kids that came 
through…Well, all the livestock kids were there on that day and they would 
be with their animals, and they would not only talk about their animals, but 
they would go around and describe the posters that they had made and 
tell about what that stuff was. 

For youth that were shy, team demonstrations were suggested. This gave the 

shy ones more confidence to get up and speak. Marta helped prepare youth for their 

demonstrations and provided advice or ideas but knew youth had to do most of the work 

and figure things out for themselves. 

Reflecting and sharing. At the end of the year, Marta wanted each club 

member to stand and tell the rest of the club some major things they learned that year 

and perhaps show something they had completed as part of the project. Speaking in 
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front of a group was not always easy but Marta described that encouragement was 

important and helpful for youth to hear. 

Taking criticism was not easy for most youth, but Marta wanted to help youth 

learn from their mistakes. Sometimes after youth did a talk or demonstration at the 

county level Marta tried to go back over it with them, especially if they did not do as well 

as they had hoped. 

And they may one year go to county events and completely fail at it. Not 
necessarily fail, but maybe they didn’t get to go to district, which is kind of 
their goal…and I always try to go back over it with them, like “What do you 
think could have made it better?” 

She provided suggestions to help them rethink their talks and how they could 

change something to make the talks better the next time. 

I try to teach them that, you know, taking criticism is part of life. You don’t 
have to agree with the judges’ remarks…but you should take it into 
consideration. “Would it have made your demonstration better if you had 
followed that guideline…that the judge put down or whatever?” And then 
helping them learn from those things to make their projects or 
demonstrations better for the next time that they did it. 

Applying learning. Marta knew speaking skills were important and were a part 

of life. Although youth at times complained about having to speak in front of people, 

Marta felt what they learned would be applied later and benefit them in life. 

Some of them might, you know, say “Ah, I don’t want to do that. I’ll never 
use that!” But they don’t realize that they will. Even if you don’t go to 
college, you’ve got to talk to people, whether it’s just one-on-one, and then 
how you present yourself. 

Marta described how this affected her own daughters in college. Their professor 

was surprised at the confidence the daughters had in speaking in front of the class. 

They told the professor it was because they had been in 4-H and had done 

demonstrations in front of people. 
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Community service experiences 

Marta’s club was involved in at least two or three community service projects 

throughout the year. Since they were a large club, they usually did the associated 

activities within the club meeting. They made “goody bags” for the homeless, containing 

toiletries and other items. These were taken to the shelter. They also collected food and 

toys for needy families. Marta felt community service in her club was a different learning 

experience than what was typically done in the public schools. 

I think just learning the citizenship because I think you don’t see that very 
much anymore. With kids, I mean with high school kids they go out and do 
community service, but are they really learning anything from it?...But we 
have had (club) kids collect the can goods and they take them to the 
shelter and they actually see that there are people there that really need 
our help. 

Although leaders often came up with ideas for community service, club members 

did too. The club had a community service committee composed of teenage girls. These 

girls planned out different community service activities they could do during the year. All 

youth were encouraged to participate in community service activities. For those that 

wanted to achieve the 4-H’s standards of excellence, they also had to help plan and 

arrange these activities for the club if they wanted to achieve a certain level. 

Marta noted that the type of community service affected different ages in different 

ways. In one community service, toys were collected for less fortunate youth. Younger 

youth seemed to learn a different lesson than the older ones. 

It’s different I think with all the ages because…whenever we were 
collecting toys, and the younger ones…they want those toys because 
they’re young. And I think…that helped them with a learning experience, 
because…they’re in their own little world sometimes, and they didn’t 
realize that there are other kids that don’t have anything. So that…with the 
younger kids I think there’s different ones [experiences] than there are 
with the older kids, because older ones know that already. 
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Marta emphasized that just feeling appreciated after doing community service 

was a learning experience in itself for youth. Her youth had made cookies and took 

them to the fire department, police department, and ambulance stations. Although the 

youth may not have known or understood the kind of work these people did, Marta felt 

that youth learned through this “act of appreciation” for others. 

Reflection. Providing an opportunity for youth to talk about what happened in a 

community service experience was not typically done in any “organized type of way” 

according to Marta. Yet, reflection might have happened at a later club meeting. She 

pointed out that after clean-up, families pretty much went their own way. Sometimes 

they did talk about it at the next meeting. Another potential opportunity for reflection 

might have taken place when youth wrote about their community service experiences in 

their project record/report and project story. 

That is a very important thing that goes into their record books to show 
what they’ve learned from it and what they did. Even if they don’t plan it 
out, if they’re just involved in it…they put down what they did and why they 
did it. 

Application. Marta felt youth could apply just about anything they learned from 

one community service to another community service. The “application of learning” 

could go into the project the next year when youth expanded on the original idea. Marta 

felt youth learned generosity through the community service projects. Through the 

group projects they learned how to work together. This generosity was applied in other 

areas of the club. “I think in a way that kind of brings out generosity towards each other. 

Whether they have to help them or share something.” 
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Leadership and civic engagement experiences 

Some youth in Marta’s club were involved in multiple levels of leadership within 

4-H. This included involvement in county and district 4-H councils and the 4-H youth 

executive board at the state level. During club meetings, those on the county council 

would stand in front of the club and report on what was happening at the county level in 

4-H. Marta felt the involvement of youth in multiple leadership and civic engagement 

opportunities helped them learn important organizational skills. 

The one girl that is in my club right now, that’s in county council, district 
council, and executive board. She is probably one of the most organized 
teenagers I have ever seen, because she has got to be if she wants to 
keep up with everything going on! She has to stay very organized on what 
she is doing and plan her events and things around what she has got 
going on with her 4-H events. 

As a club, youth attended the “4-H Legislature” (Leg) and “Citizenship 

Washington Focus” (CWF) where they had civic engagement and leadership learning 

opportunities. Marta indicated that youth learned a lot by participating in these events. 

She felt their learning experiences were influenced by the fact that youth were in a place 

where none of them had been before. As a group they were dependent on each other. 

These experiences were then shared with other youth in the club when they returned. 

This created excitement in others who then wanted to go the following year. 

The next year, we had several more that wanted to go and then the 
following year...So, when they bring it back and they show what they saw, 
what they learned…and a lot of these kids had never been there before in 
their life, and it was just such a neat experience for them. 

For each project they did, youth also were expected to have a leadership 

experience in their project area. This was especially true for older club youth. For Marta, 

the challenge was to find a leadership experience that all had the opportunity to do. 

Leadership seemed easier to incorporate into group projects. For individual projects it 
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was a little harder to do. Encouraging youth to teach or mentor others was viewed as a 

way to do leadership in a project area, especially for the older youth. 

Youth in livestock projects often accomplished their leadership component by 

teaching others about showmanship in the ring at a county livestock show. They held 

showmanship workshops. Youth who had shown an animal would teach that part of the 

showmanship workshop to other 4-H members. Although Marta had to help them 

organize the workshop, the youth set everything up and did the teaching. Each youth 

had something to share with people that came to the workshop. 

And we did that with each group; we had the rabbits, and the chickens, 
and the steer and the pigs. And so they really, they did the workshop. 
They even came up with the idea of bringing a big ball and the cane to 
show how to kind of, you know, tap your pig…that was really one of those 
times that they kind of just took over and did it, yeah. They didn’t really 
need us there…That was a good leadership opportunity. 

Challenges to the Learning Process 

When Marta looked for ideas and activities for her club, she wanted to find 

something meaningful and of interest for everyone in the club. However, addressing 

different skill levels across the groups was a challenge. Selecting and doing educational 

activities with groups comprised of different ages and schooling platforms was also a 

challenge. Because of this, for any project they did, the outcomes of the experience and 

the engagement level were likely different for each youth. 

So everybody…in the group is not on the same educational level. Even in 
the same group, you have homeschoolers, you have some that are in 
public school…They may have different learning techniques, different 
learning abilities…The leader can find something that is fun for everyone 
to do, but I don’t think everyone will take that with them…I think the 
challenge is trying to find something that is…interesting to everybody. 

Another challenge Marta described was getting youth to complete their project 

books and reports. They often complained about having to do them, but felt a sense of 
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accomplishment when they were done. Finding adequate time for “reflection” within 

meetings or after activities or events was another concern for her. 

Reflections on the Interviews, Experiential Learning, and Training 

Marta told a story about her own growth as a leader. She once did a survey with 

the club and looked over the responses afterwards. The answers to the survey opened 

her eyes up and how, as a leader, she might have influenced how children viewed the 

club. 

I had this teenage girl. She was kind of stand-offish or alone or whatever. 
Then when we did the surveys at the end of the year… I was reading them 
and saw her answers…“I wish people were more friendly to me.” I was 
like, “Maybe I haven’t been as friendly or, you know, reached out to her as 
much,” and that really kind of opened my eyes to, you know, how to treat 
all people…After I read the survey, it made me reflect…Well what could I 
have done to make her feel more welcome and maybe I could have 
introduced her to somebody else who could have made her, you know…. 
So I’ve learned from that, by the reflection part. It’s not just for the kids. It’s 
definitely for the adults too. 

Marta realized that having time to reflect on her own club practices and role as a 

leader was critical for a leader’s growth. Marta felt the leaders’ meetings provided a 

valuable venue for some more hands-on training for leaders, even if only every other 

month. But she also expressed the desire to have more time at the leader meetings to 

talk and share things with each leader and as a whole group. 

So when we come together, as a leader’s group, maybe I’ll hear how they 
handled some of their stuff that, you know…And I’ll learn from them and 
hopefully they’ve learned from me with a big group or whatever…That 
does help, having the input from other leaders…And so, it was good for 
me to sit with other leaders and ask them questions. “Well, how did you do 
that?” or “What’s the best way?” You know, and getting that experience 
from other leaders is very helpful. 

Marta had attended the Southern Region Volunteer Forum at the Rock Eagle 4-H 

Training Center in Georgia. She learned a lot as a leader and brought these ideas back 



 

190 

to her club. But it was far away and expensive to get there. She wanted to see more 

training for her and other leaders in the county that was similar to what she had at Rock 

Eagle, yet closer to her county. 

Because when you were there with the group and you learned a skill you 
hadn’t…I learned a lot of things that I could bring back to my club…but a 
lot of times it’s so far away or it costs too much money, or it’s, you know, 
when you’ve got a family life going on, you can’t really take the time off. 
And I really wish there were more of those types of things maybe. 

Marta enjoyed attending training as long as they were helpful and meaningful. If 

district trainings were held she hoped leaders would have an opportunity to get together 

and share what worked and what didn’t work for them. Marta also emphasized that 

training should be hands-on and that leaders should do “the same thing that the kid’s 

do.” The importance of using this hands-on approach with leaders was further 

described. 

And I think we’re just like the kids too. You know, we can sit there, and 
you could talk to me or show me a PowerPoint and I might catch it, and I 
might not. But if we actually sat down and made a rocket, you know, and 
then looked at what we did wrong or what we did. I think that’s a bigger 
learning thing…even for leaders. 

She further emphasized the importance of learning about experiential learning by 

following the same steps youth would go through. She described an example of a 

workshop she attended at the Southern Region Volunteer Forum. 

We actually did what the kids do; we had a project paper that we did, 
where we had to reflect on what we did. And then we brought it back (to 
the club) and applied it. So, I think a lot of times, leaders need that hands-
on experiential learning too, just like the kids. And when we do it, I think it 
shows us more how it should be done. 

At the end of the interview, Marta shared that the experience of being interviewed 

helped her understand the model better. 
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Well, even just doing this interview with you, I understand it more now 
than I did before. I probably read over it and put it in the book…but I have 
been doing a lot of the stuff, just not even thinking that it was the basic 
plan. Yeah, it’s made me think more about what the steps are. 

Club Leader 4 - Anna 

Introducing Anna and Her Club 

Anna was both the organizational leader and project leader for her club. She 

considered her club to be both a community club and a project club. She had been a 

club leader for five years. The club also had been in existence for five years. She felt 

new clubs needed about two and a half years to get going, and hers was finally taking 

off. She indicated the number of youth in her club grew every year. She had 28 youth 

currently on the club roster. Many of these were Cloverbuds, the youngest members of 

4-H. Most club youth were homeschooled, but some attended public schools. 

Club youth were involved in projects related to survival and outdoor skills, 

camping, hiking, fishing, first aid, and astronomy. Youth were also involved in 

community service, citizenship and leadership, and public speaking. She described her 

club as a non-competitive club except for doing an annual contest in 4-H called 

Consumer Choice Judging, where youth were required to use critical thinking and 

decision-making skills in their selection of consumer-based products. 

The club was in a rural area and met once a month for about two to three hours. 

The leader had a home on a number of acres, so meetings were held there. Anna was 

the primary leader, but if needed, her mother stepped in as the assistant leader. Other 

parents also stepped in to help with club activities, as needed. Table 4-1 provides an 

overview of Anna and her club. 
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Becoming a Leader 

Anna, her husband, and their families, grew up in 4-H. Anna had joined 4-H when 

she was eight years old. Since most girls in 4-H at the time did sewing, she worked on 

sewing projects. She described herself as being “tomboyish” and being “frustrated 

beyond belief” with sewing. She was at first shy in 4-H but got very involved in public 

speaking and demonstrations. These skills were later very useful for her. 

Near the end of her sophomore year, Anna decided to leave 4-H behind and 

focus on ROTC. She planned to go into the army, but instead she “married it.” She then 

worked to help her husband through school. Then her twins came, and they were 

diagnosed with a rare disease. As a result, Anna has worked to help raise public 

awareness about the disease and has worked with other organizations on this effort. 

She credited 4-H in providing her with these public speaking skills. 

Anna did not care for the public school system and homeschooled her own 

children. She wanted her own children to have the same experience with 4-H that she 

had as a child. She described that one day, she and another parent went to the county 

extension office to enroll their children, but were told most of the clubs were already 

closed or full. After talking with the other parent, they decided to start their own club 

together. Anna became a leader because she saw “a need that needed to be filled.” 

As new leaders, they asked themselves: “What do we know that we can do? 

What can we teach to the kids so that they can learn?” Anna was really interested in the 

outdoors, and the other leader was interested in nutrition. So that became their initial 

project focus. The club seemed to really enjoy doing hiking and fishing projects. They 

also went camping. Youth shared their experiences with other youth and the club grew.  
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Previous Education and Training 

Anna’s county held leader meetings. The meetings typically focused on a 

subject, such as dealing with parents, working with youth, and program rules and 

guidelines. These meetings often included some type of training for them, “so we have 

constant training.” She felt these meetings were helpful and did more than just educate 

them. These meetings provided time for leaders to reflect or talk with other leaders on 

such questions as, “What’s going on in your club? How can you improve? What ideas 

does this leader have? What ideas does that leader have?” She felt attending these 

meetings were important because she was able to talk with other leaders. She wanted 

to know how other leaders dealt with certain issues. Anna also stated that leadership 

classes were given at the county level but indicated the classes covered material she 

already knew or had covered in the past. She also did online training as a volunteer at 

the state level. 

Anna was familiar with the experiential learning model. Her county agent had 

gone through the process with the leaders and usually did something on the model on a 

regular basis with leaders. She remembered the agent had “talked about the process, 

sharing, and how to apply stuff.” Overall, Anna felt her county agent provided very 

helpful information in these trainings. Anna described a particular training offered by her 

4-H agent which she felt involved learning about the experiential learning model. 

She gave us…like an activity that our club was going to do. And then we 
had to plan it out, you know? I guess apply the goal...So, I guess it was 
somewhat similar to this, because we had to show, you know, what we 
were applying or what goal they were using. What was the process we 
were going to do for them to achieve that goal, you know? 
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Anna had also taken psychology classes in college and felt this information was 

helpful in her work with youth. She learned a lot by just searching on the web for 

information about education principles. 

Her Role as Club Leader 

When Anna first became a leader she “walked on eggshells” and described her 

youth as being “out of control” because of a lack of discipline. She realized she needed 

rules and decided to put forth her own personality into the process. 

They’re either going to like me or they’re going to love me, but I’m just 
going to have to put my personality in this and put it down cause we have 
to have some rules, and there’s got to be some structure and discipline. 
Because I can’t take more than ten kids out somewhere or have more of 
them doing…these fun things that they want to learn, and then they’re not 
going to fall in line and listen. 

Through her own experiences with the club, Anna learned the importance of 

balancing paperwork with activities. The first couple years of the nutrition project 

illustrated this. 

When we started it was more book work but about the second year, the 
kids were like “We gotta learn more nutrition? I’ve already heard starches 
and fruit and meat!” And it was like, “Oh, we’ve heard it at school, and we 
hear it here and da da da...!” 

Anna then realized that getting the input of youth about what and how they 

wanted to learn was important. Youth then started telling Anna all the things they 

wanted to learn. This changed the way she approached handling the club. She learned 

that collaboration with club members was important. She then always included youth by 

getting their ideas and thoughts about club meetings and activities, especially the 

officers. She felt that getting the opinions of even her Cloverbuds and Juniors were 

important. 
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Anna instructed all the activities and saw herself as the “total lead on everything.” 

She described her role as a leader in the club this way. “I feel like I’m a teacher 

because…you can’t just ‘woooo!’ and here’s a club meeting. I mean, it takes time. As a 

leader, you want to lead, you want to teach.” At the same time, she felt leaders should 

not be authoritarians, but should focus on helping youth be leaders. 

I really want to make leaders of tomorrow. So I really want to teach them 
all the skills that they need to be leaders…So I think as leaders, you guide 
them in that direction, especially with the older kids, you know?  

She emphasized the importance of giving youth leadership roles in the club. She 

saw these leadership opportunities as a way for youth to learn more independence. For 

example, to help prepare youth for a real camping trip, Anna did a series of 

demonstrations at a club meeting on things they needed to know, such as setting up a 

tent, collecting wood, and building a fire. Hiking was also presented as a series of 

demonstrations. She often had the more experienced older youth who had hiked before, 

perform demonstrations on what items should go in the hiking bag and what members 

should bring and/or wear on a camping trip. “And then I’m there to catch whatever they 

left out. So I guide them in that way.” 

Anna saw herself as a disciplinarian. She expected respect and for children to 

behave. She felt that if you gave youth guidelines or a set of rules, they needed to follow 

them. If they did, then they were more likely to have a good time. Anna tried to be a little 

stern, but at the same time caring. Anna did not view herself as an authoritarian. Instead 

she preferred to leave decisions and choices up to youth, especially the older ones. “I 

think it’s always important to tie in the older kids.” However, during campouts, if a 

problem arose, Anna would step in and try to redirect the situation. Sometimes youth 

got frustrated with each other and Anna stepped in to stop an argument and remind 
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them “What’s one of the rules in our club? That we remain friends and we’re not going 

to talk to each other like this.” 

Anna also made sure that for anything they did outdoors, especially camping, 

she always brought extra supplies in case youth forgot something. She had to pay 

attention to details, because of the types of outdoor experiences involved, such as 

fishing, camping, and hiking. Prior to a hike she would check their bags for the items 

they were expected to bring. 

You know, we’re going to be walking for like an hour, hour and a half. So I 
step in with that way, too. Take the water, fill it up. You know, who doesn’t 
have a compass, then I provide the compass, you know? Uh, who doesn’t 
have the bug spray, or the whatever? So I always make sure I have extra 
stuff, and then I always check their bags before we go on a hike. That 
way, when we’re hiking, everyone has everything and we’re all on the 
same page. So I guess I could teach and guide that way. 

She also gave youth the responsibility of checking hiking bags before a hike, 

keeping lists of things needed, and being designated as hiking guides. She encouraged 

them to be the leader because she knew they were going to be the next leaders. 

Anna did her best to keep the youth organized in teams during hikes. She 

established rules before going on hikes. She kept a parent at the front and a parent at 

the back. She kept eyes on them and made sure they followed whatever plan they had 

for the trip. If a youth acted up during a hike, she had the group “take a knee” (break) 

and pulled the youth aside, away from the group and talk with him or her. 

If you talk to them in front of the kids, it’s like he’ll get the attention he 
wants, right? Or he’s either going to be embarrassed. So, you know, I 
usually just talk to him. I try to figure out what’s going on. And if he’s not 
going to change or go, then I usually have enough parents that one will 
take him back and we have a safety spot. We always have a safety spot. 
And they go and they sit there until we come back. And do that once or 
twice…then the next activity, they’re all like, “Ok, I’m going!” 
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Anna also viewed herself as an overseer and guided youth as they worked 

together on outdoor activities. She saw the value in teamwork and encouraged youth to 

work together. 

My biggest thing that I talk to them about is that you have to work as a 
team. So if you have any differences, you need to sit down and 
democratically work that out. You need to accomplish your goal...I’m here 
if you need me. So I’m, you know, in whatever spot and I watch over them. 
And guide them, and you know, if they’re in trouble. 

Involving Parents and Other Adults  

Club parents were not typically in charge of projects. However, Anna viewed 

them as helpers in club activities. She enlisted the help of two or three parents. These 

parents went with each group. She talked to these parents before the meeting so “that 

they’re not showing up blind-sided.” This gave her a chance to move around and see 

each group during their activity time. 

Some parents who came to club meetings enjoyed mingling with other parents. 

Anna gave non-helping parents projects to work on, which kept the parents occupied 

during club meetings. This way parents felt like they were able to watch their children 

and still be involved in the club. Anna expressed this separation between parent and 

child fostered more independence from their parents and allowed older youth to lead the 

younger ones better. 

However, some parents who stayed at the meetings would “step in” at times and 

interfere with their child. She expressed that these parents needed to step back and let 

their child grow. She felt this was more of a concern with homeschool educators 

perhaps because they had a harder time letting go of the role of teacher and let their 

own “kids use their imagination and do stuff.” 
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Anna expected parents to come to campouts with their child and stay in the tents 

with them. Some parents expressed their own excitement with the club projects. This 

was often because the parents used to hike or camp when they were younger and now 

they were able to do this again with their own children. According to Anna, youth whose 

parents were more involved in 4-H activities, were more likely to complete and turn in a 

project book at the end of the year. Fortunately, more parents were involved in her club 

than uninvolved. 

Beliefs on Learning in the 4-H Club 

Anna believed experiential learning was involved in all the projects and events 

her club youth were involved in, including community service projects. During the 

interviews, Anna shared some of her beliefs about learning in her club and some of the 

approaches she used in club activities. 

Influence of social context. Anna described that the social context of the club 

provided a way for youth to share and talk about their experiences whenever they got 

together. This built stronger relationships within and even outside the club. Anna felt her 

club offered youth a sense of camaraderie and acceptance. There was no “in crowd” or 

“out crowd.” Anna also encouraged youth to have respect for all and told youth “You 

give respect, you receive respect. I respect you and your ideas, so you’re going to 

respect me.” She expected youth to follow the rules so that activities could be 

completed in the time frame allowed. She also felt the social context of the club 

enhanced learning experiences and helped youth retain more of what they learned. 

When you throw in that you have their friends as teammates and then that 
experience that is shared amongst the group, all that tying in…makes the 
hands on learning process…it makes them retain it more than if you’re 
going to sit down and just study. 
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Have older mentor younger. Anna often had older youth mentor younger ones. 

Older ones served as role models, especially the ones in club leadership roles. “When 

you team them up, and you have a good group of older kids that are leaders…then the 

younger kids look up to them…It all kind of ties in. They all work together.” 

Use hands-on experiences. As a homeschool educator, Anna loved how 4-H 

offered youth plenty of hands-on experiences. Anna believed in the benefits of using an 

experiential learning approach with youth. “I think hands-on learning, they adapt to it 

more. They apply it more and they enjoy it more.” Anna believed youth enjoyed it more 

because they were moving and using their hands. Then they got excited about the 

project or activity, because it was hands-on. This made their imagination work at the 

same time, which gave rise to new ideas, their own ideas. 

The boys were interested in solar power, right? Ok, we had the books, 
we’re going to read it, we research it, and then we went out and we built 
the little projects…And we went on trips and stuff…The hands-on-learning 
makes that experience stronger…And then it encourages their imagination 
to make…new things happen. 

She viewed 4-H as offering youth new types of hands-on learning opportunities. 

She described how 4-H was now working with robots. “They never had that before, but 

the fact that 4-H is doing that is encouraging kids to get more active in it.” 

Be open to discussion or reflection at any time. Anna wanted youth to know 

they could come and talk with her anytime about what they were thinking. She felt their 

thoughts did not come fixed in a time frame. Thus, setting aside a specific time for 

reflection for the club and having that be the only point in time when it happened might 

“backfire.” She wanted to keep opportunities for discussion and reflection more open for 

the club. “If you set limits on the sharing process, or make it a time constraint, then 

they’re not going to come and share with you…because kids’ ideas are not set in time.” 
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Listen to the voice of youth. For Anna choosing an activity for the club was 

dependent on many factors. For her getting the opinions and ideas from club officers 

was important. She would ask club youth such questions as “What did the club need to 

do? Where were they in the project book? Did they need to review something?” She 

needed to choose something that all were able to and would want to do. She wanted 

activities to be hand-on and age appropriate. Getting their thoughts helped her make 

these types of decisions. 

Anna really wanted children to have the freedom to use their own imagination in 

club activities and programs. This allowed the youth in the club to “feel like they’re part 

of something, and that their opinion counts.” Anna emphasized that many youth 

returned to her club each year because they liked the independence that came with 

learning things on their own. She felt they liked using their imagination for whatever she 

gave them to do. 

Describing Experiential Learning  

Learn by doing. Anna described “learn by doing” as involving more than just 

doing something. Anna felt the “doing” part of the experiential learning model was easy 

because that was what they always did as a club. She shared a story about her club 

and how they learned to build a fire through a series of actions. The experience 

illustrated the engagement of the whole learner in the process. 

I guess it’d be for us, when they finally learn how to build a fire. You know, 
that would be “learn by doing” for our club…They have that like a-ha 
moment, when the fire finally ignites with the wood. And their faces just, 
oh, my gosh! They just light up! Because it’s such an accomplishment that 
they learned in about two lessons, you know?…Especially when we do the 
two sticks…it looks real easy in Hollywood to rub two sticks together to 
make a fire, but…it’s a couple hours! It’s not easy. So they practice, and 
they practice. 
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Concrete experience. Anna described a concrete experience as a hands-on 

experience that involved practicing skills. She often had youth practice what they 

needed to do before going out into nature. She gave an example of a concrete 

experience where teams of youth built a rain shelter out of natural materials during an 

outdoor activity. “They came up with a lot of ideas by putting the poncho as a tent, but 

then putting the palmetto leaves on top as extra protection.” 

Reflection. Anna believed that if youth had opportunities to share and talk about 

their experiences, the process encouraged them to “go out of their box” and do 

something with what they learned, even beyond 4-H. However, because she had so 

many youth in the club organizing a time to reflect on specific activities or experiences 

with them as individuals or even as a group was difficult. However, Anna felt reflection 

was as part of the group sharing process that occurred at various times during club 

meetings or during the year. Anna described her club youth as very social and talked to 

each other a lot during meetings. She felt this was a way for them to reflect on their 

activities. These opportunities for youth to talk and share things with each other often 

took place at the end of club meetings. As club they also did some brainstorming about 

what they liked or didn’t like about an activity or if they wanted to expand on it. This was 

because youth were often together in the different venues. Anna did not see reflection 

as something that happened at a specific time in an experience, but at any time. Anna 

wanted youth to have the freedom to come to her and talk about something anytime. 

Circle of reflection. Anna felt there was a “circle of reflection” among the 

members. “I think nonchalantly there’s always that circle of reflection within the 4-H 

members.” However, this circle of reflection was not necessarily a guided or facilitated 
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reflection by an adult leader but instead happened through more casual conversation. 

Anna also felt that youth shared their experiences and what they did in 4-H with others 

outside the club. She knew certain families in the club were always talking and sharing 

their experiences with each other. 

Reflection with different ages. She stressed that the term “reflection” was fine 

to use with older youth when they talked over something the club did, but Anna 

preferred to use the term “story time” for younger age groups. The approach to 

reflection, and even the term, had to be different for the different ages and levels. A 

younger child in her club did not process reflection the same as an older child. 

Application. Anna felt the application of learning was easy once meetings were 

planned and the activities identified. Anna knew youth applied new skills to something 

else they were learning. But she might not have realized this application of learning 

occurred until she had a chance to reflect back on the situation. ”Sometimes as a 

leader, you could sit there all day and plan the activity and plan the learning and the 

doing, right? But not see how they apply it, or use it until you have that reflection.” When 

youth applied something they learned, Anna felt the change in the child was really “kind 

of dramatic because it builds up their confidence in themselves and then it builds up the 

independence that they can do it on their own.” 

Experiential learning. Anna described experiential learning as a process that 

was more “hands-on” than doing bookwork. She felt it involved guiding youth through 

experiences that she herself may have had. 

They look to you for that kind of guidance. And then you become like a 
mentor. And then your experiences – not like it influences them, but they 
love to hear about it…Because that would be experiential learning to 
me…And they learn more that way. 
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When asked if she could describe the different phases of the model, Anna had 

difficulty with remembering the terms used for each phase. After thinking, she explained 

the phases of experiential learning this way. 

Well I guess…you would have to apply the skills…And then I’m sure 
‘learning’ would have to be part of the model because you’d have to apply 
them, but then you’d have to study them, and have them brought to you 
ahead of time maybe. 

Anna then tried to describe how experiential learning might occur in a club meeting. 

Although not a textbook description, she used terminology associated with the model. 

Well I’m not going to do it in order because I’m just thinking out loud but 
whatever the activity it is that they set up, they apply that so that’s a skill 
too…and then they’re learning that at the same time but it is all hands 
on…and I guess in reflection, they’re always talking about it. 

Describing Club Structure 

Anna’s club usually met on a Friday evening once or sometimes twice a month. 

Club planning began in August when they held their first club meeting and oriented new 

parents. Anna presented the club goals, shared the calendar for the year, and went over 

what the expectations were for club members. At this first meeting club officers were 

elected. 

The following meetings were then, for the most part, planned and led by the club 

officers. At each meeting they typically held a business meeting first, which lasted about 

15 minutes. The president opened meetings with the pledges. The club followed 

Robert’s Rules of Order and covered old and new business. They also had secretary, 

treasurer, and committee reports. 

After the business meeting, youth worked on activities related to project areas. 

Anna broke youth up into four “teams” of mixed ages. Since her club was so large, 

dividing the club into smaller teams worked better when they did activities, especially at 
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the campouts. The majority of youth in her club were very young. Since she only had 

four seniors, she placed a senior on each team. Each team was expected to work out 

any problems within their respective group. 

Anna’s club focused on projects related to fishing, hiking, camping, and first aid. 

Anna had found these topics as the ones in which youth were really interested in. Anna 

used the project books as a guide for the club’s meetings and programs. The books 

contained lesson plans useful in planning club activities. The project books tied in the 

different activities the club did, such as campouts. Club youth recorded what they did in 

their project books. Youth sometimes worked on these books during the club meetings. 

The club usually had two activities going on during a meeting, split between two pairs of 

teams. At least one activity focused on an outdoor project, while the other focused on 

first aid. Each activity lasted about 30 minutes. The groups then flipped and did the 

other activity. This format was followed throughout the year. 

Anna expected club youth to compete in at least one county event for the year. 

These county events typically involved doing a demonstration and/or illustrated talk in 

front of others. She encouraged Intermediates and Seniors to do more of these so that 

they could get more out of these types of experiences. Another competitive event she 

encouraged youth to participate in was Consumer Choice Judging. A number of her 

club youth really enjoyed doing this contest. Although the club did three community 

service projects each year, youth were only expected to be involved in two. 

Describing Club Experiences 

Anna was asked questions related to how she viewed youth as learning through 

different club experiences. She shared her club experiences related to projects, 

community service, civic engagement, and leadership. In Anna’s stories and 
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descriptions, the researcher looked for possible components and processes involved in 

the experiential learning model. 

Meeting experiences 

Anna felt the structure and social context of club meetings helped youth learn. 

Robert’s Rules of Order was taught through 4-H and used to guide the club’s business 

meetings. Although she felt her club did not follow the protocol as strictly as other clubs 

in her county did, it still helped keep the club organized and encouraged leadership. 

Now in my club, we are not as strict with it, but we definitely use it as a 
guideline and it makes things organized…so you can hit everything, old 
business, new business, and you make sure you have your secretary's 
report…your report of whatever activity we did…that encourages a lot of 
leadership and public speaking, too. 

Project experiences 

Club meetings usually involved youth in a skill-building activity related to a project 

area. “So that’s how they learn about getting stuff for the fire or we’ll practice setting up 

the tents before we have a campout.” Anna typically demonstrated something first, such 

as putting up a tent or how to use a compass. Afterwards, youth broke off into their 

groups to do the same thing. “There is always a learning activity every meeting.” 

Anna felt her club youth became more independent in their thinking because of 

the way the club meetings and projects were set up. She described a project experience 

that engaged youth, not just physically, but also their imagination and creativity. 

Their little minds, it’s amazing! They just take whatever we did, and they 
go out there and you may discuss a palmetto leaf as a good way to protect 
yourself, but then they’re out there…they’re looking around and they come 
up with another idea…It makes their imagination work a little more…then 
they take these ideas and…make it work for whatever that team needs. 

Anna described another situation where youth used their imagination and came up with 

their own ideas on how to build a tent as part of a project experience. 
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Instead of just coming up with your regular like triangle tent…or 
shelter…some of them are like, “Oh! I could use these two trees, and I 
don’t have to make it a triangle. I could make it at an angle!” or “I can use 
the branches from this!” 

Anna described that when youth were able to do things on their own and guide their 

own learning, they gained a real sense of accomplishment. Anna illustrated this in a 

story describing the learning of outdoor skills. 

Then their little faces, just when it’s done, whatever skill we’re doing 
whether it’s a fire or shelter-building or it’s a first aid thing or it’s a planning 
out your hike or wherever we are at the time…their little faces, just that 
they did it on their own, and they planned it, and you just gave them the 
skills and tools. They’re just so happy cause it’s like a little 
accomplishment that they did, without you holding their hand. 

One thing that surprised Anna was that younger club members were engaged in 

project activities she had thought were too advanced for them. After teaching the club 

how to use a compass, she handed some compasses to the youngest members. She 

described their reactions like this. 

We have five and six year olds that enjoyed learning about the compass. 
And then we did a compass course in the back three acres, and they were 
ecstatic! They left their siblings and they were…like literally would push 
their older siblings aside…and say “I got this!” And the little ones all 
teamed up together and that was like the cutest thing. They were like so 
enthralled with this little compass and how it can work! 

Influence of teamwork. Anna viewed meetings and project experiences as 

being framed in a social context because her club always did things in teams. She 

believed this helped them build friendships and trust within their groups. “So you are 

building that teamwork, that trust, that companionship, you know.” Ana believed that 

working in teams on a project built leadership skills because every team needed a 

leader. Anna indicated that the support of a team often provided more one-on-one 
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attention, especially for those youth that really needed it, and often provided youth with 

more confidence to then do things on their own. 

They like the teamwork that you get in camping and all of that…But some 
of them don’t get that one on one attention and the ones that really need 
that…really come out in that activity…And then they like it and then it goes 
into “I can do it myself.” And “I can do it myself” is a big learning thing. 

Project mentoring. Anna often utilized older youth to be team leaders and had 

them mentor and/or teach younger youth about outdoor skills or other projects. The 

influence older youth had on mentoring younger ones was evident. “The little kids are 

like ‘Oh, so and so helped me last time we went fishing. I remember what so and so told 

me…I remember how he told me to do that!’” Anna was always there to step in if the 

older youth needed help, but she really wanted older youth to learn leadership skills by 

having them help with project related demonstrations for the club. 

Reflection. Anna felt a time for reflection occurred during campouts. During a 

campout they had a bonfire at night. There each child had to stand up and talk about an 

experience they had at camp. Questions included “What have you learned that you 

liked?” or “What have you enjoyed?” or “What’s your favorite thing that has happened?”  

Reflection also was viewed as taking place during the meetings, at social gatherings, 

recreation times, or even in the car after a field trip. These were not necessarily 

facilitated by Anna or another adult, but again initiated more by the youth themselves. 

Well they have free time after every meeting…and then you see them all 
talking…“Oh! You know, I did this this week!” and “Oh! You know what we 
learned?” or “Oh! I saw that plant that we studied.” So, I don’t even have 
to instigate it…It’s just them talking. 

At the end of the year, Anna’s club often had a little party where they showed a 

video of different projects, activities, and events they did. Anna felt all these were 

opportunities where youth could reflect on or talk about their experiences. 
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Reflection in project reports and stories. Anna also felt project books and 

reports offered youth a way to look back and reflect on what they learned and put it in 

writing. Project reports involved answering reflective type questions but were more 

personal than project books. As part of the report, youth also had to write their own 

project story about what they did and learned. Anna described the important role of 

project stories. 

I think the best thing of all the things the kids in my club like are these little 
things. They love these [project reports] because you have to add 
pictures. Yeah, it’s more personal. They would rather do the project report 
more so than the project books…but it’s the stories, it’s building the stuff, 
you know. 

Application. Anna felt youth were able to build on or apply their project learning 

experiences over time. What they learned at the club meetings, they applied in their 

campouts. They learned camping skills, how to set up tents, how to build a fire, camp 

cooking techniques, and more. After they did the camping project, they went into the 

hiking project. Each time they built on what they learned. After they learned about hiking 

at a club meeting, they applied these skills when they went on a hiking trip. After that 

they did fishing the same way. They also learned how to use a compass at a meeting, 

and practiced using it on a hiking trip. 

Anna also introduced them to astronomy during a couple club meetings. At first 

she felt the youth might be too young for it. Anna had printed pictures of different 

constellations and stars and went over them at the meeting. She showed youth how to 

use the telescope and what to look for in the sky. Then they did a night hike. Anna was 

then surprised at what youth remembered and described the excitement generated as 

they looked up at the night sky. 
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But…oh my goodness! When we hiked the half mile from the beginning, 
and then we got to the open pasture...and they looked up at the sky…all of 
them could pick out at least one constellation…But they remembered the 
pictures…And it was like they grasped it. It’s like their little minds soaked 
up the picture…they looked up…and saw it...it was just this amazing 
thing…Then they applied it…they took the picture and the skills that they 
learned and when…they saw it in the sky…it opened their minds. And 
their little eyes were just…I mean, they were so happy! It was literally like 
little bunnies jumping up and down! 

Anna then had youth lie down in a circle and look up at the stars. “And I was in the 

middle, because that was the only way that they could all hear me.” She placed her 

seniors on both sides of her and listened to what came next as they all laid on the 

ground on their backs. 

We looked up in the sky, and you could just hear their little minds...they’re 
picking out that constellation and that constellation, but then they’re like… 
I don’t know how to explain it…this imagination, this uh theory of like 
learning beyond what you taught them…started coming out. I mean it was 
all age groups. 

Anna described how the younger ones were asking the older ones about the different 

constellations and what they were called. The older ones had been involved in the 

project longer so tried to answer questions based on what they knew. Anna felt group 

learning was evident. 

Anna considered this was one of her favorite experiences because of all the 

questions that the experience generated in youth. She said the experiences “just 

brightened their minds.” Anna also felt the experience was a good example of 

application of learning because club youth had taken what they had learned from the 

astronomy project book and applied this information during the trip. 

Mentoring as applying learning. Anna also viewed mentoring as a way for a 

youth to apply their skills. For example, the more experienced youth applied what they 
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knew about fishing skills by teaching less experienced youth some of these skills. Again 

this seemed to happen during club meetings and during actual campouts and hikes. 

Role of family in project learning experiences. Anna felt that youth whose 

parents were more involved with their project got more out of the project. The youth 

whose families/parents looked over and actually helped youth with the project books 

acted more excited about the project. They came back to the club meetings and were 

excited to share what they did at home with Anna and the club. 

Anna further described the important role parents played in project learning. 

Youth might engage in an activity and not get what the activity was all about. However, 

when they got home and their parents got involved, something clicked where they 

understood what it was all about. 

You know, we sit there and we plan the activity kind of off the book, right? 
And you guide them and kind of teach them, right? But they don’t get it. 
You know, they’re just excited to do something. When they go home and 
they look at it…and their parents are guiding them on that, then it, 
sometimes it snaps and it’s like this excitement. I’ll get an email or 
something from their parent, or the kid will tell me next time I see them. 

Dads played a special role in the projects when they were involved, especially in 

fishing. Anna noticed that a child enjoyed fishing more when their dad was with them, 

compared to their mom. “I think fishing gets them more excited because it’s one-on- 

one…you need to have that one-on-one a little bit.” 

The types of projects youth did in Anna’s club were often of interest to the 

parents of club youth as well. This encouraged parents to be more involved. Perhaps 

these parents enjoyed these same activities when they were younger, but then “they 

had kids and life got busy.” Now that their own children were learning these skills they 

were reflecting back on their own experiences as a younger person. This, in turn, 
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influenced the types of additional learning experiences youth had with their own 

families, reinforcing what the child learned in the club. That is, the parents provided 

opportunities for their own children to apply skills they learned during family outings. 

I have this one family that every time the kids learn something at the 
meeting, the family turns around and takes either that Saturday or 
Sunday…and instills that skill in some type of activity…which is really cool 
cause they just reinforce…what we’re learning…and to grow with them. 
They really tie in everything. 

On the other hand, Anna felt that some parents were not really involved in their 

child’s project or did not help them complete project books. Lack of time was given as 

one reason. When this happened, Anna held extra meetings to help those youth 

complete their project book. For these youth, Anna saw herself as perhaps the only 

person providing the structure and encouragement the youth needed. 

Experiences giving talks and demonstrations 

Anna did not consider her club a competitive club, but encouraged youth to 

speak in front of groups. Anna left the choice of doing or not doing a demonstration up 

to the youth, but she encouraged youth to give a demonstration on a topic of high 

interest. She felt if youth liked the topic, they would feel more comfortable talking about 

it in front of people. 

During club meetings, Anna looked for simple ways to encourage youth to speak 

in front of others. For example, during roll call at club meetings, youth were asked to 

stand up and talk about something they recently learned about in 4-H or about the 

meeting topic that night. She emphasized that club youth supported each other through 

talks and demonstrations and in any competitive events they were involved in. A 

number of club youth did demonstrations and talks at county events. Senior youth that 
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competed at county level and won would then go to district competitions. If they won 

first place at district they could then go to state. 

Moving beyond comfort zone. Over the course of the year’s meetings, this 

allowed everyone to have perhaps multiple opportunities to speak. After each person 

gave their little speech, club members expressed their support by applauding them. “So 

by making them stand up and say their name and they have to give a one or two 

sentence presentation on that topic, it encourages them to speak out.” Anna felt that 

since everyone in the club did this at some point, it encouraged youth to “step out of 

their comfort zone” and encouraged them to speak out “especially the really shy ones.” 

Even Anna’s own sons gained confidence to speak in front of large audiences. “They do 

that all the time. It’s like no big deal for them...That’s where 4-H really ties in.” 

Blending of experiential learning phases. Anna viewed talks and 

demonstrations as being not only concrete experiences but also opportunities for youth 

to share what they had learned with others. At the same time, Anna also described that 

youth applied what they learned through the act of giving illustrated talks or 

demonstrations. 

I also had one do a speech, “This is our campout.” My little junior did that 
and talked about how they prepared for the campout, and what all 
consisted in the campout, and what they did…I guess that would be 
considered applying, because they’re taking the skills they’ve learned, but 
they’re turning it into something like that. 

The idea that “engaging in an experience” was also a way to share what youth 

learned and yet at the same time be a way to apply what was learned, emerged as a 

pattern in the interview data. This idea has been further addressed in Chapter 5. 
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Competitive event experiences 

Consumer choices was a 4-H project that involved decision-making and making 

purchases. It involved preparing for and entering a competitive event. Youth were 

presented with a set of scenarios, each with a set of possible choices. Youth were to 

choose the best choice for that particular scenario. The contest was held at the county 

fair in the fall and later at the state level. The consumer choice project was popular in 

Anna’s club. Anna indicated her club youth were always given opportunities to make 

choices and use their brains. “And I think that is why they like the club too, because 

there are these little things and…their little brains are just working!” Not everyone in 

Anna’s club got involved in the project, but those that did really enjoyed it. As a result, 

Anna’s youth often did well in it. She described shelter building as an example of a 

possible scenario for the contest. “Ok, we’re out in the woods and we’re hiking. The 

temperature is 80 degrees. We’re going to be out there overnight. We don’t have 

anything but a poncho. Rain’s coming in. What are you going to do?” 

Every year her youth worked in teams to prepare for the event. Like projects, 

working in teams for competitive events created beneficial bonds among the members. 

“It really builds teamwork because you have to have a team to compete…you learn to 

build a friendship with your teammates. So you are building that teamwork, that trust, 

that companionship you know.” 

Anna sent the materials home with youth so they could study. Each group had 

their own set of study materials. The club held team practices, and the county had 

“mock” events for the youth. This provided practice for the actual event. Youth came up 

with their own ways to learn the material. “And I do that with my kids and the (family) do 
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that with their kids so I guess that’s really the only way that we’ve learned to prepare.” 

For the younger ones, Anna had to make preparing for the contest a little more fun. 

Reflection. Anna believed that reflection might happen when a child did well in 

the contest. “In their little minds that reward is, that reflection is, ‘I won’.” After the 

contest, the teams often went out to a local restaurant. Anna believed youth had 

opportunities to again share and reflect on their experiences of the contest with each 

other during the meal. Again, reflection was viewed as happening through social 

interaction among youth, and not necessarily as a leader-guided phase. 

Application. Parents also seemed to play a role in helping their child learn 

through competitive events. Team member usually had a parent who encouraged their 

participation in these competitive events. For youth involved in the consumer choices 

project, what they learned was often integrated or applied into their home and family life. 

Parents saw this when they went shopping together with their children who were 

involved in the project. 

Whenever they go shopping, the mother has the list. Her boys go down 
the aisle now and instead of just picking whatever, they actually look at 
it…They start analyzing it…And so I think ‘consumer choices’ really makes 
you a better consumer which is what it’s meant to do. And the kids like 
that I think because they’re not really memorizing items that they have to 
go and name. They have to think about “Oh this is a list and I got to make 
this money count” or whatever. 

Anna’s senior youth were the most competitive and studied more. She often had the 

more experienced youth mentor the less experienced ones to help them prepare for this 

event. Thus, experienced youth may have had opportunities to apply their own learning 

to help others in their club through mentoring. 
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Community service experiences 

Anna’s club did at least three community service projects a year. One was a 

Veterans’ Day dinner. For another they solicited donations for a home for abused 

women and children, and then they helped a community of families whose children had 

a rare disease. These community services were voted on as a club. Even though Anna 

was the leader, she knew she could not tell the club what they were going to do. “It’s 

democracy, and 4-H is a democracy.” These community service projects engaged her 

club youth in a number of concrete experiences that involved them both physically and 

emotionally. 

The Veterans’ Day dinner was a major event for the club. They hosted the dinner 

to honor three to six local veterans for their service. The club served them dinner and 

had a special recognition program for them. Club youth ran the program. The parents 

helped pay for the dinner. The younger club members especially enjoyed it because 

they had to dress up for it. Every member had a role which made the event even more 

enjoyable for the youth. The club officers spoke and ran it as a regular meeting. The 

group went through an opening invocation, the pledges, and the secretary recited an 

opening poem for the veterans. The officers read the biographies of the veterans and 

introduced them. Even the youngest members had a role. They stood in front of the 

stage and handed the plaque to the veterans when they came up. Others were in 

charge of escorting the veteran to and from the stage. “It’s a real ceremony.” 

Every year youth who had attended in the past told others about what they 

learned and passed this down to the younger members. “Now the younger members get 

excited about it.” Anna felt this community service helped youth learn respect for 

veterans and senior citizens. 
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The club also did a project every three months for a home for abused women 

and children. Youth gathered toiletries, such as toothpaste, shampoo, and conditioner 

and then placed these items into little bags. The youngest members made cards with 

drawings and placed them in the bags. The club then dropped the bags off at the home. 

Then at Christmas, the club collected toys for the children who lived at the home with 

their mothers. Sometimes the toys came from the dollar store but most of the time club 

youth went through their own closets to find toys in good shape they had outgrown. 

Anna felt this made the experience more personal for them. They cleaned up the toys 

and dropped them off. 

Another community service project involved helping a community of families 

whose children had a rare disease. At Christmas the club collected donated items and 

made stockings for the children in these families. At Easter the club youth made Easter 

baskets. The club then received thank you notes from the children who had the rare 

disease. These youth lived all over the country and getting their responses back was 

rewarding for her club. Again, the emotional involvement of youth was expressed by 

Anna. 

You have to realize those kids are all over the nation so the older kids who 
have Facebook…they actually see it. Then in the club meeting we’ll show 
them pictures of the kids with their Easter baskets you know and how 
happy they were, and that makes them feel so good. 

Anna felt community service helped youth learn the importance of giving back to 

the community. Each community service project left youth with some message to take 

away. Youth saw themselves as helping others in need and that there were people out 

there that had greater problems than them. “So they’re getting a great aspect of all 
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different kinds of people in those three community service things.” She believed these 

experiences raised awareness and appreciation for what youth already had. 

Leadership experiences 

When Anna was in 4-H, opportunities for the development of leadership skills 

were lacking. Now as a leader of her own club, she encouraged youth to take on 

leadership roles and provided youth with plenty of leadership opportunities. She felt this 

was especially important for the older ones, since they often became club officers. 

They have been in 4-H a long time, they have been in many different clubs 
and they’ve told me the reason why they come back is because…I’ve let 
them be like junior leaders. They like that part of it…their ideas are given 
and then if it’s a safe and clear idea that goes along with what the club 
does, you know, then I let them take it and build on it. 

Leadership started at the club level. Anna wanted all of her club members, 

especially the officers, to provide input on club meetings. When they got together they 

planned the meeting that way. She also made sure youth were involved in planning 

camping trips or other field experiences. 

Team leadership. Anna divided the club up into teams of mixed ages in order to 

work on projects. Both senior and intermediate youth were given leadership roles on 

these teams. 

It gives the seniors leadership, you know. And even though they’re the 
leaders of the team, they have to let the intermediates kind of be in 
charge. Because they’re gonna to be our next leaders So they really 
encourage the intermediates to come and help and, you know, so...those 
two age groups work together really well. 

In turn, the youth leaders of these teams were expected to provide leadership 

roles for the younger members of the team. Anna felt these teams of mixed ages 

worked well together. She even had two club officers that were “dedicated to go over 
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everyone’s hiking bag.” She did this because older youth wanted to take on more of a 

leadership role and help the younger ones with their bags. 

Mentoring. Anna paired older youth with younger ones or more experienced 

youth with new members. This mentoring also helped these older youth develop 

leadership skills. Anna explained these pairings worked because younger ones looked 

up to the older youth. The older youth acted as mentors or guides to younger youth. 

Because I’ve learned with our kids and parents…They don’t pay attention. 
But kids teaching other kids with the leader there, they pay more attention. 
Because then the younger kids look up to the older kids and it’s just…it’s 
really kind of neat…And then the older kids like to help the younger kids 
and you have kind of everything we’re about tied in. 

To further illustrate this, she described a situation that took place at the beginning 

of the club year when new families were learning about the club. 

During the first hour where we have all the new kids in, we explain 4-H 
and everything. The older kids that have been in 4-H team up with a new 
member and they sit down with them, and they go through the record book 
and make sure they know this is what our club’s about this year, to make 
sure it’s a club they want to stay in. You know, give them that opportunity. 

Teaching. Teaching was another leadership experience. Youth were also 

teaching others what they knew. Plus other youth were learning how to listen to them. 

Anna described a time when club officers planned and led a leadership class at one 

meeting. The officers then presented the workshop and covered a variety of things 

about leadership, such as “What is leadership? What does leadership mean in 4-H? 

How do you become a leader?” They also had leadership skill games, where they had 

to learn to trust each other, and had demonstrations on leadership. They did puzzles 

that engaged the club in teamwork. As youth did these activities, Anna saw how some 

youth came out as natural leaders. The workshop engaged all the youth in the club and 

was completely done by the officers of the club. Anna, for the most part, just watched. 
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Youth council. Most of her seniors were on county council and some were on 

the district council. Youth were expected to attend council meetings. County Council 

members made decisions at the county level. What is the county going to do? Where 

are we going to go? What is the county project?” At the district level, youth represented 

the county and planned district events. These experiences got them further involved in 

4-H and provided them with additional experiences, raising their awareness and 

understanding about leadership. 

Application. Anna felt youth applied their leadership skills at each level as they 

moved up in the different leadership roles. “It raises everything up a bar.” She described 

how being on the 4-H council influenced youth and how what they learned was applied 

at different levels. 

Yeah, so like your club is your club. Then you’re going to be a 
representative of the county…you’re going to have to carry yourself to a 
little higher…Listen to the people because now you’re representing your 
club and all of the other clubs in your county. Now from the county you’re 
going to go to districts. Now you’re representing your county at districts. 
It’s the whole legislature process. And now you’re going to go from district 
to state. Well, now you’re going to represent your district at your state. So, 
what the kids learn in leadership is that you have to listen to your area. 
You’re representing them in each level. 

Civic engagement experiences 

Anna’s club was involved in a number of 4-H opportunities related to civic 

engagement. She described how these events influenced youth along with what and 

how they learned. 

4-H Legislature. Anna encouraged older youth to attend 4-H Legislature (Leg) in 

Tallahassee. At this event youth created their own mock bills, then lobbied for them. 

Some youth role played being senators, and others pretended to be representatives. 
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So you know they do that process…and when they had to lobby the bill, 
they had to study the bill before they came.” Youth had to meet with their 
“representatives” who would then vote on their bill…and then the 
representatives had to go in the house and vote on the bill and argue the 
bill…And then it had to go from the House to the Senate and so forth. 

At this event, those youth who were good at lobbying had opportunities to move 

to the Supreme Court or became lawyers. Anna indicated that sometimes the role that a 

youth became paralleled his or her own aspirations about their future career. One youth 

who went wanted to become a lawyer. He did well at lobbying, but then he ended up 

being on the Supreme Court. 

Anna viewed 4-H Leg as a great learning experience, because youth learned 

how the process of government worked. Youth also met and worked with other youth 

from around the state. Anna felt this had an impact on her club youth as well. “It 

broadens their horizons instead of just meeting kids in the county.” 

Citizenship Washington Focus. Another civic engagement and leadership 

experience for her club was Citizenship Washington Focus (CWF). CWF was a 4-H 

leadership program for senior 4-H youth. This week-long program brought youth 

together from all over the country to learn about leadership. Youth attended workshops, 

worked on committees, went on field trips, and participated in social events during the 

week. Anna’s senior club members went to Washington, D.C. and met youth from 

around the country. 

The kids made friends with kids from other states…We found out how they 
do their 4-H program. They found out how we do our 4-H program. We 
shared ideas, the kids shared ideas. They talked about stuff. But that was 
a great experience because they learned nationally instead of just state 
and district and county. 

Reflection. Anna felt reflection happened when youth came back from these 

major events and again shared their experiences at the club level. Youth who attended 
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gave a presentation to the club and shared what they did and learned while there. This, 

in turn, encouraged other members to go when they were old enough. “Those who have 

been, become leaders, and they go and they share their experiences and it’s like this 

awesome experience.” Anna did not describe any specific times where she might have 

guided or facilitated an actual reflection opportunity related to these civic engagement 

events. 

Application. Anna felt that youth who attended 4-H Leg or CWF came back to 

the club and often applied what they learned during club business meetings and at 

county and district councils. Youth used their leadership skills to influence others or 

passed on what they knew by teaching others. 

I think those skills are applied naturally though…A leader encourages 
other people and teaches other people. So those skills that they have 
learned, through mistakes or through reward or through whatever, they 
teach by their experience and by doing. 

Anna clarified that not every child was meant to get involved or had an interest in 

the process of government, and not every club member wanted to be on the county 

council either. If a child did love learning about government and the democratic process, 

they would move up because of the opportunities 4-H presented related to learning 

about leadership, citizenship, and civic engagement. 

Anna felt her club grew because of all the leadership and civic engagement 

opportunities youth had. This kept youth coming back each year. She encouraged youth 

to take charge and lead the club. She allowed the officers to really be officers and make 

their own decisions about the club. Her seniors had been in 4-H a long time and came 

back every year because of this. She let the most experienced ones take on the role of 
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junior leader. “They like that their ideas are given and then if it’s a safe and clear idea 

that goes along with what the club does…then I let them take it and build on it.” 

Challenges to the Learning Process 

Anna described a number of challenges she faced as a leader that she felt 

influenced the learning processes taking place in her club. 

Completing project and record books. Getting youth to complete their project 

or record book was often a challenge. Anna said this was because that “after the 

activities and stuff are done, they could really care less about writing it in a book.” Even 

though time was set aside at club meetings to work on the project books, only seven or 

eight typically turned one in at the end of the year. She did her best to encourage youth 

to get them done, but a lot of youth “won’t do the writing.” This was frustrating because 

of the money spent and the time taken to help youth with them. 

Behavior issues. Listening was an issue for some youth. This was especially 

true in the first aid class, because it was more education-focused and youth had to 

listen and pay more attention to what was being said. Discipline was sometimes an 

issue for Anna because a couple youth had behavior issues in her club. 

Meeting needs of all youth. Another challenge for Anna was making sure older 

youth had their needs met. Older members often worked with and mentored younger 

ones. She expressed concern over the fact that sometimes older youth might feel their 

needs were not being addressed. Club activities were often focused on the needs of the 

younger groups. The fishing project was an example of this. Older youth or more 

experienced youth had learned the basic skills in fishing yet had to wait until younger or 

newer members learned the same. 
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Every year I feel bad for the older kids. Sometimes I plan for the 
Intermediates and Seniors…another trip on the side, because the first trip 
is always teaching them how to cast, teaching them how to do the 
hooks…so then we’re spending 30 or 40 minutes in the beginning of our 
project to refresh and apply all the skills that we went over. 

Anna also had some youth in her club with special needs. Finding activities that 

were suitable for them or even adaptable was at times challenging. Sometimes projects 

were too in-depth for the abilities of her youth. For example, when her club did first aid, 

it presented a challenge for younger members. 

Some hands-on activities…I have to work with them one-on-one because 
of their developmental issues. Maybe the activity is not like on their level. 
So they’ll get frustrated. Not really age level, but mental level I guess. So 
I’ll work with them one on one, but I’ll bend it… like, bend the activity a 
little bit to help them out maybe. 

A couple youth had attention deficit disorders. Sometimes this caused a problem, but 

Anna talked with the youth and encouraged them to rethink their behaviors. 

And then I refer back to our club rules, and I always have them written 
down at the meeting...“Ok, what is one of our club rules?” And he’ll be like, 
“Always work as a team, be considerate of others, you know, uh, be 
respectful.” I was like, “Ok, so are you doing that right now?”…And then 
sometimes I might have to stay with that little group a little longer…That’s 
mainly my only difficulty in the club, I would think. 

Reflections on the Interview, Experiential Learning, and Training 

Anna appreciated being able to share her stories and experiences about her club 

during the interview. The interviews helped her think more about experiential learning. 

“Well these three interviews have made me actually think more of the process where I 

didn’t really think there was a process you know. I didn’t even realize the model was in 

there!” She felt concrete experiences were in everything and that youth always learned 

from their experiences. Anna did not really realize reflection was part of the model until 

later in the interview when it was discussed. Because she had so many youth in the 
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club, doing reflection was difficult. She felt she did not have to time to reflect back on 

past experiences with youth, because when the meeting was done, she was planning 

the next one. She did feel that youth in her club had opportunities to talk about things. “I 

think nonchalantly there’s always that circle of reflection within the 4-H members.” 

She knew she was teaching fun activities and helping youth learn some survival 

skills but the interview helped her see how youth were taking those skills beyond the 

club into other areas of their life. 

But then when you made me sit down and actually think about it and share 
the experiences, I realize the kids are really enjoying it and they are 
learning and they’re taking it, you know, out and they’re doing other things 
with it which is totally awesome. 

The interview also helped her better understand her own role as a leader and the 

impacts she had on youth. Anna did not feel she had time to reflect on her own 

experiences with the club, because of her own schedule and her children’s schedules. 

Anna looked back on the interview and expressed the need for other leaders to have 

their own opportunities for reflection. 

I know you talked to other leaders, too, for your project. I’m sure all of us 
are on the same page that number one it’s been enjoyable because we 
get to actually have quality time to reflect on our club which I don’t think 
we get to enough. Because we’re always thinking about “doing” and 
what’s the next project…what can we teach our kids?…It’s really made me 
reflect on the club and there were memories that I just enjoyed…I got to 
think back on. 

The interview also helped Anna realized that parents played an important role in 

club learning. She realized they helped their own children apply 4-H project skills in 

family outings such as camping or fishing trips. She realized parents were involved in 

these projects, because they too were having fun and learning from their own children 

about things they use to enjoy doing themselves. She felt this may have played a role in 
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helping her club grow. “Yeah, because now I understand why they keep coming back 

and why it keeps growing...I didn’t look at it that way, until we started talking.” 

Anna suggested that any training in experiential learning should include going 

through all aspects of the model, especially how to best help youth apply skills they 

have learned. She wanted to make sure she was using the model the right way and felt 

that leaders should “experience” experiential learning the same way youth would. 

Club Leader 5 - Eve 

Introducing Eve and Her Club 

Eve was the organizational co-leader for a community club. She had been a 4-H 

club leader for about six years. The club was rural in location but also close to a small 

city/town. Although the original club had been in existence for 15 years, it merged with 

Eve’s club about three years ago. Now the club has two leaders. The club met once a 

month for a business meeting. The meetings lasted approximately one to two hours. 

They were held at a local elementary school. Youth in the club were home-schooled, as 

well as enrolled in private and public schools. Youth ranged in ages from 5 to 18. Club 

youth did a variety of traditional 4-H projects, including sewing, cooking, crafts, 

livestock, and entomology. Her club members participated in council leadership at club, 

county, and state levels. Her senior club officers provided most of the directions to the 

club but also had junior officers with simplified responsibilities. Her club got involved in 

civic engagement and service learning projects. They provided incentives for members 

to participate in county events and other activities. The club did a lot of independent 

learning. 

Eve also coached a county-wide forest ecology team. The team’s main goal was 

to prepare for and participate in the 4-H State Forest Ecology Event. The team was not 
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a club with officers but consisted of members from seven different clubs. They met two 

to four times a month to practice for the 4-H State Forest Ecology Contest held every 

year in the spring. The team had been in existence for about three years. The team met 

twice a month from August to March, then twice a week from March to the contest in 

April. Table 4-1 provides an overview of Eve and her club. 

Becoming a Leader 

Although Eve had never been involved in 4-H as a child, she had been a member 

of FFA and Girl Scouts. Her husband had been in both FFA and 4-H. They lived on his 

family farm, and when they had children, they wanted them to be involved in something 

that they could all do together. 

The county agent considered Eve a core volunteer who had been instrumental in 

the growth of their county 4-H program. However, when Eve first started the club, she 

had difficulty getting enough volunteers to help. She expressed that “starting a new club 

was a tremendous undertaking” for a volunteer leader. She felt she could have 

benefitted from some “hand-holding” when she first became a leader. 

Eve wanted the club to be up and running by the time her children were old 

enough to join. However, she got to a point where she could not keep things going as a 

leader and was almost ready to give up. Then another leader she knew needed help 

with her club, too, so the two clubs merged. As a co-leader of the now merged club, 

Eve’s role mostly involved working with and training the club’s officers, along with other 

club management duties. She expressed she had found a club that suited her family’s 

needs and values. The club allowed her children to explore things they wanted to do 

and provided a sense of structure for them. 
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Eve considered herself to be a professional volunteer. She enjoyed working with 

youth and loved doing 4-H. Although she did 4-H because her kids were in it, she felt 

she would continue even after her kids were out of the program because of what 4-H 

offered. 

Previous Education and Training 

Eve always thought of herself as a teacher, but not a classroom teacher. She did 

not want to be “constricted by the system basically there.” She indicated her college 

coursework provided her with a good background in teaching methods. Eve had 

degrees in agricultural education and communication and took a number of courses 

through the university’s college of education. Working for the university and the 

Extension program provided her with additional professional development opportunities. 

Although Eve indicated she never had any specific training on experiential 

learning, she worked for a 4-H Extension specialist who knew the experiential learning 

model very well and even worked with her on 4-H curriculum. As a result, she felt she 

was quite familiar with the components and the processes involved. 

Eve indicated she received very little volunteer training at the county or state 

level. However, she had attended the Southern Region Volunteer Leaders Forum at the 

Rock Eagle 4-H Center in Georgia a number of times. She enjoyed going to this training 

and felt the activities she learned there had been helpful. She often used what she 

learned with her club. She learned best from those activities that were hands-on. She 

also had attended 4-H’s Youth Development Institute, but found it less helpful for 

volunteers. Another one was the Florida Volunteer Leaders Forum but it sometimes 

coincided with the leaders training in Georgia, which she preferred to go to. Eve felt 

most of her training came from her other leader, who was at one time a state 4-H 
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officer. This other leader knew about the different activities and events involved in 4-H 

at local, state, and even national levels. 

Her Role as Club Leader 

As a co-leader, Eve interacted more with the club youth during the business 

portions and less with project work, since project leaders handled that. Eve and the 

other leader generally ran the actual organization of the meetings. Eve was in charge of 

the agendas. As co-leader of a community club, Eve worked with club officers and 

guided their decisions about club events and activities. She felt she did a lot of 

supporting and guiding of club members. Eve viewed her role in the club as cyclical and 

dependent on the ages and stages of the club members. 

Right now we have a good amount of mature well educated older 
members. So my job at this point is to steer them and help them make 
those decisions and really help them move those other club members 
along…and they do an excellent job at that. 

If the club consisted of mostly younger members and younger officers, Eve had 

to step into more of a leadership management role because younger officers might 

forget more or needed more help in developing agendas. During the business meetings, 

Eve sat in back of the room and provided support to the officers if they needed it. 

As the officers come in I might pull them aside and say “Hey (child’s 
name) today you need to talk about this on the agenda” and (child’s name) 
“Here’s the treasurers report.” And then from there I sit in the back of the 
room…if they have a question. 

As a 4-H leader, Eve felt she provided a caring and positive learning 

environment. She described a situation where a young Cloverbud had a difficult time 

with her first presentation at a county event. She had practiced her presentation at a 

club meeting before the event and did fine. But then got to the event and would not do 

it. She had stage fright. However, Eve still gave her a piece of clothing, a club sweat 
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shirt, for her efforts. Eve felt that “little things like that make all the difference 

sometimes” on how youth feel about certain challenging situations. What could have 

been a negative learning experience was shifted to a more positive one because of 

Eve’s support. Sometimes Eve had to really encourage youth to take on ownership and 

be responsible for their projects. 

We do a lot of livestock and gardening...”When you sign up for these 
projects, they’re your projects…they’re not my projects…We will be there 
to assist you…but who has to feed the animals? It’s your goat, it’s not my 
goat. Go out and feed your goat.” And so they get fussed at over enough 
years that they finally just get it. “It’s my project, I’m responsible for it. I’m 
going to go do it.” 

Eve was also the coach of a forest ecology team at the county level. This team 

focused on a specific project area and set of materials in preparation for the State 4-H 

Forest Ecology Contest. Eve worked with another agent in her county, and together 

they helped youth prepare for the contest. The contest covered trees and plants, 

wildlife, forest health, maps and compass, and tree measurement. Each year they 

covered a different type of forest ecosystem. Eve described her role as more teacher, 

coach, and classroom manager for the youth on the team. Eve pulled the materials 

together, and did most of the coordination for the lesson or activity, while the county 

agent knew all the answers. She came prepared to teach lessons and youth came 

“ready to learn,” though team meetings were described as quite different from club 

meetings. 

And forestry, it’s a free for all. I mean, we’ve got 15 kids in there, and they 
all have been working together for many years now. And they get a little 
silly…it’s not a meeting so we don’t sit as if it’s a meeting. We don’t do 
pledges, we don’t have officers, we don’t do any of that. I expect the 
Senior members to kind of keep everybody else in line, but it’s kind of a 
free for all. 



 

230 

Her approach with the team was different from the community club because 

there were specific levels of information that youth had to learn for the contest. “So 

we’re looking for them to meet those levels...those junior members have to know 25 

trees. If they don’t know the 25 trees, we’re going over the same 25 trees.” Because of 

these different levels, Eve had to do more lectures in the initial phases of getting youth 

ready. Later she guided and moved among the youth as they went into activities. What 

youth had to learn expanded as they got older and went on to the next level. As a coach 

for the team, she relied on the university’s state forestry website for preparation 

materials. 

When I do things like bingo the national and state level resources for 
forestry are fantastic. I mean just really, really great. The state level 
forestry site has all of the materials, all the tree ID, plant ID, pest ID, 
wildlife ID, everything you can think of is there with the descriptions and 
multiple photos. So I just pull from that site when I build my PowerPoint or 
flash cards or whatever. The national site has a really good quiz bowl 
section and so…we’ll pull that. 

Eve also looked for opportunities where youth could expand on the subject and 

find other topics within the forest ecology project area that interested them. For 

example, the idea of “prescribed burns” was not on the contest, but because it was 

interesting to youth, they did a series of activities on it. Eve also encouraged and helped 

the team work on fair projects and demonstrations related to forestry. 

Involving Parents and Other Adults 

For Eve’s community club meetings, parents were encouraged to stay. She often 

utilized parents as helpers. Some roles they played were more involved and long term. 

One club mom volunteered her time and skills to lead a whole project on beekeeping, 

because she had a real interest in it. Other parents were recruited on a short-term basis 

or had more episodic involvement. Some parents handled aspects of the club meetings, 
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such as making sure snacks were there or taking photographs of the different activities 

when needed. Other moms stepped in to help with sewing classes at county camp 

week. This allowed Eve the time to move around the class and help with things as they 

came up. Parents also volunteered to work with youth at other 4-H venues, such as the 

county fair. Depending on the project, Eve sometimes recruited outside speakers from 

around the area to address a topic. 

Projects were often worked on independently at home. Thus, parents most likely 

had a substantial influence over what youth did and learned at home as part of the 

project. What youth did and learned at home seemed to be dependent on what parents 

knew about the project area and/or the types of resources youth had at home. 

Especially with sewing, because most of our parents don’t sew or they 
sew very little and a lot of times when we finish our day camp the kids will 
sew a lot better than the parents will. So it’s a matter of do they have the 
access at home to be able to set up a sewing machine? Do they have the 
room to set up a sewing machine to be able to practice to show their 
parents? There’s quite a bit of that. 

This was also true of some youth involved in livestock projects. Some parents did 

not know anything about livestock. At times this created a challenge in getting youth to 

keep up with the project at home. Eve and her co-leader had to step in sometimes and 

encourage these youth to keep up with their projects. 

We try to get them to talk about “Have you been trimming hooves? Have 
you done some of this stuff?” And then they go back and say, “Oh, we 
need to trim hooves” and things like that to their parents. 

Eve’s club often recruited and used volunteers to work with youth when they 

were all together. Some dads helped with the livestock projects, but getting them to 

come to club meetings and/or commit to teaching a project area was not always easy. 

They were more likely to get involved if it was just a short term commitment. 
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Some of our livestock dads…they don’t come to the meetings. They leave 
that to mom. So if we know we have a lot of swine kids let’s say…we’ll ask 
one of the dads “Hey can you…?” And it would be a one-time volunteer 
experience…or maybe over the course of several weeks, but it’s not a 
long term volunteer experience. 

For the forest ecology team, parents were encouraged to drop their youth off and 

return at the end of the session to pick them up. But sometimes parents were recruited 

to help. One dad was recruited, because he was good at teaching youth how to use the 

compass. He helped youth get ready for that part of the contest. Each situation was 

different, and parents stepped in as needed. “We find the skills you know. We put out 

there that there is a section we need taught…so somebody knows somebody, yeah.” 

Beliefs on Learning in the 4-H Club  

Eve viewed 4-H as a great learning environment for youth. She felt her 4-H 

youth’s level of life skills were so much more developed than most youth. She indicated 

her senior members were more able to fill out their college applications as a result of 

what they had learned in 4-H. Eve also felt club youth learned important decision 

making skills. She felt they took initiative and did not need to be asked to do something; 

they just did what had to be done. Eve also felt club youth learned responsibility as a 

result of what was expected of them in a project. “And so they get fussed at over 

enough years…by mom and dad long enough that they finally just get it.” 

She described her club youth as able to talk and present themselves in a 

professional manner. This was especially true when they went to visit a livestock buyer. 

Eve stressed the importance of making a good first impression. 

We work a lot in our club on professionalism and dressing for the occasion 
and we had our own livestock judging a couple weeks ago…So all of the 
other clubs they show up in anything. Well our club, we ask them to wear 
their official 4-H attire. Guess what? The judges take them more seriously 
and they place better. 
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Influence of social context. Eve described how the “group culture” influenced 

the group’s overall behavior in different situations. Her youth worked very well with 

others and were courteous. They learned how to behave in meetings. She described 

that peer pressure affected what youth did or did not do. Usually there was enough 

group pressure that if someone stepped out of line, the rest of the group brought that 

person back in line. This group culture created a level of expectation for behavior. 

”When we go places the club is expected to perform to this standard, and behave in this 

way…We are not running around like crazy bats. That’s just not what we do.” Eve felt 

that youth as a group were respectful of each other and did not make hurtful 

comparisons, especially when they talked about achievement or performance levels. 

Sometimes Eve’s club joined with another local club for group activities. This 

allowed the clubs to share resources. But more importantly the youth grew up together, 

so being able to socialize was important. 

Being a member of a competitive team, like the forest ecology team, built “a little 

family little atmosphere” in which youth got to know each other very well. “These are 

kids who make an effort to be there. We meet a lot and they’re smart. They like to be 

there…and so there’s no ‘So and so is better than another.’” Eve arranged the team 

based on their attendance and performance. Her county often did well at the contest 

because they wanted to win. On the day of the event, Eve’s club held a tailgate party 

and brought sandwiches and drinks. This created a more festive, social, and fun 

atmosphere for the youth, which they really seemed to enjoy. 

Youth mentoring youth. Eve encouraged mentoring in her club but felt it was a 

natural thing that took place among the members. Older members often worked with 
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younger members on their projects. She described a situation where some older 

members, who had raised goats for a number of years, and they took “younger 

members under their wings” and mentored them on the goat project. She described 

another situation where a ninth grade girl was mentoring a sixth grade boy in 

entomology. The girl helped him learn how to pin bugs. “Who wants to hang out with a 

sixth grade boy? She wouldn’t do that for every kid but she liked him and they’ve been 

in the club together for five years. So, it (mentoring) happens naturally.” 

Selecting activities. The types of activities Eve chose for the club was 

dependent on many factors. She selected activities based on their time length so that 

they could be completed in the time frame they had. She did not want to keep parents 

waiting. She wanted the activities to be fun but she also had to feel comfortable 

teaching it. “I can do a lot of research myself and wing it. But I’ve got to have enough 

background material to teach it.” She also looked for activities she found interesting. “I 

have to want to teach it.” 

Eve also pulled activities together from various sources and did not typically use 

curriculum from start to finish. She also wanted to make sure that the activities matched 

the abilities of the youth in her club. An activity done one year might not work the 

second year, depending on who she had in the club, their ages, and their abilities. She 

preferred interactive, hands-on activities because she felt these types of activities 

helped youth gain confidence and knowledge about something. 

You know, it’s amazing, even if you let them run through it one time, you 
go and listen to them and they’re like “Well this is how you trim a goat’s 
hooves.” They may have never have done it on their own, but they’re sure 
going to tell their friends how to do it. So, there’s definitely a lot of 
confidence with it. 
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Describing Experiential Learning 

Learn by doing. Eve described “learn by doing” as happening when youth 

experienced something by doing it themselves. As leaders, they would show youth how 

to do something one time but then allowed them do it the next time by themselves. 

“They’re not going to learn if they don’t actually do it. They’re never going to get the 

confidence to do it on their own if they don’t do it.” 

Eve described a Quilting Day Camp they did as definitely “learn by doing.” They 

had a number of sewing machines and a pattern that was already cut in order to save 

time. Youth started sewing right away. They started first on small projects and sewed for 

several hours with some direction from an adult helper. Although a helper was right 

there next to them, the youth were operating the sewing machine by themselves. After 

they were done with the pattern, Eve gave the youth some more sewing scraps to use. 

The youth then continued to do things with the machine on their own. “A lot of them 

went back and were playing with their sewing machines, and they were much more 

confident in just playing around with it, because we encouraged a lot of that.” 

Concrete experience. Eve described a concrete experience as something a 

learner would “actually come away with” and that it was “something that they can hold. 

It’s concrete.” She viewed a hands-on activity as involving the learner in “doing 

something independently.” 

Reflection. Eve felt the phase of reflection came naturally later after an activity 

was done. She saw reflection as happening within a social situation where youth could 

interact with each other and share their common experiences, thoughts, observations, 

or concerns with their peers. When asked to describe how reflection happened this way, 

she described a quilting activity as an example. 
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Well, like on the quilting, they all spread their quilts out at the end and 
they’re all so proud of them and rolling around on the floor with them and 
then one of them will look and go, ‘Oh! My seam isn’t right.’ And it’s like 
‘Okay, next time what would you do?’ Things like that. It’s not really a sit 
around and let’s discuss what we would do differently, it’s more of, they 
are literally rolling around on the floor and looking at each other’s blankets. 

In this case, reflection was viewed as not necessarily being a guided process facilitated 

by the leader. Eve described another example of how reflection might take place. In 

animal science projects, livestock helpers walked youth through the process of giving 

shots and asked them to review the steps involved to check for past understanding 

before moving ahead. 

“Okay now let’s think about this. How do you give a subcutaneous shot?” 
and he’ll have them walk him through the steps before they even start. So 
it might have been a month since they did it, but he has them walk him 
through it from start to finish, and then he is still very hands on with them 
because they are just not…well, it is medicine. So, he makes them talk 
about creating a tent with the skin and doing all of that, so that way they 
think about it a little bit. 

In this case, the learning process seemed to be more guided by a facilitator. However, 

Eve admitted that typically her club did not come back and talk much about what 

happened at an event or what they did. 

Application. When Eve was asked to give an example of a situation where youth 

applied something they learned to another situation, she described a young lady who 

had been in 4-H a long time. She had been very involved in the 4-H horse project. She 

was now at the point where she taught others in the club what she knew about the 

horse project. She felt the young lady applied the skills she had learned by mentoring 

others on the horse project. She described another example where youth who filled in 

their college applications or other forms, used the record keeping skills they had learned 

in 4-H. Eve compared the writing skills learned in 4-H to those learned in English class. 



 

237 

Most of these kids, they write for an English teacher and that’s not the 
same as writing for a judge or an admissions person. That’s what you’re 
doing, you’re telling about your life. So most of them have much more 
experience with that than some of the other kids do. 

Experiential learning model. When Eve was asked to describe an example of 

where she felt all three phases of the experiential learning model were used, she 

described an experience that involved the goat project. Youth in livestock projects were 

not seen as regularly but at some points throughout the project. At the start of a project 

they come together with their animals for a weigh-in. 

Youth come in and they’re doing the weigh in, they’re providing de-wormer 
and they’re weighing their animals and we are helping them through 
that…then about half way through the project we usually do some type of 
walk, and we try to get the kids to teach the showmanship and teach them 
to hold up the hooves and things like that…they teach them the skill-a-
thon elements…and then they’re applying it. They’re showing those 
animals at the fair and they look good. So yeah, it’s start to finish. 

This example seemed to illustrate concrete experiences and opportunities where 

youth applied their learning when they showed their own animals at the fair. However, 

the level of reflection in this case was not clear. 

Describing Club Structure 

Meeting structure. Club meetings were held in the evening at a local charter 

school facility. They lasted around 90 minutes. Each meeting included a business 

meeting, an activity, and a recreation time. The business meetings typically followed the 

same basic outline - pledges, project reports, old business, new business, 

announcements, upcoming events, record book information and more depending on the 

meeting. The business meeting format was kept relatively informal. Meetings were 

described as being “more of a consensus type meeting” and that members and parents 

both provided input on ideas of things the club could do. “Kids will volunteer stuff and 
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parents will stand up and say ‘Okay, yes we can get this done.’” Eve wanted the club to 

use more parliamentary procedures for meetings “but just hadn’t gotten there yet.” 

Although they tried to have an educational activity after every business meeting, 

the lateness of the meeting made this difficult at times. A number of youth attended 

traditional schools and had homework. As a result they did not always get to have an 

education or recreation component at meetings. If they did an activity, it either focused 

on a current project area, involved recreation, or was a service learning activity. 

Sometimes it was a combination of these. They sometimes did educational skill-a-thon 

activities depending on the project area. The meetings always ended with a snack as 

youth waited for parents to arrive and/or take them home. Youth set up the calendar 

and planned the club’s events and activities in the fall. However, the events and 

activities planned from January through June were based around the timing of county 

events. 

When it’s youth fair season…you just know these things are going to be 
on the agenda and a lot of times it’s just a repeat of whatever happened in 
February last year. So the spring we don’t really plan out the spring 
because there’s things that have to happen and that’s just the way the 4-H 
year runs for us but we plan the fall pretty heavily. So I let them plan out 
the fall, and then the spring just runs itself as to what has to happen. 

As a result of this, in January and February her club focused on record books, 

the youth fair, non-livestock projects, and posters. During this time they might not get a 

lot of business done because of the preparations for the youth fair in the spring. Any 

youth that planned to do a county level demonstration presented the talk or 

demonstration at the club level first. The club held a wrap-up meeting in April. An 

awards dinner was held in May, and in June new officers were elected. 
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Eve encouraged her club youth to follow 4-H’s Standards of Excellence and turn 

in project records/reports at the end of the year. These standards provided guidelines 

for what youth needed to complete for the different recognition levels. A county 

committee typically made up of county leaders judged the record books. Eve indicated 

her club took pride in completing record books and wanted to turn in blue ribbon record 

books. 

Project structure. Eve’s club did a lot of traditional 4-H projects. She described 

youth as just naturally “falling into different project areas.” At the beginning of the club 

year, the county 4-H agent sent out a list of all the project books youth could choose 

from. Youth filled in a club form indicating the projects in which they were interested in. 

Eve and her co-leader then looked for appropriate project books from the list and sat 

down and talked with each youth about their project area. Youth received one project 

book free from the county. These books were usually given out in October. Club 

members had the option of doing more than one project. Newer members were 

encouraged to select at least one, but no more than two projects a year, while more 

veteran members could choose to do more. The types of projects youth worked on 

seemed to change each year, depending on their interests. This was especially true 

with the livestock projects that went into the youth fair. 

If youth were interested in a project not offered by Eve’s club, they were able to 

go another club that offered it but still be in Eve’s club. The dog project was an example. 

We have a lot of kids right now interested in a dog project. We don’t offer 
dog project in our club but other clubs in the county do, so we send all of 
them over there and they go to the dog project over there and then they 
come back to us for business meetings…If there is something that 
interests them we’ll find a place for them to fit. So we try you know. 
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Recruiting project help. While some projects were ongoing and had established 

project helpers, if there was interest in a new project, another leader or parent had to 

volunteer. Often, someone raised their hand and offered to help or Eve knew someone 

that had a skill they could share and she asked, “Hey would you help with this?” 

Sometimes a parent offered to lead a project because of their own interest in the topic, 

such as beekeeping. Thus, projects were dependent on who was willing to lead it. 

Working on projects. Most projects were done outside of the regular club 

meetings. Thus, meetings were usually not structured for doing project work. Projects 

were typically not done as a whole club but more in small groups. Eve tried to pair up 

youth so they could work together on a project. She then arranged special workshops to 

help them learn more about that project area. For example, Eve hosted a quilting 

workshop to help those youth interested in the quilting project get started. The rest of 

the project was then done at home. If there was only one youth interested in a project 

area, that youth did the project at home as an independent learning opportunity or with 

the help of family members. Eve described one boy who was interested in electricity. 

“He does all of his project stuff himself because we don’t have anybody who does that. 

His dad is helping him…So he’s got to do that project on his own.” 

Whether projects were done in small groups or individually, youth were expected 

to report back to the club on their progress throughout the year. At the meetings, Eve 

and her co-leader talked youth through parts of their project. They asked questions such 

as “How’s it going? Let’s see your record book. What are you doing at county events?” 

If youth worked in a small group on the same project, just one person gave a report. If it 

was the beekeeping project, one member involved spoke for the group. If it was a 
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livestock project, one member spoke and may talk about fair deadlines. If it was the 

horse project, one person from that project would stand up and give a report. However, 

Eve tried to highlight a project area at each meeting. Eve also helped youth develop 

their poster and demonstration skills, if they were interested in doing these at county 

and state levels. 

Role of project books. She used the project books as a guide or outline for the 

year. Although Eve pulled lessons from the youth project books at times, she found the 

leader’s guide for the project more useful. Club youth were encouraged to complete 

project books. They typically worked on them at home. Youth were expected to include 

their project books in their end of the year project records or reports. 

Eve indicated that some youth may not use the book, but still completed much of 

what the book covered. That is, they knew the parts of the animal or how to check their 

animal’s hooves, yet they may not have used the project book to do them. She felt this 

might have affected the learning process. 

Like when they do parts of the activity but not all the way through the 
activity. They’ll go through at the end of the year and they’ll have done 
most of the activities in the book but they won’t have actually used the 
book. So, they haven’t gone through the whole “share and reflect” 
process. 

Overall, Eve felt most of her youth did a pretty good job with their project books. 

However, getting them to fully complete the books was a challenge. Most already had 

so much homework to do. So to get them to sit down and do a project book that 

involved more writing was a challenge. They often said “I’ve already done all of this.” 

Role of project reports. Youth that did livestock projects were expected to turn 

in a livestock record book. This book focused on business and financial aspects of the 

project and lacked components of service learning, leadership, public speaking and 
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demonstrations. To make sure these events were recorded, Eve’s youth were also 

expected to complete a project report. This report contained their project information, as 

well as all other activities youth accomplished during the year. The project report 

contained a sheet that asked youth to identify the activities they did from their project 

book. Youth then listed these activities on the sheet. Eve then initialed all the activities 

that they did. The project record/report book included questions about their service 

learning component, demonstration component, leadership component, project 

activities, fair exhibits, meetings, field trips and whatever else they did during the year. 

Eve explained the different club reporting documents they had in their county. 

The researcher noted that some inconsistencies existed in the terminology used in 

projects and project reporting, at least between these leaders. 

So we have three types of record books in our county. We have livestock 
record books, which are like a business record book. We have project 
record books, which would be like an individual project, and then we have 
one that we call achievement record books, which would be the entire 4-H 
year. 

All these items were typically placed in a three-ringed binder and turned in at the end of 

the year. The binder contained the completed project books, project record, and project 

stories for each project, along with the financial record and any photos and captions. 

Describing Club Experiences 

Eve was asked various questions related to how she viewed youth as learning 

through different club experiences. She shared a variety of experiences related to 

projects, community service, civic engagement, and leadership. In her stories and 

descriptions, the researcher looked for possible components and processes involved in 

experiential learning. 
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Meeting experiences 

Working with club officers. Before the whole club met in September, Eve first 

met with the club officers. Her officers played a major role in making club decisions. The 

senior officers brainstormed with Eve what they wanted to do that year. In order to plan 

for the coming year Eve asked them to reflect back on the previous year. “What did we 

do last year? What went well?” Then together they went through each month of the 

coming year and planned different activities. This included a service activity, an 

education activity, a recreation activity, or any other special events that needed to be on 

the calendar. This reflective discussion was only done with her club officers and not all 

club members. She felt her officers were going to be the most involved members to 

begin with, and they probably had a pretty good feel of how the club would think. 

Eve wanted officers to lead the club meetings. For each meeting, she usually 

created the agenda, but when senior officers arrived, she pulled them aside and went 

over it with them. Most already knew, but she wanted to make sure because doing this 

reduced the amount of time she would have to talk. She wanted the officers to do most 

of the talking. During club business meetings, Eve and her co-leader generally stood in 

the back of the room but were available to clarify any points if needed. Whether 

meetings were leader-led or more officer-led was dependent on the age and capabilities 

of the club officers in any given year. The older the officer, the more likely they were to 

know the agenda and run with it. As club demographics changed over time, roles had to 

as well. 

We used to do a fairly leader-led program, but we’ve really shifted in the 
last couple of years where we’ve had some really excellent older officers 
and they develop the agenda and completely run the meeting, while the 
leaders and myself stand in the back. I mean it’s really phenomenal. They 
do all of the announcements and everything. 
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Meeting behavior. Attending meetings helped youth learn how to behave in 

meetings. Eve felt this was an especially important lesson for the younger members, 

who had to learn how to sit quietly during the meetings. Eve gave a copy of the agenda 

to everyone and expected youth to follow along. Most of the younger ones had difficulty 

with this. “They’re over there drawing or whispering or whatever it is that they do, but 

they all sit together.” 

Youth mentoring youth. Club meetings also provided a way for youth to teach 

or mentor other youth. At the beginning of the year, Eve tried to do something 

interactive where older youth were paired with a junior member to present something 

about 4-H to the rest of the club. Although this presentation helped newer members and 

their parents better understand more about the club activities, she felt it was also a way 

for the veteran members to possibly share or apply their own learning experiences. 

Sometimes they gave a PowerPoint presentation and the parents took notes.  

So each of our senior officers and they would have a junior compatriot 
basically who helped them. “What do we do as far as service in our club? 
What would be a recreation activity that we would do? What is the fair? 
What is a record book?” and they brought their past examples of it. So 
they all stood up and said, “Here is my record book. This is the one I won 
with this year. Here is my fair poster.” 

Project experiences 

Eve described a variety of project experiences and her perceptions on the 

learning processes involved. The context involved and the type of project seemed to 

influence the educational approach used. 

Livestock projects. Livestock projects were a little harder for youth to do on 

their own, especially if the parents did not know much about it. Livestock projects often 

involved teaching through demonstration. Youth then tried to do the same thing by 
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practicing on their animal. However, giving an animal medicine required more stringent 

supervision and was not considered an independent activity. “You don’t want them to 

over-dose or under-dose or anything like that.” Giving medicine to an animal, such as a 

subcutaneous shot, was usually taught through demonstration first. From there the 

teaching approach was dependent on the age and experience of the youth involved. 

Eve indicated leaders and older members were there to help less experienced youth. 

Because you only give the medicine once, typically, for the animal, so you 
only have one animal. So you’re just talking them through it from start to 
finish. Depending on their age and, you know, how well they handle it, 
they can do more of it. If it’s an older member who’s done the project a lot, 
you’re just monitoring. 

To help youth learn, Eve did skill-a-thons with her club, especially with the 

livestock project. These interactive learning stations were developed around a specific 

skill or concept and helped youth practice a variety of project-based skills. Eve learned 

how to develop skill-a-thon stations when she worked for a youth development faculty 

member at a university. 

Reflection in livestock projects. Eve felt that opportunities for group reflection 

were limited in livestock projects. Although Eve and her co-leader were available by e-

mail or phone and did home visits, they did not see livestock youth on a regular basis. 

Livestock projects were mostly done at a youth’s home. Once youth were done with the 

project, they often were ready to move on to another one. As a result, there were limited 

opportunities for reflection. 

Application in livestock projects. Eve felt that the application of learning was 

evident when youth showed their animals, especially in successive years. A learning 

curve was evident the first year, but over time, youth improved their efforts when they 

got their animals ready for a livestock show. The context of a competitive event seemed 
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to influence their learning efforts over time. Eve described the goat project as an 

example of how learning is demonstrated in successive years. 

So you’ll get them and when you see them at the fair, all of their hooves 
need to be trimmed and they haven’t…their clipping job is really bad and 
they haven’t been feeding very well and so…they look around and think, 
“Boy, my goat doesn’t look as good as everyone else’s.” Then the next 
year they show up at weigh in and they brought an animal that is decent. 
They did some research they keep their hooves trimmed and they’re 
feeding a better product. I mean they want to win, that’s what it comes 
down to. 4-H is competitive, and we’re okay with that. 

Sewing projects. Eve’s club also did sewing and often completed a sewing item 

in time for the youth fair. Eve had her club do a variety of sewing activities to help them 

build basic skills in sewing, such as making rag quilts where the seams did not have to 

be exact. When youth reached the point where they were ready to move to the next 

level, Eve then had them start working with patterns that involved cutting out pieces and 

sewing together real seams.  

Reflection in sewing projects. Sewing was well suited for day camps. Eve felt 

this allowed youth more time on the sewing machine and more one-on-one attention, 

because parents were there to assist. As a result, youth were better able to finish their 

sewing project. This also provided more time for reflection. When youth finished their 

quilts, Eve and the other leader asked campers “What would you do differently next 

time? What kind of projects do you want to do?”  

Entomology projects. Eve described an example of where one youth took her 

entomology project and went to the next level with it. She went to a “Bug Camp” offered 

by a university’s entomology department and loved it. Although she was only in the 

ninth grade, she decided to host her own bug camp. She took this idea and applied her 

previous learning in her own bug camp. 
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So she’s working with her horticulture agent, and they’ve developed a 
budget and a program and she’s got a junior counselor who’s going to 
come in and help her, he’s 11. And they’re going to do a bug 
camp…cause the UF bug camp is more for middle schoolers and is a real 
advanced curriculum and this would be more of a learning how to start an 
insect collection and learning to pin. So she’s going to teach the whole 
thing! The horticulture agent is going to be there to assist her. Our ninth 
grader. Oh yeah! A week-long day camp by herself.  

Applying learning in multi-year projects. Eve described how doing multi-year 

projects built on the previous learning. This was again evident in livestock projects. 

Especially if they decide to continue doing it, because a lot of them will 
turn it into a breeding animal project, and so then they’re making decisions 
on reproduction and genetics and things like that and they’re doing this at 
a young age. They’re looking at genetics and looking at pedigrees. 

Rabbit projects also offered opportunities to build on learning. Although small and 

relatively inexpensive, youth got involved in breeding programs and then worked at 

selling their rabbits. Youth might have started by showing one rabbit and then advance 

to breeding and selling them to others. 

Like livestock projects, sewing was also done as a multi-year project. Eve felt this 

allowed youth to build on their sewing skills over successive years. For example, youth 

started out by making simple outfits and learning basic skills. By the time they 

graduated from high school they made their own prom dress. 

Forest ecology team experiences. When the forest ecology team met to 

practice, Eve had to have a variety of hands-on lessons for them. Practice sessions 

often consisted of identifying and going through actual specimens found in woodland 

habitats including insects, leaves, bark, and small branches from trees. Eve laid out 10-

40 samples on a table and had laminated pictures of diseases, insects, and wildlife. 

We have them go through and practice one time without any help, and 
then we go over all of the answers. And that way they get the feel of what 



 

248 

it’s going to be like in a contest…because we’re not going to give them 
any prep at a contest. They just go and do it. 

Although the contest was split into different age levels, Eve had her team study 

all the materials for the contest, at least initially. “Our ages are all mixed together…At 

some point they’re all going to be Intermediates and Seniors so we just practice all of it.” 

As the contest got closer, Eve helped the Juniors focus on their materials. Games were 

used to engage youth in learning the names of plants and animals. They did a lot of 

jeopardy and bingo. Youth were also expected to practice at home using the materials 

provided on the forest ecology website. 

When they learned about compass work, Eve had a club dad come in who had 

extensive experience in teaching others about using a compass. When they got 

together to practice, he used a big survey map and asked youth, “What is this pointing 

at? Where is this at?” The youth had to read the map and write out their answers on a 

sheet. The dad also had them figure out distance for different compass settings. This 

meant they had to hold the compass correctly and walk the distance. “We do their 

paces…So that is pretty experiential.” Forest ecology youth also went on field trips to 

woodland areas. These trips typically occurred on a Saturday and helped youth prepare 

for the contest. An Extension agent met them at a designated location and walked them 

through the woods and did tree identification with them. Youth often had to identify the 

trees themselves first. Eve felt these experiences were very student-led and were 

opportunities for experiential learning. Eve stressed that the forestry team was very 

interactive and that she relied on them to learn a lot of material and to help keep the 

team going. 
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Mentoring. Eve encouraged more experienced youth to teach or mentor other 

youth for the contest. Eve usually paired a veteran with a new team member to help 

them learn the material for the contest. Sometimes the youth even arranged for guest 

speaker to come and speak to the team. “They hear of someone in the community that 

they like, then we let them go ahead and do that.” 

Fair projects. Eve also wanted her forestry team to do more than just participate 

in the forest ecology contest. She encouraged them to work on fair projects related to 

forestry and helped them as needed. Eve also encouraged them to do a demonstration 

and/or talk at the county level. 

Reflection. Eve felt reflection occurred on these trips as a result of constant 

feedback between the instructor and the youth on the field trip. Eve pointed out the 

team was more used to talking about their experiences because of the way the 

meetings were structured. They often met as a group and sat around in a U-shape to 

talk about things. Sometimes the agent who helped with the instruction would come to a 

team meeting and initiate a discussion about a particular event or activity they did that 

day. “She wants them to tell her stories.” 

Application. Youth then took what they learned and applied it at the forest 

ecology contest later. She referred to this as a “perfect cycle” of the experiential learning 

model. Eve not only felt youth applied learning at the contest but that they also reflected 

on their scores afterwards and how well they did in the different sections. 

They apply it at the contest and then we reflect because we look at their 
scores afterwards and we talk about it as a group. “Who did well in which 
section? What are you going to do next year?” And so we sit around the 
room and we talk about that a little bit and we say, “Here was our strong 
area. Here’s where we did really well. We need to really focus on this next 
year.” 
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Eve felt the application of learning also happened when youth went on to do 

demonstrations in the subject area. She encouraged youth to do talks on different 

forestry related topics. 

One girl is going to do one on invasive plants. We have one that’s going to 
do “starting an insect collection.” One is going to do one on pinning 
butterflies…So that one is a full circle in the experiential learning model. I 
mean we do the whole thing from start to finish. 

Reflecting in record books and reports. Eve encouraged youth in both her 

community club and forest ecology team to complete a record book and hand it in at the 

end of the year. This was often done as a group at the end of the year. Eve felt that 

most of reflection for a project and its related activities occurred through the record 

books. Questions in the end of the year record books included but were not limited to: 

“Tell me about your project. Tell me what you would do differently. What were your 

challenges? Tell me about your successes? What was your favorite part of the project?” 

There was also a planning calendar where youth wrote in the dates of the 

different things they did during the year related to their project. She felt this effort 

provided them with a chance to reflect on what they did. Eve’s county also added in a 

financial component to the project record book because every project had a cost, and 

she wanted them to realize that. Eve kept track of dates and any photos taken during 

the year. She provided photos at the end of the year when youth worked on their record 

books. They picked and chose photos to make the record book their own. “And most of 

them did that, you know.” 

As part of the project record (or report), youth also did a project story. This was 

their personal reflection of what they did and learned as a result of the project. The 

project story consisted of a narrative and a picture story with captions. Each project had 
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its own story. If youth did multiple projects, they completed multiple stories. Eve 

described how the voice of youth often came out in their project stories.  

I mean, you know these kids in the county and you can hear their voice 
come out and so you know how much they wrote and how much help they 
had and how much reflection, because sometimes you get just an awful 
story and sometimes you get these really funny little stories that go with it. 

Leadership experiences 

Eve wanted to involve more of her youth in leadership experiences than just the 

older members. As a result, her community club had two sets of officers – senior 

officers and junior officers. “So our junior officers would be our juniors and intermediates 

who aren’t quite ready to take the next step.” These junior officers were in charge of 

pledges, reading the minutes, cash boxes during fundraisers, and gave other reports as 

needed. All had a role in the club meeting. The senior officers sat at the front of the 

meeting room, but due to limited space, the junior officers sat in the back of the room. 

Although most meetings were led by the senior officers, the junior officers were 

completely in charge of the April meeting. The make-up of the officers depended on the 

ages and capabilities of the youth in the club in any given year. Some years they had 

more officers than other years. The officers also took the lead on arranging some club 

events. 

It was fire prevention week first off…so I had told one of the Senior 
members that I would love to see one of the EMS or fire department 
people come…So she called the local fire department and they came with 
two fire trucks. The kids got to shoot off hoses and they dressed them up 
and showed them all the alarms on the suits…It was the best, it was 
awesome. 

Eve’s club was very involved in county council. She encouraged her youth to 

attend these monthly meetings at the county level. As a result, they often had a strong 

presence there. To be on the county council youth just showed up but had to attend so 
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many meetings and be a certain age in order to run for office. Although this was another 

meeting for youth and parents to attend, Eve felt there was value in having her youth 

there, because they met youth from other clubs. 

At these meetings youth made county-wide decisions, worked on fair activities 

and planned the awards banquet held at the end of the year. Eve described an issue 

related to council experiences, ages, and decisions. What council members could 

actually do was limited by the age of the members and how well the clubs were 

represented. If a council consisted of younger members, there were limits as to what 

they could realistically accomplish. Eve felt this created a youth leadership issue within 

the council. 

If we had an actual county council rep from every club that was a senior 
level member, then it would work like it’s supposed to, but a lot of our reps 
are not senior level members so they’re not going to make decisions on 
awards, not at the county level at least. They’re not going to make big 
decisions on county-wide fundraisers. The parents are going to end up 
doing most of the work at that point. 

Eve wanted to see her county council become more youth-directed, but having 

younger members made this more difficult. Getting their input was important, but the 

younger members could not take on some projects by themselves. “Our three or four 

Senior members would just run with it. We try to limit our officers to like 8th graders on 

up…a senior level…And sometimes you don’t have that.” 

Moving out of comfort zone. Taking on leadership often pushed youth out of 

their comfort zones. This was especially true for those youth who were shy. Eve 

described one such young lady on their county council. 

She’s in seventh grade this year and she’s very, very shy…and at our next 
club meeting she will report back that these are the things, and she’s 
going to be very short, and then our county level president, because she 
can’t help herself, she’s going to jump in and fill in. I think she enjoys 
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coming to county council, and I mean she is always there. We’re going to 
have to push her a little bit…but she is always willing to report, but she 
doesn’t always know what to say. 

Eve had several youth that also helped to lead a project area. One in particular 

had worked on the horse project since she was eight years old. She was a senior in 

high school at the time. She was now considered a state level leader in the project and 

was even involved in developing curriculum and part of a ranch horse team. 

Civic engagement experiences 

Eve described a number of civic experiences in which club youth were involved 

in. One was the county proclamation day. They went to the county courthouse and met 

with the county commissioners. This event gave many of the youth their first exposure 

to how government worked. 

They have to dress appropriately and usually our county president 
presents on behalf of the county and tells what 4-H is and they give her 
the proclamation and everybody else sits in a row and they have us stand 
up…We have to find parking downtown and that’s all things that these kids 
haven’t done before. So that’s probably their first exposure to it. 

Another opportunity to see government at work was “4-H Day at the Capitol.” 

This day-long workshop brought youth to the state capitol, where youth engaged in 

various tours and workshops related to government and leadership. Older youth often 

had conflicts with the fair or FCAT tests at school. This meant younger youth often went, 

which limited what they could prepare for. 

If we have older members going we prep them ahead of time…and tell 
them “you’re part of a university,” and “here’s what 4-H is,” and “make 
sure you use these terms,” and “here’s what is important to us right now.” 
But the little ones, we don’t even…“Here’s the Senate.” Yeah…It’s a lot of 
walking for them. 

They also sent senior youth to 4-H Leg. Eve felt that the ones that often went to 

this went further and became more involved in civic engagement and leadership 
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whether in the club, in college, or later in life. Eve thought these youth often came back 

and went for a leadership role in their own club. “They’re not just running for an office, 

but they actually know what that office is and does.” 

Applying learning. Even though Eve’s club was not taught parliamentary 

protocol, youth who attended civic engagement experiences often modeled the behavior 

in the club. “The ones who go and do those things, you see it occur in the 

meetings…Even though we’re not teaching it.” She felt youth were thinking “Oh, this is 

the way it’s supposed to run.” 

Eve stressed that civic engagement was a difficult subject to teach and generate 

youth’s interest in. It was not something youth would select on their own. “Dealing with 

grownups, sitting in a meeting, who wants to do that?” Yet, because of these 

opportunities, Eve felt 4-H youth were more civically literate than most other children.  

They’ve been to Tallahassee. They know that’s the capitol. They know 
what those buildings are. They know where the governor’s office 
is…they’re just more literate in it, even if they only do it a couple of times. 

Community service experiences 

Community service projects were typically done as part of a club meeting, but 

after the business portion. Eve described one community service as putting together 

“portable first aid kits” in plastic zip bags for a charitable organization. Club members 

contributed items for the kits. The club then got together and did an assembly line to put 

the kits together. 

Another time her club did a “service and science day” where they cleaned up a 

butterfly garden at the local fire station in preparation for the town’s annual festival. The 

same day the youth learned about rocketry and shot some rockets off as part of the 

National Youth Science Day experiment. 
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Eve also gave an example where one youth initiated and organized a community 

service event for the club. The young member was in the ninth grade and she organized 

a CPR night for the senior members of the club. She worked with the local fire 

department and had them come in and teach the members. 

Eve also encouraged the forest ecology team to do community service activities. 

For one service project, a member on the team arranged an invasive plant round-up at 

his church. An 11 year old youth talked with the pastor of the church and made all the 

arrangements. However, Eve stressed that not all youth were able to take on the 

planning and organizing of a community service project. This was more dependent on 

their interests and level of maturity. Parents also had an influence. “They’ve got to have 

the support there to be able to do it. They are not capable of making those phone calls 

not on their own, at least.” 

Experiences giving demonstrations and talks 

Eve encouraged her club youth to do a demonstration or talk at county events. 

For youth that were new or shy, she encouraged them to do team demonstrations, 

because “they’re more comfortable doing it with a friend. It’s more fun to practice that 

way.” The leaders tried to pair these youth up with another youth who had a similar 

interest. Two young girls decided to do a demonstration on how to make a rag quilt. Eve 

and her co-leader helped them through the process. 

They’ve got their script and we are working on posters now. We’re going 
to help them build each step as they go and they’ll have their sewing 
machine there…and they’re going to put together a rag quilt at county 
events. 

Eve worked with youth on their demonstrations to make sure they contained the 

necessary elements. Eve expressed pride for her 4-H youth and the quality of 
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demonstrations they did at county events. She felt they were the most prepared and 

knew what was involved in a demonstration. She explained this to her son one day 

when he complained how others in school were doing their classroom presentations. 

He said “Well everybody is doing it this way and they’re just reading off of 
it.” And I said “Well you’re in 4-H and that’s not the way we do it. We do a 
beginning, a middle, and an end. You introduce yourself and you get up 
there and you know that speech…You have a PowerPoint. You don’t need 
your cards.” He had the best presentation all day long, and he dressed for 
it! 

Not all youth did actual demonstrations or talks. There were other similar venues 

in 4-H for presenting something, such as “share the fun” (a talent show), “fashion 

review” (model clothing they made), and different photography contests. 

Application. Eve viewed that participating in one of these events was a way for 

youth to apply something they learned in a project at another level. 

Reflection. Eve described reflection as possibly happening afterwards when 

judges provided comments to her youth about their presentations. These judges would 

talk to youth after a competition. They often made suggestions and provided 

constructive comments for doing better the next time youth participated in the event. 

Recognition of youth. Although her county agent recognized youth who turned 

in blue ribbon record books at the end of the year, Eve had her own incentives and 

recognition strategies. She wanted to recognize all youth who completed a project, did a 

fair exhibit, did a demonstration at county level, and turned in a project record book. 

They did not have to be blue ribbon level but just completed and submitted. For youth 

that met these standards, Eve gave each one a special item of sewn clothing. She felt 

that providing incentives for the completion of projects helped youth to set goals for 

themselves. These incentives also encouraged youth to think about ways to do better 
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the next time around. This made youth realize “Oh I really should have done a 

demonstration. I needed to kick it up a notch.” Rewarding achievement by getting a 

unique piece of apparel was a big hit with her club. Apparel given out included rain 

jackets, sweat-shirts, and vests. Youth were recognized at both club and county level. 

Eve felt this was a big reason why her youth had so much participation in county events 

and in record books. Youth’s efforts were also recognized at a big dinner at the end of 

the year and they brought in livestock buyers and any sponsors they might have had 

during the year. 

Challenges to the Learning Process  

Eve identified a number of constraints or challenges to learning in her club. 

Although some were related to integrating experiential learning, others related to the 

learning context. 

EL model not on leader’s mind. Eve did not think about the model when she 

developed or guided a learning experience. Having a time for reflection was not 

something Eve thought about formally. She felt her club did a good job in developing 

and offering hands-on experiences for youth, but the reflection component of the model 

was often not there, “because the doing is often you do it, and you’re done.” 

Finding time for reflection. Making time for reflection with youth was difficult 

because of time constraints during and after club activities. Club meetings started and 

often ended late. There were time constraints with the agenda, and youth often had 

homework and ate dinner afterwards. Younger ones were often tired. 

There’s always so many things going on (in a club meeting)…So trying to 
get that time to sit down with that individual child and say, “Okay let’s talk 
about what you could have done differently”…that often doesn’t happen. 



 

258 

Single year vs. multiyear projects. The length or duration of the project also 

seemed to impact learning. Eve felt youth had more opportunities to reflect on and then 

build on their learning through multi-year projects. Leaders can then ask youth “How 

can you expand this project? What can you do with it?” If youth worked on a project for 

one year, but later lost interest in it and moved on to something else, then “you never 

have a chance to build on it.” 

Age related issues. Eve described a number of issues in the club related to the 

ages of the youth. Club meetings were held in the evenings and were mostly for 

handling club business. This was at times an issue for families with younger members. 

She let parents know that if they had a young child, that child had to sit still for the 

business meeting. Eve’s officers led the meetings and had invested time in the agenda 

so “having your five year old screaming because it’s dinner time” was not acceptable. 

Eve’s senior officers at times complained. “We can’t get anything done sometimes 

because of all of the little kids.” 

Eve point out that clubs composed of very young 4-Hers were typically more 

leader-directed than youth-led. Yet as the club aged and youth grew older, many 

leaders continued to lead the same way. This often caused issues with older youth, 

because they wanted more independence and freedom in the club to make their own 

choices. 

I think we run into that issue, especially with some of our younger 4-H 
clubs. That it is pretty leader led…Then as they get older the leader 
doesn’t know what to do with them. Once they get to be Intermediates and 
Seniors it shouldn’t be leader led. But how do you develop them into 
where it is not leader led? Where you are not doing it for them? 

Eve described that working with young 4-Hers was generally easier and more 

comfortable for leaders than older youth. “You can do whatever project…You pull 
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together a craft project and you show them how to do and you help them do it…That is 

not the case with the older ones.” Helping leaders understand how to change this was 

important. “Because up to that point you are in charge.” She thought this situation might 

lead to older youth dropping out of a club, if the leader could not make that transition to 

a more youth-led club. 

Keeping youth challenged. Eve struggled to keep her veteran forest ecology 

team members “challenged.” These were those who had been on the team for a 

number of years. Some veteran members were getting to the point where they had 

reached a learning plateau for the forest ecology materials. 

So we’re having a hard time teaching it because we have these members 
who have been here for four years and have gotten bored but we still have 
to maintain the minimum level for the newbie members basically. And 
they’re not growing. They know the material on the contest and it’s not a 
challenge for them anymore and that’s when I start losing them. It is a lot 
of material, so it can be very intimidating. 

She wanted to keep them engaged, while teaching new team members the 

material and was at looking at ideas that would challenge them more. One was to have 

more experienced youth on the forest ecology team collect samples and be in charge of 

the practices. She especially involved the homeschooled members because they had 

more time to do so. 

This same situation also affected her community club. Eve emphasized the 

importance of addressing the needs of the older and veteran youth in the club, 

especially with a club of mixed ages. Eve felt that as youth grew, so did their interests 

and attitudes. She had to find what worked for them, which at times was challenging. 

Issues with schools, schedules, and contexts. Eve’s club was a mixture of 

traditional and homeschooled youth. This made scheduling field trips and other learning 
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activities outside the club meeting more challenging. Those in traditional schools were 

in classes during the day. Those that were homeschooled had more flexibility during the 

day and could do their own field trips. If they did schedule a day trip or activity, they ran 

the risk of leaving other youth out. Eve also had to be careful and make sure that 

homeschooled youth did activities as a homeschool group and not as a 4-H group to 

prevent this same problem. 

Eve also described some issues related to the learning contexts created by the 

different schooling backgrounds of her club youth. With homeschoolers, civic 

engagement was a little easier to incorporate because it became part of their 

curriculum. “It’s just part of what they do.” Homeschoolers were also able to incorporate 

the project learning as part of their curriculum, whereas, school youth had to take a day 

off of school to be involved in any day-time activities during the week. Plus, the work 

involved was often “in addition to what they already do at school and their homework.” 

This was also true of Eve’s forestry team that she coached. About half of the 

team members were homeschooled and half were not. The homeschoolers 

incorporated what they learned into their homeschooled lessons. This meant that Eve 

had to be creative, if she were to get the involvement of non-homeschooled youth, or at 

least know what was going on in their classroom in order to tie everything together. 

Reflections on the Interview, Experiential Learning, and Training 

Eve believed her county lacked any real training opportunities for leaders, except 

perhaps some one-on-one training as new leaders joined. “That’s just something that I 

would love to see.” She also thought the agent held one leader meeting per year but 

wanted to see more of these happen. She felt these would be valuable, especially if 

leaders had time to get together and reflect on things about their clubs. “I’ve often talked 
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with other volunteer leaders from my county…about just having a brown bag dinner 

night and just talking about issues that come up in a place where it’s just the leaders.” 

Eve’s educational background helped her better understand what experiential 

learning was more than any volunteer training she received. 

Well if I didn’t have the background that I do, I wouldn’t know what the 
model was. So just having some exposure to it to begin with…I would say 
most leaders don’t get that. We don’t have any leader training that I know 
of that covers that (in her county). 

Eve suggested having training where an instructor took them through each step 

of the experiential learning model. She needed examples of how the model might work 

in an actual club meeting or other context. Perhaps work on each section of the 

experiential learning model and “walk through each” step and have activities that reflect 

the model in a context. “So, yeah, I would love to see something like that.” 

Eve felt that the process of reflection was different for the different ages. She 

suggested that any training in experiential learning should help leaders understand the 

best ways to reflect on an experience with the different ages. 

I’m thinking about reflection and especially when you have big to little kids. 
You can’t just sit around in a meeting and say “What did we do wrong?” or 
“What did we do well and what didn’t we do well?” The teenagers are 
going to be like “Oh, this is stupid.” And the little ones are going to be like 
“I don’t understand what you’re talking about.” So to have some examples 
of how to handle that in different types of clubs and actually have to do it, 
you know or types of questions to ask. 

Eve made a suggestion about trainings and how groups worked together. She 

noted that instructors often broke attendees into groups where leaders were with other 

leaders they did not know. Eve preferred to work with her own leaders, because she felt 

that would benefit her club more. If they worked together, they would be “thinking on the 

same page.” That way they could work together more as a team back in the club. 
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Eve expressed excitement about the opportunity to eventually reading the 

research. “I can’t wait to read it and what everybody does differently! I need some 

ideas! I am hearing myself talk and I wonder how other clubs do this?” 

Composite Description of Leaders and Findings 

The perceptions, beliefs, and experiences of the five leaders - Ella, Ruby, Marta, 

Anna, and Eve, revealed many dimensions of experiential learning taking place in the  

4-H community club. This section of Chapter 4 provides a composite description of the 

leaders and summarizes the findings of the study based on the research questions. 

Table 4-1 provides an overview of the leaders and their clubs. 

Reasons for Being a 4-H Leader 

Each participant in the study had different reasons for getting involved in 4-H and 

becoming a leader. Some leaders grew up in 4-H. Ruby described herself as being 

“born into” it. Others, such as Ella, had not grown up in 4-H, but loved to learn and felt 

like she had “tapped into something” as a homeschool educator. She described how 

being in 4-H gave her the opportunity to grow as a person. Marta felt that teaching and 

working with youth was always something she was “made to do.” Anna grew up in 4-H 

and wanted her children to have the same experiences in 4-H that she had. So she 

became a leader because she saw “a need that needed to be filled.” Eve had not been 

involved in 4-H as a child but wanted her children to be in a program where they all 

could “do things together.” She expressed that 4-H allowed her children to explore 

things on their own, yet gave a sense of structure. 

Throughout the interviews, the leaders expounded the many benefits the 4-H 

club offered youth, such as the development of life skills, learning in a supportive and 

caring environment, opportunities to build mastery of a subject, being part of a “like-
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minded community” of people. They also felt that 4-H created a sense of belonging and 

inclusiveness. Marta liked the 4-H program because she felt it taught youth “good moral 

values.” All wanted their own children to be a part of 4-H for these reasons. 

A number of the leaders expressed a strong desire to continue being a 4-H 

leader even after their own children were grown and out of 4-H. Ella expressed this 

best. “So you continue, even when they are done, because you see the value in it.” All 

of the leaders indicated they were very passionate what they did in the 4-H club. 

Learning about Experiential Learning 

Leaders described training opportunities for them as being offered through 

distance learning at the state level, at county workshops or leaders meetings, along with 

annual state and regional leader conferences. Most leaders in the study indicated they 

had attended some form of training as a leader. The degree to which training venues 

were utilized by leaders varied in each county. This also depended on what county level 

training venues 4-H agents offered their leaders. 

Leaders described that most trainings were often focused on topics related to 

club management guidelines, fundraising ideas, new projects, leadership, dealing with 

parents, and risk management. Although most of the leaders felt they had been 

introduced to the experiential learning model at some training program they attended, 

most could not describe having a specific training on the experiential learning model or 

the importance of it in the learning process. 

For example, Ella enrolled in a number of trainings but did not recall one 

specifically on experiential learning. Marta attended workshops for leaders at county 

and district levels. At these meetings, she received general information and thought that 

at certain times, a hands-on activity was also involved. She thought she remembered 
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one on experiential learning, but could not describe anything specific about it. Anna 

believed her county did trainings all the time and the ones she had attended had been 

helpful. She felt her county agent provided training during the monthly leaders’ 

meetings, and that some meetings included training about learning in the club. She felt 

she had seen the model in one of these trainings. Eve did not think her county offered 

actual leader trainings, except perhaps as one-on-one with the agent. However, she 

was familiar with the experiential learning model because of her past experiences 

working with a curriculum specialist in 4-H. Eve also felt her own education played a 

role in helping her understand learning and education theories. Ruby was the only 

leader not familiar with the model. She indicated she had not attended any training 

workshops as a leader, though her county offered trainings. Ruby said she learned most 

of what she knew about 4-H clubs from her club co-leader, who was also her mother. 

Thus, how these leaders learned about experiential learning, or how to integrate the 

steps of the model into their club’s learning activities, was not consistent. 

Leaders indicated that monthly leaders meetings were often used as a venue for 

getting information to leaders. Some leaders described training as being offered during 

these meetings. Anna felt these meetings were especially important to find out what 

other clubs were doing and because they provided a chance to talk things over with 

other club leaders. These meetings were generally well attended, but not every county 

held these meetings on a regular basis and not every leader that was interviewed 

attended them. 

Other training venues. Marta and Eve described the learning benefits of 

attending the Southern Region Volunteer Leaders Forum held at the Rock Eagle 4-H 
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Center in Georgia. They enjoyed going to this meeting, because it offered hands-on 

workshops for leaders. However, the travel distance made it harder for leaders to 

attend. The state also held its own volunteer leaders forum, but distance was a concern 

and at times the meeting conflicted with the Rock Eagle meeting. 

Growth of leaders. What also emerged as a common theme was that leaders 

grew and learned through their own club experiences how to work with youth in a more 

learner-centered way. In the beginning, Ella interjected her own ideas and opinions on 

how youth should do something. She learned over time to step back and let them guide 

their own learning and, if necessary, to let them learn from their mistakes. Marta, too, 

learned to step back and let youth be in charge. “You do learn after a while…that the 

kids are supposed to be running the club.” Anna described that in the beginning she 

“walked on eggshells” but soon realized the importance of getting youth’s input on what 

they were most interested in doing as a club. Thus, leaders seemed to be learning 

through their own experiential learning processes, contributing to their own growth as a 

leader and a person. 

Describing Leaders’ Role in Learning 

The 4-H leaders selected for the study were considered organizational leaders 

and were generally involved in club management. In this role they often developed club 

meeting schedules, worked with club officers, parents, and recruited, assigned, and 

assisted project leaders as needed. Most described themselves as also observing 

and/or working with groups of youth in the various learning venues – projects, public 

speaking, leadership, community service, and civic engagement activities. 

Leaders in the study described a range of roles they felt they played in the 

learning process. Most leaders saw themselves as guiding, supporting, and 
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encouraging youth in the club, but they also described their role as teacher, coach, 

mentor, role model, mediator, disciplinarian, collaborator, and co-learner. Their roles 

changed depending on the context or situation. For example, Anna saw herself as a 

collaborator with youth on various projects. She also described herself as a guide and 

“overseer” especially during club hikes. However, if a problem arose between youth, 

she would step in and mediate the problem. Eve described her role as being more 

coach, teacher, lecturer, and classroom manager with the forest ecology team because 

of the levels of information youth were expected to know for the contest. Eve also 

indicated that ages of club members affected a leader’s role in the club. Clubs with a 

majority of very young members would be more leader-directed but then shift to more 

youth-directed approach as club youth became older. She felt this did not always 

happen and led to problems because the older youth wanted more independence and 

freedom. “Then as they get older the leader doesn’t know what to do with them.” 

Marta felt leaders should also be role models for the youth. “Even if we are not 

teaching, we are teaching by example.” She also felt leaders could help youth by 

modeling appropriate behaviors. Marta saw her role as pointing youth “in the right 

direction” but let them choose their own projects that fit their interests and abilities. A 

number of leaders talked about being mentors to youth and guiding them through a 

project or in helping develop their leadership skills. 

The role of the leader as a “caring adult” was evident throughout the interviews. 

For example, Anna described herself as a “stern” but caring leader. Eve described how 

she encouraged youth to take ownership and responsibility for their projects. Ella saw 

her role as also fostering “a love of learning.” 
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Although leaders often described their role as “guiding” the youth in their club, 

none of the leaders described their role in terms of guiding the experiential learning 

model or process. For Eve, the experiential learning model was not on her mind when 

she developed or was conducting activities with youth. Anna “didn’t even realize the 

model was in there!” Addressing each component or phase of the experiential learning 

model was not done in any formal sense by the leaders. 

Working with adults. Club leaders also played a role with other adults involved 

in the club. Leaders described their role as helping to orient, mentor, guide, and 

manage other adult volunteers in the club, and parents in general. Ella especially saw 

the need to mentor, guide, and support her club’s adult project leaders, too. A number 

of leaders in the study expressed the importance of keeping their club’s project leaders 

happy and not overwhelmed with the project they were leading. Project leaders played 

an important role in helping youth complete project books and reports. 

Ella wanted her project leaders to grow and expand their own leadership skills. 

She learned over time to step back as a leader and not to interject her own opinions 

about their handling of an activity. Ella also felt she was guiding and mentoring parents 

to keep them from getting too overwhelmed with all that 4-H involved. 

Describing Parents’ Role in Learning 

In this study, the leaders expressed that parents often played a direct or indirect 

role in what youth achieved and learned in the club. Most leaders felt having the support 

of club parents was very important, not just for the successful management of the club 

but to also support youth learning. Ella felt parental involvement was “critical to the 

success of the club.” Marta felt parent involvement with the club was critical, too, 

because “she could not do it alone.” Those parents who supported and encouraged 
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their children to do projects, enter fairs and competitions, or get involved in other 4-H 

activities, also seemed to play a role in the experiential learning process for their own 

child or children. The role and level of involvement of parents, or other adults, in the 

club seemed to vary depending on the preferences, needs, and project focus of the 

leader and her club. Each leader utilized parents in different capacities within the club. 

Role of club helpers. Most leaders recruited parents to be both project leaders 

and club meeting helpers. For those parents who were project leaders their main role 

was to lead the project area and help youth complete their project books. Anna was 

both the organizational leader and project leader for the club and described herself as 

being the “lead on everything” but let parents come to the meetings. Ruby and her 

mother served in the role of project leaders too, but did not have parents help.  

Role of parents at home. This study also uncovered aspects of the important 

role that parents may have in their child’s 4-H learning experiences, especially outside 

of the club meeting. This was especially evident in Anna’s club. A number of club 

parents expressed their own excitement about the camping and hiking projects because 

they used to do the same when they were young. This enhanced their involvement 

because of their own past experiences. They helped their own children apply what they 

learned from the club meetings by taking them on family camping experiences. This 

action seemed to really enhance the youth’s overall experience as described by Anna. 

The experience was made more personal with the involvement of their parents. Marta 

expressed something similar where her youth learned about outdoor cooking. Some 

youth went camping with family and applied their skills by cooking for their parents. The 

role of family in the learning process was also pointed out by Eve. Since most of her 
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club’s projects were done at home, what they did at home was likely dependent on what 

the parents knew about the project area and the types of resources they had at home. 

Issues with parents. Leaders described possible issues with parents at 

meetings, especially with those not directly helping with a group or project. A number of 

the leaders felt parents sometimes took over or distracted their child during meetings, 

making it difficult for the child to become more independent. Each had different ways to 

address this concern. Ella wanted those parents not helping or leading a group to “stay 

in the background” during the meeting and not interfere with activities. She felt children 

did not speak up as much when the parents were around. Ruby felt children “acted 

differently” when parents were there and did not allow parents to stay for meetings. If 

they did, they stayed in another room until the meeting ended. Anna felt homeschool 

parents might have a harder time letting go of “that role of teacher” or might interject or 

interfere in an activity. Anna addressed this concern by giving parents who were not 

directly helping with a project or other activity, a separate project to work on. This gave 

the parents a chance to be away from their child, mingling and talking to other parents, 

yet still involved in the club. She then felt the child had more freedom to use their 

imagination and voice, thus allowing them to grow more socially, emotionally, and 

mentally. 

On the other hand, some parents were totally uninvolved in the club and what 

their child was doing in it. These parents dropped their children off and then picked 

them up when meetings were over. For these youth, additional support and 

encouragement were often needed to help these youth complete their projects. 
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Clubs as Supportive Learning Environments 

Social nature of clubs 

During the interviews, leaders often talked about the social nature of the club and 

how this influenced learning. Club meetings were very collaborative and social, with 

many interactions among youth and adults. All the leaders fostered a sense of 

openness to sharing and talking among club members and with the leader. Youth were 

often described as being able to talk and share ideas with others in the club. 

Ella felt the group community was important in helping youth learn and grow. Eve 

felt the group culture and peer pressure had an influence on youth’s behavior in a 

positive way. Anna felt the social nature of her club created a sense of camaraderie and 

acceptance and there was no in or out crowd. She encouraged her youth to work out 

their own differences as a group. 

Leaders reported that being part of a group gave their youth more confidence to 

try new things, thus often stepping out of their comfort zone to do so. When one youth 

saw another youth having a good time doing something, they wanted to do the same 

thing as well. Leaders described how even shy youth became more confident about 

speaking in front of others in the club because it was a natural thing to do in 4-H. 

A number of social learning strategies were described. Leaders felt these 

enhanced the learning experiences of youth. Leaders encouraged youth to work 

collaboratively on projects, competitive events, and in community service and civic 

engagement experiences. Through these collaborations youth not only learned from 

each other, but also gained social and teamwork skills that influenced them later in life. 

Thus, learning experiences in the club were embedded within the frame of a social 

context and influenced by it. 
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Learning through mentoring. Youth mentoring youth seemed to be a common 

practice in all the clubs. Often older or veteran youth taught younger or newer youth. 

Eve felt this type of collaboration “happened naturally” in her club. Older mentors 

became role models for younger members. Marta felt mentoring benefitted both sides of 

the relationship. Younger youth often looked up to older youth, thus influencing their 

behavior. Older youth then felt good, because they helped someone else that needed 

help. Ella encouraged mentoring to help youth gain leadership skills. 

Learning in teams. Eve said her forest ecology team created a supportive family 

atmosphere. Anna felt teams built leadership skills because every team had to have a 

leader. She also felt being on a team actually made youth more independent, because 

of the closer one-on-one attention they received. Ella described how her youth worked 

and learned together as they developed and used games to help them and the club 

prepare for competitive events. 

Learning in groups. Leaders organized their clubs into groups for working on 

projects. How the groups were set up was influenced by size of club, ages of youth, and 

the types of projects. Ella and Marta divided their club into groups based on age levels. 

For Ella, this approach fostered more discussion because the ages were closer 

together. Marta described how being in a new place made a group of her youth more 

dependent on each other during a national civic engagement event in another state. 

Ruby and Anna organized their groups based on the types of projects of interest to 

youth. Anna had a mix of ages in each group but had limited number of seniors. She put 

a senior in each group to help serve as a mentor or leader for the group. Youth in Eve’s 

club often did small group or individual projects. The projects in her club (e.g., livestock) 
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were typically done at home and not at club meetings. The group arrangements seemed 

dependent on a number of factors, such as ages of members, numbers of members, 

types of projects, meeting times and lengths, and more. 

Another strategy used by leaders was to keep the cloverbuds together to do their 

own project work or activities. Their needs could then be better met. Ella and Marta 

placed their cloverbuds in a separate group with their own project leader. Any talks they 

gave at the club level were only in front of their own peers. When field trips were 

arranged, Ella tried to have a separate program arranged for them. 

Influence of club structure 

Meeting structure. Club meetings generally lasted one and a half to two hours 

and were usually held once a month. Some leaders held additional meetings, if other 

activities were involved, such as camping or other field trips. A business meeting was 

always held within the time frame. Most leaders also described having time for an 

educational and/or recreational activity. Time constraints for meetings determined how 

much project work could be accomplished, or if another recreational activity could be 

included. 

Through the business meeting portion, leaders believed youth learned about 

leadership, parliamentary procedures, how to work together, and the importance of 

order and being organized. If they went on to be an officer at the county level or district 

level, there were additional learning experiences involved. Leaders generally wanted 

youth to lead the club meetings and to hear their voice and ideas. Leaders gave input 

as needed. Eve described that the ages of officers had an influence on the level of her 

involvement in a business meeting. Younger officers needed a little more assistance. 
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Business meetings were often venues for speaking in front of others as part of a 

project and/or talk and demonstration requirement. This was not always easy for youth 

to do, especially in the beginning of their 4-H years. The support of leaders and other 

club members often helped shy or newer youth move out of their comfort zone and find 

the confidence to speak. Youth also learned leadership by teaching or mentoring others 

in meetings. For younger youth, meetings helped them learn to behave and sit quietly 

while others spoke. Leaders described younger youth as “looking up” to older youth as 

role models, especially if they were club officers. 

Project structure. Most of the leaders interviewed did whole club or small group 

projects. Eve’s youth did more independent projects. Ella, Ruby, Marta, and Anna 

typically used meetings for project work, while most of Eve’s club did their projects at 

home or in small groups outside the club meeting. Marta believed that doing projects in 

4-H helped to broaden youth’s knowledge and awareness of different career 

opportunities. 

The types of project experiences described by the leaders varied greatly. 

Leaders described how projects provided youth with many opportunities for hands-on 

experiences. Youth created bingo games, went on hikes in the forest, went seining for 

marine life at the beach, performed as a clown, sewed skirts, made pasta dishes, 

showed a hog at the fair, bred rabbits, used a compass to navigate a trail, and watched 

the stars at night. The qualities and elements of these experiences are further 

discussed in this chapter. 

Leaders encouraged youth to do demonstrations or illustrated talks at least at the 

club level, but often at county levels, too. For shy or new ones, leaders encouraged 
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team demonstrations. Some youth went on to district and state level presentations at 

various competitive venues, such as county fairs and 4-H state judging events. The 

choice of what to do for a talk or demonstration and on what topic was left up to the 

youth to decide. Topics were typically project related. A number of leaders described 

teaching youth presentation skills during club meetings. For example, Marta often 

taught youth these skills by demonstrating proper techniques. 

Leaders in the study emphasized the importance of project books in planning the 

club year and in completing project activities. Some youth did multiple projects each 

year. Generally, youth were expected to complete at least six activities from a project 

books. Some leaders might not have used the books, but indicated youth did similar 

enough activities, so they were still given credit for doing so. At least two of the leaders 

encouraged their club youth to work toward 4-H’s standards of excellence. Club youth 

were encouraged to turn in a project record or report at the end of the year. This report 

basically included the project book, project report, project stories, and any photos. 

Although youth often complained about completing books and reports, they had a sense 

of accomplishment when they were completed and turned in to the leader. The reports 

were then turned into the county and judged according to a set of criteria. Youth that did 

well received county awards, thus providing youth with additional recognition. These 

reports, especially the project stories, were viewed as important reflection tools and will 

be further discussed. 

Influence of learning strategies 

Leaders described a number of strategies or practices in the club that seemed to 

influence the quality of the club’s learning experiences. 
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Encourage youth to go beyond their comfort zone. The encouragement and 

support of the leader and other youth seemed to influence youth to go beyond their 

comfort zone and do things they would normally be afraid to do. Failure was ok because 

youth saw others who failed, but who kept trying. This support also was reveled through 

the awards and recognition process that 4-H subscribes to. Eve described a story about 

one young 4-Her who had stage fright but because she made a real effort, she was still 

recognized by the club and rewarded. This in turn built her confidence to keep trying. 

Ella described that having a one-on-one connection between youth and a caring adult 

was critical and that this relationship connected them to other facets of 4-H and helped 

them grow as learners. 

Foster goal setting. Ella and Marta encouraged their club youth to follow 4-H’s 

standards of excellence. They felt these standards gave youth benchmarks for 

achievement and helped them to set goals in the club. Not all leaders followed these 

standards. Regardless of whether youth followed these standards or not, Ella described 

the importance of encouraging youth to set short-term goals and helping youth achieve 

them. This not only focused their efforts and experiences but also built their self-esteem. 

Set rules and expectations. Leaders described the need for rules and 

expectations for youth. For example, Ella had specific expectations for the completion of 

projects. Anna had expectations for behavior on her club. Ruby had strict rules on how 

projects were to be worked on because of safety issues with woodworking and the use 

of the band-saw. These rules created structure and order for the clubs, and youth were 

expected to follow them. 
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Allow learning from mistakes. Leaders expressed that youth needed to fail 

once in a while in order to help them grow. Leaders had to learn to step back and let 

youth fall down but then help them get back up and learn from their mistakes. Ella 

described failure as becoming more positive if it helped a young person grow and do 

better the next time. Marta emphasized the importance of letting youth fail but 

encouraging them to get back up and try again. Leaders provided a number of 

examples when this happened in their club. The ability to learn from one’s mistakes was 

viewed as a quality inherent in the 4-H club because of the support of caring adults. 

Hear the voice of youth. Making sure the voice of youth was heard was a 

reoccurring theme and woven into many stories and experiences shared by leaders. 

Leaders wanted feedback from youth on club activities and club decisions. Although 

leaders spoke about the importance of involving the whole club in making club 

decisions, this wasn’t always feasible. Club officers were often the main conduit for 

getting feedback from the club. Club officers provided ideas and suggestions for club 

activities and helped plan them. Leaders generally felt getting feedback from club 

officers was critical in guiding the club and keeping youth interested. Leaders felt club 

officers knew the club and what most would prefer to do. Plus, other youth looked up to 

the club officers. 

Let youth guide their learning. Leaders provided many examples where club 

youth were guiding their own learning. Leaders’ may have initiated an activity, but youth 

seemed to take over once a leader stepped back. For example, youth were involved in 

teaching their own workshops such as a showmanship workshop for livestock projects, 

bicycle safety workshops in the community, a leadership class for the club, and a bug 
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camp for other youth. Youth were also described as developing their own study 

materials or games to prepare themselves for a competitive event. Other youth 

researched their own topics so they could do a demonstration or talk at the club or 

higher level. In a number of clubs, youth were very involved in the planning and leading 

of the club’s community service events. Leaders described how youth took charge and 

led these events. Leaders believed youth made their own choices and guided their own 

learning in these experiences. 

Leaders described how youth often made their own choices and decisions about 

solving a problem. Anna felt this allowed youth to feel like “they were a part of 

something.” Marta pointed out that youth who made their own choices as to what they 

wanted to do in the club often held higher levels of engagement in the project or activity. 

Letting youth make their own choices was viewed as very important in order to keep 

youth interested and coming back to the club. Anna also emphasized that children 

needed opportunities where they were free to use their imagination in the learning 

process. She described how youth used their imagination in setting up a shelter or tent. 

Ella talked about the games and displays created by the imagination of youth in her 

club. This created a sense of real accomplishment for youth 

Foster ownership and responsibility. Eve encouraged youth to take ownership 

of a project and be responsible for it. This was important in order for the youth to get the 

most benefit out of the project. This was particularly important for livestock projects 

because of the animals involved. 

Create variety in the learning setting. Ella described the need to vary the 

locations of meetings and what happened at the meetings. She felt this kept the youth 
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more engaged and more excited about the project and learning. Ella’s club went on field 

trips to the beach, aquariums, and to local parks. This kept the parents interested too. 

Other leaders did this as well. Anna held hiking and camping trips for her club. Eve took 

her forest ecology team for hikes in the woods to learn about the forest habitat. 

Choose appropriate activities. Leaders all wanted to find activities that were 

fun, interactive, and hands-on, but they also described a number of other criteria for 

selecting activities to do with their club. Ella stated that if you wanted youth to learn 

anything from an activity, there had to be an element of fun in it. Eve also wanted 

activities and projects to be fun and interesting, not just for youth, but for her as the 

teacher. Eve also wanted activities to fit into the time frame she had for her club 

meetings. Leaders wanted activities to match the needs and abilities of the club 

members, that is, match the “ages and stages” of the youth in the club. This was 

challenging in a club with mixed ages. Marta, too, wanted to find activities that might be 

of interest to all ages in her club. Some clubs had youth with special needs. Leaders 

often looked for activities they could adapt to fit their youth’s needs. All these factors 

created a challenge for leaders in finding the right activities to help their youth learn 

about a topic, as well as practice some appropriate skills for the age. 

Reward and recognize youth. Recognizing youth for their achievement has 

been a major practice of the 4-H organization for years. Leaders talked about how this 

practice influenced learning. Even though Ella cautioned parents about focusing on the 

trophy, she felt youth gained confidence and self-esteem when they received an award. 

Eve described how providing rewards for achievement, such as a piece of handmade 

clothing, created aspirations to reach certain club goals. 
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Describing Experiential Learning Components 

Leaders all seemed to understand the concept of learn-by-doing. They described 

the process as involving a hands-on experience, when the learner was actually doing 

something and not just watching someone do something. Marta illustrated this by saying 

that “a hog is not going to raise itself. It is not going to train itself.” A person must learn 

how to do these things. Anna felt learn by doing involved “practicing and practicing” 

something. Eve described this process as helping to build confidence in a young 

person. “They’re never going to get the confidence to do it on their own if they don’t do 

it.” Thus, learn-by-doing led to success and this led to a sense of accomplishment, 

which in turn built confidence in the young person. 

When each leader was shown a picture of the experiential learning model, most 

were familiar with it or least had heard of it. Ruby was the only one who could not recall 

ever seeing a picture of the actual model. When asked to describe what experiential 

learning meant to them, Ella described it as “learning through an experience, as a 

hands-on experience, as opposed to book learning.” Ruby described it as “learn by 

doing,” that is, you had to do it in order to learn it. Marta felt it was a “type of learning 

that you don’t see a lot.” Anna felt it involved guiding youth through an experience that 

the leader herself might have had. 

When asked to describe the steps in the model, leaders usually illustrated the 

steps by describing a situation. For example, Ruby gave a simple description where a 

club member baked stuffed shells at home, talked about what she did at a club meeting, 

then went back home and made the dish again for another event. Ella described youth 

as building nesting boxes for birds, then sharing with others what they did. Afterward, 

the youth prepared an illustrated talk, and presented it to other people. Marta described 
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a bicycle workshop her youth did for the community. Marta felt that what they taught 

others about bicycle safety could apply to their own bike riding practices. Anna had 

difficulty putting the experiential learning steps into an actual club experience, but she 

knew it was about “applying the skills.” The role of the leader in each of these different 

examples was not always clear. Leaders viewed the learning process more in terms of 

the actions of youth and not necessarily a process they guided with questions. Leaders 

were asked to describe the individual components of the experiential learning model in 

their own words and then provide examples of these in the different learning venues. 

Concrete experiences 

Concrete experiences were greatly evident in the club stories shared by leaders. 

Leaders described a concrete experience by giving multiple examples, such as a going 

on a field trip in the woods, building a birdhouse, sewing a quilt, using a band-saw to cut 

wood pieces, baking a dish, putting together games or display boards, or dressing up as 

a clown. It involved “doing something with their hands” or was “something they can 

hold.” Ella described an activity where youth used their hands to create an object out of 

clay related to something they liked to do. Marta felt a concrete experience was not only 

the action of giving a talk or demonstration, but it also started with the process of 

preparing for it. Ella felt concrete experiences could be done as a series of experiences 

that were linked together in some way and for similar purposes. Concrete experiences 

were viewed as being initiated by both leaders and the youth themselves. 

Community service provided youth with opportunities for hands-on experiences. 

Some clubs did a community service activity during a club meeting, while other clubs 

performed the actual service in the community. Ruby’s club sorted plastic caps for the 

“caps of love” project during club meetings. Eve’s youth put together portable first aid 
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kits for a charitable organization during meetings. Anna’s club did a recognition dinner 

for veterans in their community. Marta’s club collected food and toys for needy families. 

Ella’s youth performed concerts in nursing homes. In community service experiences 

youth often worked collaboratively, sorted or put things together, engaged their multiple 

senses, solved problems, and set goals to reach. The context of each community 

service presented different levels of engagement for the youth. 

Leaders expressed their desire to provide leadership experiences for youth in 

their clubs. Youth leadership experiences were evident in many activities. Youth who 

took on leadership roles in clubs often had a stronger voice in club decisions. Youth in 

leadership roles were often viewed as guiding their own learning through leadership 

activities. Youth who were in leadership roles also provided leadership roles for others 

on their team. Mentoring or teaching others was viewed as a way to gain leadership 

skills. Club youth sometimes attended 4-H Leg and CWA. These provided additional 

hands-on and collaborative learning experiences that “broadened their horizons.” 

Leaders described leadership experiences as often taking youth beyond their comfort 

zone, because it placed them in a new situation that often challenged them. Ella viewed 

leadership as a great way to learn from one’s mistakes. 

The experiences described by leaders often shared many common features. 

Experiences often engaged the whole person - their body, their mind, and even their 

emotions. Experiences were set in a context or place, such as a room, a beach, a 

forest, or museum. There was some type of interaction between the learner and their 

environment. Material objects were often involved, such animals, artifacts of nature, 

equipment, fabric, or food products. There was also a sense of structure, or order, 
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within these experiences. Learning experiences in 4-H were often described as moving 

youth beyond their comfort zone and challenging them to do things they would not 

normally do. 

The experiences that leaders described also seemed to possess structure or 

design elements that fit Beard and Wilson’s (2004) “experiential learning program 

typology” (p. 47-48). How this typology relates to experiential learning practice and to 

the quality of the experiences described by leaders, will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Reflection 

Social interactions. The phase of reflection was often described as happening 

when youth were able to share what they learned with other club members during 

informal during social interactions. These social interactions took place within the club 

or after club related activities. For the most part, the leaders did not describe 

themselves as guiding these conversations. For example, Marta described reflection as 

happening after a livestock judging event when youth shared their stories with each 

other as a group. Eve felt reflection came “naturally later” and often happened when 

youth talked among themselves about things that happened in a recent experience they 

shared. When Anna’s youth returned from state and national leadership and civic 

engagement experiences, they often shared what they learned with the club. Anna also 

believed her club reflected as a group through an end-of-the-year get-together. 

Talks and demonstrations. Leaders often encouraged youth to stand up and 

speak in front of others at meetings or in other situations. According to the leaders in the 

study, speaking in front of others was not only considered an experience for youth, but 

was also viewed as a form of reflection. Giving a talk or presentation was also an 

opportunity for youth to share what they learned about a project or activity, publicly with 



 

283 

others. A talk might have been something as simple as standing up during club roll call 

and saying a couple sentences about a favorite color or something that was more 

formal and competitive. More formal talks and demonstrations were usually project-

related and involved more thinking and preparation because of the competitive nature. 

A formal presentation might have involved creating trifold display boards or a putting 

together a PowerPoint presentation. If these talks were done at county, district, or state 

level, they were judged and more effort went into them. Some leaders felt that reflection 

and sharing also occurred when judges at the event provided youth with some feedback 

about their talk, especially if there was an opportunity for a question and answer 

session. Youth were encouraged to listen to the comments from the judges and use 

them to improve their presentations the next time. Sometimes reflection happened later 

in a club meeting after these experiences took place. Thus, club meetings not only 

helped youth gain confidence and practice speaking skills, but allowed them to share 

their ideas and learning. 

Project books and reports. Another important time for reflection happened near 

the end of the 4-H year. Although leaders expressed that they tried to get youth to work 

on their project book pages throughout the year, and after an actual activity, but this 

was often difficult. As a result, most project books, along with the youth’s project 

reports/records and project stories, were completed during the last meetings of the club 

year. These project reports gave youth an opportunity to look back over the year, gather 

their thoughts, and write down what they did and learned. These reports contained 

reflection-type questions that youth were expected to answer. Leaders viewed these 

documents, especially the project report and the project story, as important reflective 
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components for the youth. These reports not only provided opportunities for youth to 

reflect on their project experiences but also on community service, leadership, and any 

civic engagement experiences they may have had over the year. For example, Ella 

believed that end-of-the-year project reports were important tools to help youth reflect 

and look back at the year and even into the next year as to what they might want to do. 

Project stories were especially viewed as critical pieces for reflection, because they 

allowed youth to tell their story about their projects. Project stories were more personal. 

Leaders indicated youth liked completing the project stories more than the project 

books. Project stories allowed the story of the projects to unfold in the learner’s own 

words. 

Leader-guided reflection. Although leaders did not describe themselves as 

typically leading or guiding a reflection phase, the interviews revealed there were times 

when leaders guided or at least asked youth questions about things they did. Marta 

described that she did “brainstorming” sessions to help club youth remember past 

project activities. She often did this at the end of the year to help youth complete their 

project books, reports, and stories. This activity seemed to spark ideas and thoughts 

among the group. One youth’s ideas might even trigger ideas in another youth. Marta 

also felt there was value in waiting to reflect until the end of the year. This gave youth 

more time to think about their own experiences, instead of doing so right after an 

activity. 

Eve had her livestock youth provide updates on their project at club meetings 

through small group reports. This gave her a chance to ask questions. Anna felt 

reflection occurred during campouts. She asked each child to stand up around the 
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campfire and talk about something they learned, liked, or enjoyed doing while at camp. 

She called this “story time” and not reflection because her club was composed of 

younger members. Ruby asked youth to stand in front of the club and describe how they 

made something. She also felt this was a way for them to reflect. Eve often reflected 

with her senior club officers at the beginning of the year. They reflected on the previous 

year in order to help them plan the coming year. Eve felt reflection was easier with her 

forest ecology team because they were used to sitting in a circle and talking as a group 

about things related to the contest. 

Constraints on reflection. Leaders felt youth often had a difficult time just sitting 

in a circle and talking about how something went. Thus, the phase of reflection was 

usually not done in any “real organized type of way,” according to Marta. Most people 

“went their way” after a club activity or event. Eve also admitted her club did not usually 

have a set time to talk about an event they did. Anna wanted reflection to be an ongoing 

and spontaneous process, and not locked into a specific time frame or sequence. She 

felt this encouraged more open discussion where youth felt they could come to her 

anytime and talk about something. 

Application of learning 

Leaders often spoke of how youth built on their learning from past experiences in 

another project, demonstration or talk, community service project, or a competitive 

event. However, the experiential learning phase of application was generally not viewed 

as a guided discussion led by the leader. Instead, the application of learning was often 

described as occurring when youth applied skills and/or knowledge they had learned in 

4-H to another experience. For example, Anna described how her club practiced skills 

related to hiking and camping at club meetings. They later applied or practiced these 



 

286 

skills more by going on a camping trip somewhere. Each skill they practiced was then 

applied at a later time in another situation. 

In projects. The application of learning in projects happened in different ways. 

Ruby viewed that youth applied learning when they learned how to make a certain dish 

in a club meeting and then made the dish again for the fair. Marta described the 

application of learning as taking what one learned and making the next project better. 

This idea was expanded by other leaders when they described the impact of multi-year 

projects on learning. Youth got more deeply involved in a certain project as time went 

on and gained more skills. This was especially true in livestock projects, sewing 

projects, and outdoor projects.  

For example, Eve described how youth struggled in showing their animals the 

first year, but they improved their efforts over time. Eve described how multi-year 

projects helped youth to build on what they learned the previous year. Youth took what 

they learned to the next level the following year and learned about the breeding, 

reproduction, and genetics of their animal. Ruby’s sewing projects were done over 

several years by youth. Youth learned the basics of sewing in the beginning, but as their 

skills grew over the years, they were able to make their own prom dresses. Leaders 

also described that youth applied previous learning in their project demonstrations and 

talks they presented. Thus, one experience lived on in other experiences. 

Through talks or teaching. Some leaders described that youth also applied 

what they learned by giving an illustrated talk or demonstration. Thus, teaching others 

was also a form of applying one’s learning. Eve felt these venues offered youth an 

opportunity to apply what they learned in a project to another level. 
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In community service. Some leaders felt that what one learned in the club could 

also be applied to a community service the club engaged in. Ella described how her 

youth used sewing skills to sew little bear outfits for needy children. Other youth used 

cake decorating skills for a community service at a local church. 

In leadership. Leadership and civic engagement experiences at the state and 

national levels helped youth learn how to lead others. The leaders in the study felt that 

leadership skills were developed over time and that youth had opportunities to apply 

these skills as they moved up in leadership levels. What they learned was then brought 

back to club meetings and not only shared, but also applied at the club level. In these 

leadership roles, youth were also teaching others, thus applying their skills that way. 

Leaders felt that those youth who got involved in leadership and civic engagement 

experiences through 4-H, could apply these skills even later in life. 

In other parts of life. Anna described that her club youth applied what they 

learned in club meetings to campouts with the club or with family members. Leaders 

generally felt that applying learning was not always easy to see and that youth were 

more likely to apply learning at later time in the project or later in the life of the youth, 

perhaps in their career. Leaders described how youth might use their writing skills to 

complete college applications, use their study skills to prepare for college tests, use 

their speaking skills to talk in front of other college students, or use their project skills in 

a career they went into. Marta felt that as leaders they might not see the “process come 

into fruition,” but that 4-H could “plant that seed” to help them. 
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Constraints. A number of the leaders expressed they had difficulty seeing 

application or knowing how to address it in a club meeting. Trying to incorporate the 

phase into a meeting was difficult due to time constraints. 

Identifying Experiential Learning Pathways 

Multiple components and pathways were described by leaders in the interviews 

Figure 4-1 lists different examples of each of the experiential learning components 

based on the stories, descriptions, and beliefs of the leaders in the interviews. Arrows 

provide possible pathways for experiential learning based on the different venues or 

activities youth were involved in. For example, the following experiential learning 

pathway was described by Anna for the club’s camping project: 1) Experience - youth 

learn how to put up a tent, build a fire, or pack for a hike; 2) Reflection - youth write their 

project story for their end of the year report; and 3) Application - mentor or teach others 

in club the skills at another time. Marta described this experiential learning pathway as 

part of the club’s cooking project: 1) Experience - learning how to make a certain food 

dish; 2) Reflection - share what youth did during club meeting; and 3) Application - 

remake dish for another situation/fair. Here is an example from Eve for her livestock 

projects: 1) Experience - caring for a hog or other livestock animal during project; 2) 

Reflection - feedback from judges at the fair; and 3) Application - youth teaching 

livestock judging/showmanship workshops. Variations in these pathways and the types 

of experiences involved were evident. The timeline for when these phases occurred 

seem to vary as well. These experiential learning pathways will be further discussed in 

Chapter 5. 



 

289 

Challenges for Leaders and Learning 

Leaders identified a number of challenges they faced as leaders. Only those that 

seemed to influence the learning processes in the club have been identified below. 

Time constraints. Time constraints within the meetings influenced whether 

additional activities, beyond the business meeting, took place. Time constraints were 

viewed as limiting reflection and possible application of learning opportunities. Time 

constraints in other club activities, such as community service, also limited reflection 

opportunities for youth. Parents and youth often left right after an activity, thus 

preventing time for any group reflection. 

Youth preferences. Leaders expressed youth often had a hard time sitting and 

just talking about something. They preferred to keep “doing.” 

Finding hands-on activities. Depending on the topic being covered, leaders 

expressed that finding suitable hands-on activities was a challenge at times. Although 

more current 4-H project books integrate experiential learning approaches into the 

materials, older materials might not. 

Meeting the needs of all youth. Meeting the learning needs of all youth in the 

club was difficult, especially in those clubs comprised of wide range of ages, special 

needs, and learning interests. Leaders had to find activities suitable for all members or 

find ones that could be adapted. If the club was comprised of a majority of young 

members, older youth might lose interest unless their age needs were met. 

Schooling platforms. Leaders’ clubs were a mix of traditional schooled youth 

and homeschooled youth. Scheduling daytime activities was difficult for youth that went 

to traditional school, but less so for homeschool youth. Project work was often viewed 

as being on top of school work whereas homeschooled youth in the clubs used the 
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project materials and activities as part of their homeschool curriculum. This created 

different levels of motivation or engagement of youth within some clubs. 

Completing project books. Leaders described some frustration in getting youth 

to see the value in completing project books. One leader expressed that after activities 

were done, youth “could really care less about writing in a book.” Getting them to sit 

down and do the writing was viewed as challenging. 

Recruiting help. Finding and recruiting a suitable project leader for a project was 

at times challenging. This determined what projects the club could do. 

Key Thoughts about Interview and Future Trainings 

The leaders indicated the interview process was helpful for them. The interviews 

helped Ella and Marta to think more about the model, especially reflection and 

application phases. Marta felt she had been doing experiential activities all along, but 

did not realize that it was “the basic plan for learning.” Eve wanted to learn how others 

viewed learning in the club and the experiential learning model. Anna felt the interviews 

helped her to reflect about her club and her own teaching practices. She expressed that 

she never really had a chance to do this before. The interviews also helped her to 

understand the model more, and the important role she played in the process.  

The leaders provided a number of key ideas about what to address in future 

trainings for 4-H volunteers. These ideas may help leaders better integrate the 

experiential learning model into the club. These suggestions help form the basis for a 

set of recommendations in Chapter 5. 

 Some leaders indicated they were not even thinking of the experiential learning 
model when they did activities with the club. The idea of reflecting was not on the 
mind of a leader after an activity. 
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 Interviews helped some leaders rethink the model and how they influenced the 
learning process. 

 Leaders expressed the need to reflect on their own practices and to be able to 
talk to, share stories with, and discuss club practices with other leaders. They felt 
this would help them grow as leaders.  

 Leaders enjoyed hands-on training, wanted more opportunities, and closer to 
where they lived. Some counties offered training opportunities at monthly leader 
meetings in the counties, while others less so.  

 Leaders wanted to learn like youth. If leaders had a chance to build a rocket just 
like the youth, the experience would help them see learning from the same 
perspective as the youth. 

 Leaders wanted help in how to use the model correctly in different situations, not 
just in projects. 

 Leaders shared some different ideas about reflection. Waiting until later to reflect 
on something was better because youth then have more time to think about what 
they did. Reflection/sharing should be open or unstructured and at any time so 
that youth feel they can talk and share their thoughts more freely. Younger ages 
may need a different approach to reflection. Anna used “story time” at her 
campouts. 

 Leaders often described application in terms of learned skills being applied at a 
later time. Leaders wanted to know how to facilitate and/or observe the 
application of learning. Leaders provided their thoughts on when and where the 
application of learning seemed to happen. But do other leaders know what to 
look for? 

Chapter Summary 

Chapter 4 presented the findings of the study based on the research questions. 

Five leaders were selected based on a set of criteria. Phenomenological interviews 

recorded their perceptions, beliefs, and lived experiences related to experiential learning 

in their clubs. Findings identified a number of major themes and patterns. These were 

presented in two sections in this chapter. The first section described each leader and 

explored her beliefs and perceptions about experiential learning in the club. The second 

section of this chapter provided a more composite view of the leaders and the findings. 
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The findings identified both perceptions and possible misperception about the model. 

Findings uncovered the inconsistencies in their training in experiential learning, their 

views on the experiential learning model, and how they perceived the different phases 

of the model as occurring in the different learning venues of the clubs. Findings also 

revealed their beliefs about the connections club learning had with the structure, culture, 

and social setting of the club. Chapter 5 will present the key findings from the study, 

connect findings to theory and practice, present conceptual pathways of experiential 

learning as perceived by leaders, new conceptual models, and discuss possible 

implications for future practice and research in 4-H and experiential learning.  
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Table 4-1.  Overview of 4-H club leaders used in the study. 

 

Leader Ella Ruby Marta Anna Eve 

Years as leader 10 31 20 5 6 

Role in club organizational 
leader 

organizational 
and project 
leader 

organizational 
leader 

organizational 
and project 
leader 

organizational 
and project 
leader/coach 

Location semi-urban, 
rural 
 

urban  rural rural rural/small town 

Club enrollment 12 17 28 28 31 

Cloverbuds 2 3 8 14 3 

Juniors  3 4 6 6 10 

Intermediates 5 7 5 4 6 

Seniors 2 3 9 4 12 

Club type community 
club 

community club community 
club 

community club community club, 
forest ecology 
team 
 

Youth  homeschool 
and traditional 
schools 

homeschool and 
traditional 
schools 

homeschool 
and traditional 
schools 

homeschool and 
traditional 
schools 

homeschool and 
traditional 
schools 

Project areas marine science 
forest ecology 
citrus, speech, 
sewing, 
robotics, 
clowning 

sewing, food 
and nutrition, 
leisure arts, 
woodworking 

gardening, 
fishing, 
Discovering  
4-H, livestock 

hiking, camping, 
fishing, first aid, 
consumer 
choices, 
astronomy 

livestock, forest 
ecology, sewing, 
cooking, crafts, 
entomology 

 
Meeting location 
 

 
extension 
office 
community 
center 

 
home of leader 

 
extension 
office 

 
home of leader 

 
elementary 
school 

 
Community 
service 

 
yes/in 
community 

 
yes/in club 
meetings 

 
yes/in club 
meetings 

 
yes/in 
community 

 
yes/in club 
meetings 

Civic engagement yes yes yes yes yes 

Leadership yes yes yes yes yes 

Competitions/Fair yes yes yes yes yes 
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Figure 4-1.  Examples of EL components and pathways as perceived by club leaders. 
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to explore experiential learning in Florida 4-H 

community clubs through the perceptions, beliefs, and lived experiences of five adult 

club leaders. This study investigated how leaders viewed and described experiential 

learning components and processes in the club. This study also sought to generate new 

ideas and conceptual models on experiential learning pathways in the club as perceived 

by these five 4-H club leaders. The study was based on the following research question: 

“How do leaders perceive and describe experiential learning in the 4-H club?” Six 

questions guided the study. 

 How do club leaders come to know or learn about experiential learning? 1.

 How do club leaders view their educational role in the club and in the EL 2.
process? 

 How do club leaders describe the EL Model and its components? 3.

 How do club leaders describe their experiences using EL approaches with club 4.
youth? 

 How do club leaders perceive that youth learn through EL processes? 5.

 How can possible EL pathways be described and illustrated? 6.

Through a series of interviews with each leader, the study revealed a more 

complex picture of experiential learning in the 4-H club beyond the model currently 

fostered in the 4-H program. Leaders interviewed in the study had similar patterns of 

club organization and structure based on 4-H club guidelines but represented a diverse 

range of personal backgrounds and club experiences. Although leaders may not have 

had much training in using the model, they were able to describe their club experiences 

with experiential learning components in mind. 
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This chapter connects the key findings of the study to EL practice and theory. 

New conceptual pathways and models for experiential learning in the 4-H club are 

presented. Recommendations for practice and Implications for future research and 

practice are also presented. The “essence” of the phenomenon of experiential learning 

will be revealed. 

Summary of Key Findings 

Leaders in the study were very passionate and dedicated to the 4-H program. 

Each leader expressed a great deal of pride for her club and exhibited a great deal of 

professionalism in the management of the club and youth members. Leaders expressed 

the value and benefits of being involved in 4-H, not just for their own children, but for 

themselves as leaders. Some leaders expressed the desire to continue in assisting with 

4-H even after their own children had grown up and left 4-H. 

Club leaders viewed their role in a variety of ways. They described themselves 

as guides, teachers, mentors, mediators, role models, collaborators, coaches, and even 

co-learners. They saw themselves as supportive, caring adults, and often expressed 

how they encouraged club youth to keep trying. Some leaders viewed their role as 

mentoring and guiding adult project leaders and even parents. The role they played in 

the club at any given time seemed dependent on the context of the situation and ages 

of youth involved. 

Previous training in experiential learning processes were not consistent among 

leaders in the study. Most could not recall a specific training on EL. Most leaders 

indicated they wanted hands-on training opportunities of value to them and closer to 

their own county. Leaders wanted opportunities to share and reflect on their club 
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practices with other leaders. Experiential learning seemed to also play a role in their 

own growth as leaders 

Leaders viewed experiential learning practices and processes as taking place, 

but not necessarily the way the model has been presented in the 4-H literature. Leaders 

described many examples of concrete experiences, and felt there were reflection and 

application opportunities built into club activities and events. Although these leaders 

provided many wonderful stories of youth learning in their clubs, they did not seem to 

see themselves as guiding the experiential learning process. At least one leader 

indicated that the EL model was not on her mind during club activities. 

The experiential learning process seemed to be influenced by each club’s 

learning environment. This included the social interaction and relationships of youth; 

their ages, stages, and interests; the club’s overall structure for meetings and projects; 

the interests and involvement of parents and adult project helpers; and the leaders’ 

background and interests. Thus, leaders described learning more in terms of happening 

through the structure, culture, and the social nature of 4-H. 

Leaders described that the social and supportive environment of the 4-H club 

enhanced how learning occurred. Clubs provided youth with the confidence to try new 

things and thus, move beyond their comfort zone. The group community fostered 

discussion and collaborations, created role models for younger members, and offered 

mentoring opportunities. Leaders described a number of approaches or learning 

strategies they fostered in the club. They encouraged club youth to set goals, have a 

voice in planning club programs, guide their own learning, and to learn from their 

mistakes. These processes were viewed as helping youth to learn and grow. 
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Revisiting the Role and Needs of Leaders 

Role in learning process. The 4-H program has relied upon club leaders to 

guide the experiential learning process in order to help youth learn life skills and subject 

matter content (Carlson & Maxa, 1998; Diem, 2001; Norman & Jordan, 2009). In 

experiential learning, the educator steps back from the position of external boss or 

authority, but takes on the role of leader or guide for group activities (Dewey, 1938). For 

best learning potential the club leader has been expected to ask appropriate questions 

during the process. Carver (1996) described four pedagogical principles of experiential 

learning. 

 Activities and the consequences of these activities are authentic and relevant to 
the learner. 

 Youth are actively engaged in the process of learning, both mentally and 
physically. 

 Youth are guided through the process of learning in order to build a better 
understanding of what they experienced. 

 Mechanisms are in place to help youth connect the experience to future 
situations. 

Most of these principles seemed present in the club experiences described by 

the leaders. Club youth were actively engaged in relevant and authentic experiences 

within the club. There were mechanisms in place where youth could connect their 

current experiences to future experiences, such as competitive events, other projects, 

community service, and leadership activities. However, the third principle, where youth 

are guided through the process of learning, was not as well described by leaders in the 

study. For the most part, leaders did not describe their role in terms of “guiding the 

experiential learning model” or any of the phases directly. The model may not have 

been on their mind. They facilitated or initiated hands-on learning experiences with 
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youth, but a guided reflection or application phase usually did not occurr right after the 

experience. Leaders described there were time constraints or other issues that limited 

their role in these phases. 

As experiential educators. Experiential educators have been described as 

“change agents” because they provide a need for change in many ways, such as 

changing parameters for learning (Smith & Leeming, 2009). As educators for the club, 

leaders also have the ability to adjust parameters on activities and provide a perceived 

need for youth to change. Although the 4-H club leaders in the study had limited training 

in experiential learning practices, they described their role in the club as guide, 

supporter, co-learner, coach, mentor, and teacher. Fostering their role as experiential 

educators may benefit the 4-H program. 

Reflection for leaders. Studies have shown the importance of “reflecting on 

practice” for classroom educators (Wallace & Oliver, 2003). Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin (2011) found that educators need to have opportunities to collaborate with 

other educators and share what they see and know. They also emphasized that 

professional development opportunities need to encourage educators to be both 

teacher and learner in order to increase their understanding of pedagogy. A study by 

McGlinn (2010) found that opportunities for reflection had a profound impact on learning 

in student teachers. McGlinn emphasized that these student teachers used reflection to 

evaluate and learn from their own experiences. Brookfield (1995) emphasized that adult 

educators needed to have opportunities to look back, reflect on, and analyze their own 

experiences before asking youth to do the same. 
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Leaders, too, expressed the need to reflect on their own practices. They wanted 

to share their experiences with other leaders and learn from them. Enfield (2001) 

believed if 4-H club leaders received more extensive training in experiential learning and 

had opportunities to reflect on their own practices, they could overcome their prior 

beliefs about traditional teaching and change to more experiential approaches in the 

club. Having these same opportunities for reflection may help 4-H leaders grow as 

leaders. They may gain a better understanding of their own educational approaches in 

the club and be better able to integrate reflection after club activities. 

The Influence of the Learning Environment 

Roberts (2003) emphasized that educators conducting experiential learning 

activities need to recognize elements of the learning environment that help create 

experiences that lead to growth. Boud, Keough, and Walker (1996) expressed that 

those who facilitate experiential learning needed to provide or create an environment of 

trust, integrity, authenticity, and respect and provide patience for learners. Leaders in 

the study seemed to recognize the importance of building these attributes of a caring 

environment into the club in order for it to be successful in helping youth learn and grow. 

The study also revealed strong connections between learning and the social context of 

the 4-H club’s learning environment. 

Learning through Social Constructivism 

Constructivist learning theories view the learner as being an active agent or 

change agent in their own learning or formation of knowledge (DeLay, 1996). Leaders 

expressed many times how youth directed their own learning or took their own initiative 

to complete a project or task. The construction of knowledge also develops within a 

cultural and social context (DeLay, 1996). Living in a similar culture or group may create 
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a sense of shared constructs or beliefs (DeLay, 1996). This idea was illustrated when 

Eve talked about her group’s influence on other member’s behaviors. The sense of 

“peer pressure” kept youth from demonstrating less appropriate behaviors. 

Many theorists and practitioners have proposed that social interaction is critical to 

the process of learning (Bandura, 1977; Dewey, 1958; Noddings, 1992). Schellenberg 

(1978) described a group as more than a collection of individuals but also “the 

interdependence found in all the relationships of the individuals and their environment” 

(p. 79). Jarvis (1987) saw learning as being shaped by a variety of interacting socio-

cultural factors as the person moved into and out of various social settings and 

situations. That is, the dynamics of a group influence each person’s thinking and 

behaviors. When groups of people have relationships within the group that are 

accepting, this helps to generate a safe atmosphere where people in the group “feel 

more comfortable and open to share their skills, abilities, and perceptions with others” 

(Cassidy, 2008, p. 282). This atmosphere provides more open communication and 

expands the learning potential. Again, leaders illustrated this with stories of how group 

dynamics influenced individual and group behaviors. Youth mentored other youth, and 

role models emerged. Team members worked and learned together to prepare for a 

competitive event in 4-H. This created a sense of comradery and trust among the group. 

This often gave youth the confidence to try new things, thus expand their comfort zone. 

Youth tested their skills in new experiences as a result. 

Influence of Club Context 

Fenwick (2001) described “context” as involving “the social relations and political-

cultural dimensions of the community in which the individual resides in” and the “nature 

of the task, the web of joint actions in which the individual’s choices and behaviors are 
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enmeshed, the vocabulary and cultural beliefs through which the individual makes 

meaning of the whole situation, and the historical, temporal, and spatial location of the 

situation” (p. 20). Fenwick (2001) felt these dimensions were critical to understanding 

how learning takes place as part of an experience. Boud and Walker (1991) 

acknowledged that context shapes a person’s experience in different ways. 

This study found that the context and structure of the club played a major role in 

how youth learned experientially. This context involved club culture, social relationships, 

interests and beliefs of youth, background of club leaders, interests of project leaders, 

levels of family involvement, the types and qualities of the projects, community service 

experiences, club demographics, and the ages and stages of youth. The nature of the 

experience, such as raising animals, sewing, cooking, and studying marine life or trees, 

also seemed to influence the context. 

The leaders provided many examples of how context influenced the learning 

process. For example, Marta’s youth failed to raise a high quality hog for her first fair, 

but then saw the hogs of others at the fair and changed her way of thinking. She did a 

better job of raising a hog for the fair the following year. Anna described how a hike at 

night got her youth excited to learn about the stars in the sky. Ruby described how 

safety issues with the band-saw required more one-on-one learning in woodworking. 

The idea that learning processes are not independent from the context in which they 

occur has been addressed by a number of theorists. Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural 

theory provides that leaning involves a complex interaction between learners and their 

external environment. The situated learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991) described 

learning as occurring through observation and participation in a community of practice 
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or social world of the learner. Thus, both of these theories support the idea that leaning 

is bounded by the context in which it occurs. How context influences the different 

phases of the experiential learning process in 4-H may merit further study. 

Influence of Project Structure 

The structure of 4-H projects has provided a frame for experiential learning to 

occur (Enfield, 2001). Ives and Obenchain (2006) identified three essential elements 

that experiential learning curricula should possess. First, the materials should include 

activities that foster youth-directed learning (Druian, Owens, & Owens, 1980). Leaders 

described how project books provided experiential lessons for youth to complete and 

that they used these project books to guide and plan their club activities for the year. 

Although 4-H recommends using an experientially-based curriculum, not all materials or 

curricula used in clubs may meet these standards. However, most of the leaders 

interviewed indicated they used nationally produced 4-H curricula. These materials are 

learner-centered in approach and based on the experiential learning cycle. The project 

books were viewed as learning tools for youth. Most leaders had youth complete at 

least six activities from their project book. 

Second, the curriculum should connect to the real world and be relevant (Rahm, 

2002; Shelton, 2000). Leaders emphasized that youth learned practical skills from 

project materials and other related experiences in 4-H. They provided examples where 

youth applied their skills and knowledge in other areas of their life, such as in additional 

projects, club experiences, at home, in school, and even later in their career. 

Finally, the curriculum should foster critical reflection. Critical reflection involves 

the process whereby an individual examines his or her own assumptions underlying 

their beliefs and behaviors in order to justify their reasons and actions (Brookfield, 
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1995). Critical reflection helps the learner focus on the content, process, and premise of 

problem solving (Mezirow, 1990). The use of journals, portfolios, and similar documents 

has been viewed as providing learners with opportunities to record and reflect on their 

activities and own work (Oosterbaan, Van der Schaf, Baartman, & Stokking, 2010). 

Thus, the 4-H project reports completed at the end of the year allowed youth to look 

back and reflect on their project and other activities accomplished during the club year. 

Leaders viewed that project stories provided the biggest opportunity for reflection 

because they were more personal. Project books were not examined by the researcher. 

Further studies are recommended in order to more closely examine the role project 

books, reports, and stories play in the club learning process, particularly reflection. 

The structure of multiyear projects in 4-H, such as livestock projects, was 

described as allowing children to build on their learning as they got further into the 

project levels. Youth connected and applied their learning to their own life by giving 

illustrated talks, mentoring and teaching others, preparing themselves for competitive 

events, taking on leadership responsibilities, or doing community service related to a 

project. Although these experiences may not have been part of an actual project book, 

they were still part of the “bigger curriculum” that 4-H provides to youth. 

Revisiting the 4-H Experiential Learning Model 

Breunig (2005) acknowledged the gaps between pedagogical theories and the 

actual practice of experiential education. That is, what is claimed to be experiential 

practice may not always be. Breunig (2005) believed that in order for critical pedagogy 

and experiential education to achieve their common aim, studies should examine how 

the practices or strategies were actually applied. The goal of this study was not to 

determine whether or not experiential learning existed in 4-H, but to examine the self-
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reported views, beliefs, and experiences of club leaders in relation to experiential 

learning practices in their club. Descriptions and stories shared by leaders about their 

club experiences revealed a more complex picture of learning in the club than illustrated 

by the 4-H EL model. As a result, this examination uncovered new ideas and 

perspectives about experiential learning in the 4-H club that will be further discussed 

and illustrated. The study also raised new questions about the phenomenon to consider 

in future studies. 

This section revisits the 4-H experiential learning model and reframes it in 

relation to the findings of this study. The different components of the model are re-

addressed through the lens of leaders interviewed in the study. Examining each 

component of the phenomenon uncovered some interesting revelations with 

implications for practice.  

Defining the Quality of an Experience 

Leaders described that youth experienced an activity by performing or doing it. 

Leaders may select an activity, but they also relied on feedback from youth about their 

learning interests. Leaders gave many examples of youth involved in concrete, hands-

on experiences. What seemed clear in the leaders’ descriptions was the willingness of 

the leader to step back and let the youth use their own imagination and ideas to 

discover things on their own. Leaders described themselves as guiding youth through 

an activity by first demonstrating how to do something, but then allowed youth to 

practice the skill or set of skills on their own. As youth gained more skills and 

confidence, they initiated more of their own activities. 

Dewey (1938) emphasized that the quality of the experience is important in 

determining its educational value. An experience should be enjoyable and creative for 
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the learner. This seemed evident in the stories leaders shared. Dewey (1938) also 

presented two components that determined the quality of an educational experience - 

the principles of interaction and continuity. Dewey believed a quality experience is the 

interaction of these two principles. 

Principle of continuity. The “principle of continuity” means that “every 

experience both takes up something from those which have gone before and modifies in 

some way the quality of those which come after” (Dewey, 1938, p. 27). Kolb (1984) 

emphasized that the experiential learning process was a reoccurring process. That is, 

one experience lived on in future ones. This principle was evident in leaders’ stories. 

Leaders described how youth learned through previous mistakes and how learning was 

built on and applied in multiyear projects. The idea of continuity has not been well 

visualized in 4-H literature or in the learning model that has often been shared with 

leaders. 

Joplin’s (1981) model (Figure 2-4) presents an action phase preceded by a 

“focus phase.” The focus phase helps a learner prepare for the action phase or the 

experience ahead. The focus phase may also help a learner connect past experiences 

to the present one with the leader’s guidance. The immediate experience then becomes 

the focal point for learning and provides more personal meaning to abstract concepts. 

Adding a focus phase to the 4-H EL model may help leaders see the importance of 

connecting past experiences of the learner to the current experience by drawing the 

learner into the activity in a more personal way. 

Principle of interaction. The principle of interaction involves an interaction 

between the person and the environment (Dewey, 1938). This interaction is influenced 



 

307 

by the internal conditions of the learners, such as their perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, 

habits, prior knowledge, and emotions (Carver, 1998). 

Leaders in the study described many situations where youth were interacting with 

elements of the learning environment. The outcomes of these interactions were often 

different for each child because of the internal conditions within the learner. These 

interactions occurred as part of club meetings, field trips, project activities, community 

service activities, leadership events, and competitive events. For example, the 

outcomes of a livestock experience could be different for different youth because of 

differences in attitudes, habits, and beliefs about taking care of an animal.  

Experiential learning program typology. Another component of the quality of 

the experience lies in the way it is designed or structured. In Chapter 4, club 

experiences were first described as possibly fitting many of Beard and Wilson’s (2004) 

“experiential learning program typology” (p. 47-48). This typology assists educators in 

planning and designing creative experiential learning programs. Beard and Wilson 

(2004) described that designing learning experiences based on a typology creates a 

sense of being on a “journey” for the learner. Beard and Wilson (2004) viewed these 

elements as helping to create the “right medium or milieu” (p. 47) for the learning 

journey. Leaders often described how 4-H experiences involved taking youth to other 

places, not just physically, but mentally and emotionally, too. In 4-H this “sense of 

journey” seemed to happen when youth went to places they never had been before, 

when they set goals to complete for a project, when they went on field trips, or when 

they were involved in a competitive event. Learning experiences in 4-H were also 

described as moving youth beyond their comfort zone and challenging them to do things 
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they would not normally do, such as, speaking in front of others. These design elements 

are highlighted in the following paragraphs and illustrated with examples provided by 

the different club leaders. 

Experiences created a sense of a journey or destination. Some of the 

leaders took youth on outings beyond a club meeting. This was especially true of Ella, 

Anna, and Eve. Anna led her youth on night hikes to observe the stars. Ella’s took her 

club on field trips to the beach to learn about marine life. These trips allowed youth to 

explore beaches, woods, aquariums, civic engagement and leadership opportunities, 

other communities and people, and “broadened their horizon.” Each trip involved a goal 

or destination and engaged the youth in multiple experiences as part of their journey. 

Experiences created a sequence of social, mental, and physical activities. 

Ella did a series of marine related activities with youth over days and weeks. Ruby’s 

youth completed a series of skills at the sewing machine before going to the next step. 

Youth first gave talks at the club level, then moved up to county, district, and then to 

state levels if they were successful. Anna’s youth learned the steps involved in setting 

up and taking down a tent, and how to build a fire. Marta described the livestock 

projects as a “step by step learning thing” with each animal. Club meetings were 

planned as a sequence of experiences that involved youth socially, mentally, and 

physically. 

Experiences stimulated multiple senses and alter moods. Many experiences 

involved youth’s senses, such as sight, hearing, touch, and smell. Ella’s youth could 

see, smell, hear the ocean, and hold small marine animals in their hands at the beach. 

Eve’s youth walked in the woods and looked at and touched leaves, felt the bark of 
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trees, heard and saw different birds. Anna’s youth hiked at night into a field and 

identified stars. Anna clearly expressed the excitement of the youth when she described 

them as “little bunnies jumping up and down.” 

Experiences involved the construction or deconstruction of something. 

Club youth had opportunities to build blue bird nesting boxes, make quilts, clothing, and 

food dishes. Ella had her youth develop tri-fold displays and bingo game materials. 

Anna’s youth put together goody bags for community service. There were also times to 

deconstruct items, such as taking down tents, taking apart seams, taking down a fair 

booth, or cleaning up after a livestock workshop. 

Experiences involved collaborative or competitive strategies. Youth often 

worked collaboratively as a team member. As a group or team they worked together to 

get ready for a state competition, on group projects, on club committees, as a member 

of county council, and in planning community service activities with the club. Youth-adult 

partnerships were also evident in many of the stories and experiences shared by the 

leaders. 

Experiences involved restrictions, obstacles, rules, and procedures. Many 

4-H competitive events had rules and guidelines to follow. Club meetings often followed 

parliamentary procedures. Leaders set rules, guidelines, and/or expectations for club 

members. Anna enforced a set of guidelines for hiking in the woods. Ruby did not allow 

youth in the garage to work on their woodworking projects alone. 

Experiences often involved a perceived risk or challenge. This often 

challenged youth to move beyond their comfort zone. There was a perceived challenge 
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or risk to youth in speaking in front of people. Ella described how her own daughter felt 

a sense of intimidation in teaching youth older or taller than her. 

Experiences create a sense of empathy toward the environment. Ella talked 

about the series of experiences she did at the beach with the monofilament recycling 

project they did. Marta’s club worked on fishing projects, and taught youth about 

conservation practices. Eve’s forestry team learned about threats to forest habitats. 

Experiences involved setting goals to reach. Club youth are expected to set 

goals at the beginning of each year, especially if they follow 4-H’s standards of 

excellence. Eve talked about the forest ecology team and how they had goals and 

levels to reach in order to do well in the contest each year. 

Deal with risk or failure. Youth were allowed to deal with change, risk, and 

failure. Leaders described situations where youth took a risk and/or learned a valuable 

lesson from failure. Marta described the story of the young lady who failed to take care 

of her hog but “put more effort into the things she had failed in year before” and had a 

much better hog the following year. 

Sort and organize. Skills were used to sort and organize data and activities. 

Club youth sorted or organized materials for community service projects, when they 

completed their project reports, or when they were getting their talks and 

demonstrations organized. 

Thus, this typology and the role these design elements have in enhancing the 

learning experiences for youth, merit further investigation. This typology could be 

presented to leaders in future volunteer training programs. 
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Revisiting Reflection 

Role of leaders in sharing and processing. Enfield (2001) expressed that 

children learn best when they are “actively engaged in authentic and meaningful tasks 

and are carefully guided in reflection on their experiences” (p. 7). In the 4-H experiential 

learning model, the phase of “reflection” more accurately consists of two distinct 

phases. The first phase, “sharing,” refers to the sharing of one’s results, what 

happened, their reactions, and observations in a public way. In this study, leaders often 

described opportunities where youth were able to share an experience with others by 

talking about what they did or what they learned more publicly. Leaders viewed this as 

happening when youth presented talks at the club level or higher, during casual 

conversation with other members, when speaking to judges, and when they were 

involved in teaching others in youth-led activities. Leaders often encouraged youth by 

asking them to stand and share what they learned in front of the club. However, most 

leaders did not describe themselves as leading this phase by asking additional about 

what they saw, or felt, and how easy or difficult the task was. 

The second phase is “process.” In this phase the learner processes the 

experience by discussing it, looking back at the experience, and analyzing it. This helps 

the learner determine what was most important and identify common themes (Levings, 

2014). This phase of reflection is done best by asking youth appropriate questions at 

points in the cycle (Enfield, 2001). This helps youth construct meaning from the 

experience. Questions focus on the steps involved in doing the experience or activity, 

the problems or issues that came up, and how they were solved. Again, leaders did not 

describe themselves as guiding this process or asking these types of questions. This 

phase was perhaps the least addressed among the leaders. 
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Constraints for true reflection. Dewey (1938) described reflection as the act of 

thinking about or considering a subject or phenomenon and then connecting it to both 

past and future actions. This “postponement” of action until observation and judgment 

have taken place is necessary for purpose to be achieved (Kolb, 1984; Dewey, 1938). 

That is, a pause in action is important for more meaningful learning to take place. 

Most leaders indicated guided reflection was not likely to occur right after an 

activity. This was because of time constraints and the difficulty in getting youth to sit still 

and discuss something. In addition, families often had other places to go after the 

activities were completed. Thus, the “pause” in action as part of reflection in the club 

was not always evident. A number of leaders stated that doing reflection was not on 

their mind after an activity. Some leaders felt reflection might have occurred at a later 

meeting where they asked youth questions about their past learning experiences. Yet 

most believed reflection happened during club activities, such as during social 

interaction and casual group conversation. One leader called this a “circle of reflection” 

in her club. Leaders might be listening, but were not necessarily guiding the 

conversation or asking questions about a past experience. Delaying reflection was also 

mentioned because youth then had more time to think about the experience. Breunig 

(2005) pointed out that many practitioners of experiential education may not actually 

provide adequate time for debriefing, group discussion, or other forms of reflection. 

Instead, practitioners often chose more action at the expense of reflection. A balance of 

the two is necessary for true learning to happen (Breunig, 2005). 

Reflecting-on-action and reflecting-in-action. Leaders often described 

reflection as part of another action or experience. For example, when youth gave a 
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presentation in front of others, most leaders saw this as a form of reflection because of 

the sharing of learning that took place. Thus, an experience and reflection seemed to be 

co-occurring. Reflection was not a passive or pausing of action, as described by Kolb 

(1984), but integrated into an ongoing experience. This prompted the researcher to look 

for alternative descriptions of reflection in experiential learning. 

Wallace and Oliver (2003) described that one could go through reflection-on-

action or reflection-in-action. When one reflects-in-action, one considers the 

“consequences of the action whilst one is within the process” (Beard and Wilson, 2006, 

p. 246). Donald Schon, whose books include The Reflective Practitioner (1983) and 

Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987), noted that reflection may also occur when 

individuals take notice and frame problems of interest to them and experiment with 

solutions, or when they experience surprise or discomfort in an activity. Learners’ 

knowledge may be constructed through their own reflective process during or right after 

an activity. Schon (1983) described this as “reflecting-in-action.” Beard and Wilson 

(2006) described this type of reflection as not necessarily requiring support or coaching, 

because it may happen more spontaneously. However, they also felt time constraints 

may limit the depth of reflection. Thus, coaching was still preferred for deeper learning. 

Although Schon’s work focused on reflecting-in-action with adult professionals, 

the researcher wondered if this process also occurred in the minds of youth as they 

developed and did their presentations. Did youth reflect-in-action? Perhaps reflecting-in-

action occurred for those youth who learned from their mistakes, such as Marta’s young 

lady who worked with her hog the following year, or Ella’s daughter when she had 

discipline issues in teaching other youth, or those youth who were shy or scared to give 
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demonstrations in front of others. Leaders indicated such experiences helped these 

children to rethink their assumptions and changed the way they viewed these 

circumstances. The role of reflection-in-action or reflection-on-action in learning cycles 

for 4-H youth merits further study. 

Reflection through project reports. All the leaders interviewed viewed project 

records, reports, and stories as important in helping youth reflect on their club year. This 

seems to support the claim that the 4-H project structure supports experiential learning 

(Enfield, 2001). Leaders typically helped youth complete these reports through group 

and individual discussions. These end-of-year reports submitted by youth were not 

examined in this study, yet further review of these documents and their role in 

experiential learning would be valuable to 4-H. 

Revisiting the Application of Learning 

In the 4-H model the application of learning occurs when a leader helps youth 

connect an experience to real world examples. Leaders have been expected to ask 

questions to help youth make these connections. This phase consists of two parts - 

generalize and apply. However, the leaders interviewed in this study were only asked to 

describe what the phrase “application of learning” meant to them. This phase of the 

model seemed difficult for leaders to describe. 

In the generalize phase, leaders have been expected to help youth connect what 

they learned from an experience, including any life skills practiced, to other parts of their 

life (Levings, 2014). Although leaders often described themselves as asking the 

question “What did you learn?” during meetings, this was always described as part of 

reflection, and not application. On the other hand, there were times in their stories 

where leaders helped youth make connections between something that was learned 
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from an activity and their lives. For example, leaders encouraged youth to complete 

reports because of the connection this had to completing their college applications. 

Anna talked to her club about the importance of teamwork and working together to solve 

issues. Leaders indicated that helping youth see these connections was challenging. 

In the actual application phase, leaders described how youth actually applied or 

utilized previously learned skills or knowledge in a new situation. Although the 4-H 

literature describes application as a guided phase using specific questions, leaders did 

not necessarily view this phase as being guided by them. Instead, the application of 

learning was viewed as happening in another experience that youth might be engaged 

in and not necessarily a “pausing of action” guided by questions from leaders. Some 

leaders felt that helping youth apply learning right after an activity was hard to do. 

Leaders may need guidance and training in providing appropriate questions and 

scenarios that help youth connect their learning from specific situations to future ones. 

Leaders need to see how the application of learning can be guided for deeper learning. 

New Perspectives on the 4-H Experiential Learning Model 

Converging and overlapping phases. Based on the descriptions and stories 

that leaders provided, the distinctions between the different phases of the model were 

not always clear. Phases at times seemed to overlap or converge in descriptions given 

by leaders. That is, an experience, reflection, and application phase, at times 

overlapped in the stories. For example, engaging in an experience, such as preparing 

for and giving a talk or demonstration, was also viewed as a way for youth to both share 

and to apply something they learned with others. This convergence of the phases made 

the researcher think about the boundaries of each stage of the EL model and how they 

have been defined. 
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Scope and duration of process. The scope and duration of the experiential 

learning process occurred at various levels and in different timelines in clubs. Leaders 

described experiential learning as taking place during a club activity, an entire year, or 

over a number of years. There might be multiple experiences before an actual reflection 

took place, or reflection happened at the very end of the year when the club members 

completed their project reports. A number of leaders felt they did not see the whole 

cycle come to fruition until years later when the youth returned from college and told 

them how 4-H benefitted them. 

Joplin (1981) postulated that there were “mini” and “maxi” levels for experiential 

learning. At the “mini” level, Joplin described experiential learning as occurring from a 

“flash of insight” by the learner. For example, Anna described the “a-ha” moment when 

a child built a fire for the first time. Ella described how her daughter realized she had 

made a mistake during a club activity and knew what to do next time. 

Joplin (1981) also expressed that experiential learning could occur at the “maxi” 

level as a result of an entire set of learning experiences or as part of a bigger curriculum 

in an entire program. This means the EL cycle may take a year or years to complete. 

Eve shared how multi-year projects helped youth to build on their previous skills and 

knowledge over time. Ella’s daughter realized she could apply her 4-H speaking skills in 

her college classes. Other leaders described how youth went into certain careers 

because of what they learned in 4-H. Although leaders could not always articulate how 

the phases of the model were involved, they could describe the impacts that club 

learning experiences had on their club’s youth. 
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The current 4-H model illustrates experiential learning from the perspective of a 

particular activity. The model does not seem to indicate a time frame for the process to 

occur or that a context is involved. Promoting awareness that experiential learning may 

occur at multiple levels or timelines may give more flexibility in helping leaders integrate 

the experiential learning model and in understanding how it helps youth learn. 

Describing Conceptual Experiential Learning Pathways 

The 4-H model typically illustrates experiential learning as happening through a 

circular series of steps or processes (Levings, 2014; Norman & Jordan, 2009). The 

model does not seem to make a connection to the context of the learning environment 

where it takes place. Jarvis (1987) saw this as treating experience and the “reflection on 

experience” as occurring in isolation of contextual influences. 

Figures 5-1 to 5-6 illustrate possible EL pathways in different club venues. These 

pathways are purely conceptual and based on descriptions and the perceptions 

provided by leaders in the study. Figure 5-1 depicts Ella’s description of experiential 

learning pathways in her club’s marine science projects. Figure 5-2 illustrates a possible 

experiential learning pathway in sewing projects as perceived by Ruby. Figure 5-3 

illustrates experiential learning pathways in outdoor projects for Anna’s club. Eve 

described how experiential learning occurred in multi-year livestock projects (Figure 5-

4). Ella described experiential learning pathways in a community service project in 

which her club youth were engaged (Figure 5-5). Anna described how leadership 

activities and events involved experiential learning (Figure 5-6). Each of these pathways 

illustrates variation in the different components of the experiential learning process (do, 

reflect, and apply) and how they occur. There are different time frames, sequences, and 

contexts involved in each pathway. Each experiential learning pathway presented 
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seems unique to the club situation in which it occurs. The extent to which these 

perceived pathways follow or do not follow the current 4-H model will require further 

investigation through firsthand observations, examination of 4-H club reports, and 

interviews with youth, as well as more club leaders. 

Describing New Conceptual EL Models 

Leaders described a very complex picture of learning in the club. This study 

generated a number of new ideas and perspectives on experiential learning in the 4-H 

club. Figures 5-7 and 5-8 illustrate new ideas for conceptual EL models based on the 

findings of this study. The two models illustrate that experiential learning happens in 

different timelines; that learning takes place within a context, culture, and structure; that 

experiences can build on one another; and that multiple pathways for learning may 

exist. These factors all interact and can influence how learning occurs. These 

alternative models may foster further discussion and provide new perspectives on how 

experiential learning processes are taking place in 4-H clubs. 

Youth-guided model. Figure 5-7 depicts a revised 4-H model that illustrates the 

phases of experiential learning club members experience as perceived by the leaders in 

the study. This model includes a connection to context, timeline, and continuity. The 

model lies within the social context, culture, structure, and supportive learning 

environment created by the leader and club setting. Youth have opportunities to build on 

their learning from previous experiences and apply this learning in new experiences, 

both inside and outside of the 4-H club context. Youth may also share what they learned 

on a public level through social interactions during activities and when they give their 

talks and demonstrations at club, county, and/or state levels. The “sharing of learning” 

could also be viewed as an “application of learning,” according some of the leaders in 
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the study. The dotted lines surrounding the “reflect” and “generalize” circles indicate 

these phases may not occur as easily without the leader’s help. Perhaps future 4-H 

volunteer training programs can address how club leaders may better integrate these 

two important phases of experiential learning into club meetings. 

Leader-guided model. Figure 5-8 illustrates an experiential learning model from 

a leader’s perspective and describes the phases in terms of her role in the learning 

process. The role of the leader now lies within the model. Again, the model includes a 

connection to context, time, and continuity. Dotted arrows and circles indicate possible 

gaps or weaknesses in these phases as indicated by the findings of this study. 

The model starts with Joplin’s (1981) idea of utilizing a focus phase, where the 

leader connects the learner’s past experiences to the upcoming experience and directs 

the attention of the learner to this new learning opportunity. The “focus” phase was often 

evident in the stories shared by the leaders in the study. Leaders often described 

themselves as “initiating an experience” but then letting youth take over and complete 

the rest of the activity. 

Leaders in the study talked about the many opportunities youth had in 4-H to 

share and talk about things they learned. This often happened as a result of social 

interactions among club members and when they gave talks and demonstrations in front 

of others, whether in the club or at a more public level. Although reflection was often 

viewed as happening in end-of the year project reports and stories, reflection during 

club meetings or after activities often did not occur, based on the study’s findings. Thus, 

the dotted circle around the “reflection” phase represents possible areas where there 

are weaknesses or gaps in the learning process. Leaders may need additional training 
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in how to help youth pause their actions and reflect as a group during meetings, after 

activities, in project books and in end-of-year reports and stories. 

Leaders described situations where they tried to help club youth connect a 

learning experience to their life or giving real-world examples of its importance. Leaders 

also expressed having difficulty making these connections at times or knowing what to 

say. This phase of “generalize” seemed more difficult to do, because of the inherent 

need for leaders to guide this phase. 

Most leaders viewed “application of learning” as an action taken by youth and not 

necessarily a leader-guided phase. Leaders again expressed difficulty in guiding this 

phase, yet they were able to give numerous examples of how youth might apply their 

learning in other experiences. Thus, leaders may need additional training in how to best 

guide the “application phases” of the experiential learning model. 

This revised model is not meant to replace the experiential learning model 4-H 

currently uses. Instead, it offers new perspectives on how experiential learning 

processes may be working (or not working) at the 4-H club level. Additional training of 

volunteer leaders and further studies may shed more light on these learning processes. 

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

Most leaders indicated they enjoyed attending volunteer trainings, as long as 

they were beneficial and valuable for them as leaders. Having training opportunities at 

the local level was preferred. Leaders liked having face-to-face trainings. However, this 

study found that club leaders may have training needs that go beyond the nuts and 

bolts of being a leader. Leaders indicated they had a real desire to inspire and help 

young people learn and grow. This requires their own growth as learners, leaders, and 
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educators. Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are 

offered for inclusion in 4-H volunteer training programs. 

Offer more training close to home. Leaders enjoyed hands-on training and 

wanted more opportunities, but closer to where they lived. Monthly leader meetings 

were described as desirable for county-level training. Additional training could be 

offered at the district level. 

Foster importance of EL. This will require more effort by the 4-H program to 

include experiential learning as part of current and future volunteer training programs. 

Trainings should help leaders see firsthand why following the EL model is important for 

optimal learning in youth. Agents can play an important role by providing appropriate 

training opportunities. County agents will require more training on the EL model, as well. 

Foster greater emphasis on leader’s role in learning. Kolb (1984) described 

that the experiential learning process has been best managed by a skilled facilitator. 

This facilitator helps the learner process the information gained from an experience to a 

deeper level (Carlson & Maxa, 1998). Leaders in the study described their role as guide, 

teacher, supporter, and mentor for club youth. However, these leaders did not view 

themselves as guiding specific steps of the experiential learning model. The 4-H 

program could foster greater awareness of 4-H leaders as experiential educators. This 

may help them better understand their role in guiding the process and in achieving the 

best learning outcomes in youth. This may take more emphasis on training volunteers 

as educators, and not just as club managers. 

Foster awareness of the role context plays in learning. Experiential learning 

does not happen in isolation of the learning environment. Most leaders in the study 
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perceived that the social, cultural, and structural context of the 4-H club greatly 

influenced how youth learned. Numerous studies have supported this idea (Enfield, 

2001; Guion & Rivera, 2008; Van Horn, Flanagan & Thomas, 1998). Training programs 

should foster an awareness of the role context plays in learning. This may help them 

rethink or redesign learning experiences with the context in mind. 

Address barriers to the learning processes. The extent to which leaders in the 

study guided the experiential learning process was influenced by a number of factors. 

These factors included, but may not be limited to, a lack of time to ask youth reflective 

and/or application-type questions and a lack of interest in youth to pause their action 

and discuss an experience. In addition, leaders did not seem to be aware of the 

importance of reflection and application in the learning process. Leaders who are aware 

of these limitations and use effective strategies during these two phases may be able to 

better integrate these phases in more practical ways. 

Emphasize continuity of experience. The “continuity of experience,” or the 

idea that previous experiences live on in current and future experiences, is a critical 

component of experiential learning (Dewey, 1938). The current 4-H experiential learning 

model does not illustrate this very well. Integrating a focus phase where leaders can 

help youth connect a past experience to a current experience may help leaders, and 

even youth, see how learning is a building or constructive process (Figure 5-8). 

Foster reflection among leaders. Leaders in the study expressed the need to 

reflect on their own practices as club leaders. They wanted to share their experiences 

with other leaders and learn from them. The importance of reflection for educators has 

been described by many in the education and youth development field (Brookfield, 
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1995; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011; Enfield, 2001; McGlinn, 2010; Wallace & 

Oliver, 2003). Leaders are both learners and educators. As club educators they need to 

have opportunities to look back, reflect on, and analyze their own experiences before 

asking youth to do the same. Having opportunities for reflection may help them grow as 

club leaders. They will likely gain a better understanding of best practices for the club 

and be better equipped to integrate reflection after club activities. 

Teach leaders about EL by using EL processes. Konen and Horton (2000) 

found that a best practice for educators is to give them the same hands-on experience 

and methodology that their students would experience. This same approach has been 

used in training teachers in areas of science (Westerland, Garcia, Koke, Taylor, & 

Mason, 2002). Teachers then have increased confidence in doing these activities with 

their students and can better see the activity from the learner’s perspective.  

As nonformal educators, leaders may also benefit by “experiencing” the phases 

of the EL model. Trainings should go beyond explaining the model to leaders. Leaders 

need to see and be a part of the whole learning process in order to best understand 

how it works. Trainings should utilize leaders’ own experiences and take them through 

the process in the same way youth might be engaged. Leaders should perform the 

steps of experiential learning in a specific project context they might be doing with their 

own club. Leaders need to see and feel the model in action and have an opportunity to 

reflect as a group on the experience. 

However, the application phase should go beyond talking about possible 

connections to future experiences and allow leaders to apply something they learned in 
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another concrete experience. This would make the experience more meaningful and 

relevant for them and allow them to see it the same way a learner might see it. 

Help leaders visualize EL pathways in their club. Leaders in the study 

described multiple examples of the different components and pathways of EL they felt 

were “at work” in their club (Figure 4-1). They also described more specific examples 

experiential learning pathways in various learning venues, such as projects, community 

service, leadership, talks and demonstrations, and competitive events. Some of these 

pathways were illustrated in Figures 5-1 to 5-6. Having an opportunity to reflect on how 

experiential learning might be occurring in their own club was helpful. This seemed to 

make the EL model more real to them. Other leaders may benefit by doing something 

similar and sharing their thoughts on where reflection and application might be 

happening in their club. Helping leaders develop EL pathways for their own club may be 

more helpful than discussing the steps in the more generic model. Leaders may then 

identify more specific reflective and application questions to fit these situations. 

Foster integration of EL typologies into experiences. Creating hands-on, 

concrete experiences for every topic may be challenging for leaders. Beard and Wilson 

(2006) created experiential learning typologies that frame the experience as a journey 

that moves a learner from where they are to where they need to be. This helps learners 

gain different views and perspectives and often moves them beyond their comfort 

zones. Training programs should help leaders learn how to design an experience using 

Beard and Wilson’s (2006) experiential learning typology. Although experiential 

typologies seemed to be integrated into the club experiences of the leaders in the study, 
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raising awareness of these “ingredients” or design elements may help other leaders 

better incorporate experiential learning attributes into club activities. 

Foster and teach the importance of reflection but allow for flexibility. 

Leaders need to understand the role and importance of reflection in the learning 

process. Yet, according to the findings of the study, reflection may not always be 

practical or appropriate to hold right after an activity. Club leaders need to see when 

and where reflection can happen based on their own club activities. Leaders need to be 

part of this discussion. Leaders also may need help in understanding the importance of 

putting action on hold in order for meaningful reflection to take place (Kolb, 1984). 

Leaders may need help in distinguishing reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action. 

Leaders need age appropriate ways to handle reflection, especially with younger 

children, and understand that multiple approaches are needed. 

Help leaders visualize application. This study uncovered gaps or weaknesses 

in the application phase of experiential learning. Application was often viewed as an 

action taken by youth at a later time when they applied their skills in a new situation, 

versus a guided discussion led by leaders. Leaders need to see how the application of 

learning can also be a guided phase that leads to a deeper understanding of some 

phenomenon. Leaders may benefit by having specific training on how to do facilitate 

application in different learning contexts. 

Emphasize the role of project books, reports, and stories in reflection. The 

club leaders in the study often spoke about the importance of project books, record 

books, project reports, and project stories in documenting what youth did and learned. 

These year-end documents were also viewed as important reflection tools. Volunteer 
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training programs should emphasize the important role these documents have in the 

learning process and how to best utilize them for the benefit of youth. 

Create consistency in project reporting documents. Sometimes the year-end 

reporting documents were called different names by different leaders, yet they seemed 

to serve the same basic purpose. Although these documents are available online at the 

state level, some leaders indicated counties may have their own documents for leaders 

to use. In order to better assess learning outcomes of 4-H youth, more consistency in 

these club reporting documents may to be needed. 

Implications for Research 

This research study took an exploratory approach to experiential learning in the 

4-H club. As a result, the study raised many questions and opened new doors for 

research in 4-H. This study not only explored the role of the leader in the EL process, 

but also looked at a number of learning venues in 4-H for “evidence” of experiential 

processes, based on leaders’ perceptions, beliefs, and experiences within the club. As a 

result, a number of ideas were generated for future studies.  

Ground truth EL. This study was based on the self-reported perceptions, 

beliefs, and lived experiences of leaders. Future phenomenological studies could 

attempt to “ground truth” experiential learning processes by conducting observations of 

leaders and youth in a series of experiential club activities or in a specific learning 

venue, such as community service, a demonstration or talk, or a competitive event. 

Growth of leader. This study revealed that leaders experienced their own 

growth as leaders. Research has looked at experiential learning in helping educators 

become better educators (Brookfield, 1995; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011; 
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Enfield, 2001; McGlinn, 2010; Wallace & Oliver, 2003). How does experiential learning 

play a role in the growth of a 4-H club leader? Additional research could investigate this 

phenomenon. 

Leader-led vs. youth-led clubs. The study also revealed that some leaders may 

have difficulty shifting from a leader-led club to a more youth-led club. This was at times 

a problem for leaders leading clubs with younger aged youth. As youth grew older in the 

club, they wanted more independence in how they learned. Leaders had to shift their 

role in the club from being leader-directed to more youth-guided. One leader felt that 

this was not always easy for a leader to do. To what extent does this occur in 4-H 

clubs? Future research may shed more light on this issue and how to help leaders cope 

with this shift in their role. 

Multi-year projects. Conducting focus group interviews with youth involved in 

multi-year projects may reveal how these projects utilize experiential learning practices 

and build on previous learning. This may also be true for leadership, community service, 

demonstrations and talks, and civic engagement activities. 

Role of project materials. Hubbs and Brand (2005) described how reflective 

journaling provided the learner with a venue for inner dialogue that connected their 

thoughts, feelings, and actions. Future studies should examine project books, project 

reports, project records, and project stories and how they support experiential learning 

practices in the 4-H club. The role these materials play in reflection processes for club 

youth may provide a richer picture of club learning. 

Studies on reflection. This study examined how leaders described reflection in 

4-H club learning experiences. Future studies should also examine how reflection is 
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perceived by youth in 4-H clubs. Other studies could also explore the phenomenon of 

reflection in-action versus reflection-on-action, as described by Schon (1987). Do youth 

reflect as part of an ongoing action, such as when doing demonstrations, talks, or when 

mentoring others? 

At least one leader indicated that allowing time between an actual experience 

and a reflection opportunity was more helpful. She felt this provided youth with more 

time to think over the experience and/or talk with their friends about what happened. 

She felt this provided a deeper discussion with her youth. Future studies could examine 

whether or not delaying the timing of reflection influences learning one way or the other. 

Future studies could also examine perceived obstacles and barriers to reflection in club 

settings. This will require more open discussion with leaders. 

Applying learning. Longitudinal studies could look at how youth have applied 

their 4-H project learning later in their life or careers. This will likely involve long-term 

studies over time, following a specific group of youth. 

Social learning theories. This study focused on the 4-H experiential learning 

model, but future studies could view experiential learning through the lens of different 

social learning theories using interviews, focus groups, and observing clubs in action. 

Role of parents. This study revealed that parents play a role in the learning 

process and not just as project leaders. They helped their own children apply learning in 

experiences at home or in family outings. The role parents play in the experiential 

learning process of their own children could be further explored using interviews, case 

studies, or surveys. 
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Investigate the role of EL in positive youth development. Leaders in the 

study described how 4-H helped youth gain important life skills. The 4-H program 

focuses on providing positive youth development (PYD) through 4-H club experiences. 

Yet, how the experiential learning model can be used to strengthen PYD may not be 

well understood by leaders, or perhaps even agents. This may merit further study. 

Defining the Essence of Experiential Learning in 4-H 

Essence in phenomenology was earlier defined as the “quality that necessarily 

characterizes a phenomenon and without which it could not be” (Stein, 2001, p. 38). If 

this is the case, then the essence of experiential learning lies in the inherent structure, 

context, culture, social environment, and rich content offered by the 4-H program. As a 

result, the 4-H program creates a framework riddled with pathways and points in time 

where youth have opportunities to make their own choices, guide their own learning, 

build their confidence to try new experiences, and build on these learning experiences, 

in a safe, and supportive, learning environment. That is, for experiential learning to 

occur, the process must occur within a context or frame and not in isolation of it. 

Leaders are catalysts that have the potential to help youth learn through experiential 

learning processes to deeper levels. This will require more training for them. Thus, the 

essence of experiential learning lies within the framework and structure provided by the 

4-H program and with the potential to be enhanced by the 4-H club leader. 

Conclusion 

This study used a phenomenological interview approach to study the 

perceptions, beliefs, and lived experiences of five 4-H club leaders related to 

experiential learning in 4-H. What emerged was a broader and complex picture of 

learning in the club. Leaders in the study were very passionate and dedicated. They 
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expressed the value and benefits of the 4-H program. They described themselves as 

guides, teachers, mentors, mediators, role models, collaborators, coaches, and even 

co-learners. They saw themselves as supportive, caring adults. Previous training in 

experiential learning was not consistent among leaders in the study, yet they described 

basic components of the model. Leaders expressed the need for more local training. 

Leaders gave many examples of concrete experiences, reflection and application, yet 

they did not describe themselves as guiding the experiential learning process. Leaders 

described experiential learning as happening through the structure, culture, and the 

social nature of 4-H. The group community within each club fostered discussion and 

collaborations, created role models for younger members, and offered mentoring 

opportunities. These processes were viewed as helping youth to learn and grow. 

Leaders described EL pathways as occurring in projects, community service, 

leadership, civic engagement, talks, demonstrations, and competitive events. Leaders 

encouraged youth to set goals, have a voice in the club, and make their own choices. 

They also encouraged youth to take ownership and responsibility for what they did. 

Experiential learning pathways as viewed by leaders were illustrated. 

Chapter 5 connected the findings of the study to past EL models, theory and 

practice. Experiential learning pathways were illustrated for various types of 

experiences in 4-H. Two new conceptual models were created to illustrate the role and 

influence of context in the experiential learning model. As a result, new ideas and 

perspectives were generated to include in future volunteer training programs. Ideas for 

future research were also generated to aid in deepening the understanding of 

experiential learning in 4-H.  
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Ella – Possible EL pathways in marine project experiences

DO 2: 

Youth use a 

seine to 

collect and ID 

marine life at 

the beach.

SHARE: Youth 

talk about their 

experiences 

among 

themselves.

DO 1: Youth 

collect & ID 

plants along a 

shoreline.

DO 3:  

Youth take a 

boat trip to 

observe 

marine life.

REFLECTION: 

Leader asks 

club youth about 

past learning 

experiences at a 

later club 

meeting.  

APPLY: 

Youth present a

talk and or 

demonstration at 

a club meeting or 

higher level on a 

marine science 

topic of interest.  

Series of field-based learning experiences.

EL over a club year

DO: Youth 

create a trifold 

display for their 

talk or 

demonstration.

 

Figure 5-1.  Possible EL pathways in marine projects as perceived by Ella. 
Ruby – Possible EL pathways in first year sewing project experiences.

DO 2: 

Youth 

practice 

simple skills 

on sewing 

machine.

SHARE: Youth 

talk among 

themselves 

during club 

meetings about 

their sewing 

experiences. 

DO 1: Youth 

learn the 

parts of the 

sewing 

machine.

DO: Youth 

explore 

sewing 

machine on 

own.

REFLECTION: 

Leader provides 

feedback and  

encourages youth 

to make something 

to enter into the 

county fair. 

Youth APPLY 

skills learned by 

sewing 

something to 

enter into the 

county fair. DO 3: 

Youth sew a 

simple item.

EL over a club year
 

Figure 5-2.  Possible EL pathways in sewing projects as perceived by Ruby.   
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Anna – Possible EL pathways for outdoor projects and involvement of 

parents/families in learning. 

Youth 

APPLY 

learned 

skills during  

club 

campout.

DO: Youth learn 

and practice  

camping skills in 

club meetings 

(e.g., setting up 

a tent, building a 

fire, etc.).

Youth 

APPLY 

learned  

skills during 

family 

campout. DO: Practice 

hiking skills in 

club meetings 

(e.g., packing a 

backpack, first 

aid, etc.).

Youth 

APPLY 

learned 

skills during 

family 
hikes.

Youth 

APPLY 

learned 

skills 

during club 

hikes.

DO: Youth learn 

and practice  

additional 

outdoor skills at 

club meetings.

Timeline - EL over club year.

Reflection/feedback anytime

 

Figure 5-3.  Possible EL pathways in outdoor projects as perceived by Anna.  

 

Possible EL pathways in multi-year livestock projects as perceived by Eve.

Youth work 

at home on  

livestock 

project.

Youth SHARE 

project progress 

as a group at 

club meetings.

Youth 

DO/SHARE 

learning during 

project help 

sessions led by 

livestock 

volunteers.

Youth APPLY 

learning in 

youth-led  

workshops for 

other youth.

Timeline - EL over one or multiple club years.

Youth work 

at home on  

livestock 

project. Youth work 

at home on  

livestock 

project.

Youth 

APPLY/build on 

learning in multi-

year livestock 

projects.

APPLY 

learning 

when 

showing 

animals.

 

Figure 5-4.  Possible EL pathways in multi-year livestock projects as perceived by Eve. 
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Ella – Possible EL pathways in community service experiences

DO: 

Youth engage in 

a community 

service project. 

Example: Visit 

group home for 

children.

Youth APPLY 

skills learned 

in club to 

community 

service

project. 

REFLECT on 

community 

service as group 

during end-of-

year meetings 

and in project 

reports and 

stories.

APPLY/build on 

learning from 

previous  

community service 

experiences in 

future community 

service 

experiences.

Timeline - EL over one or multiple club years

DO: 

Sew special 

clothing  for  

children’s 

home.

 

Figure 5-5.  Possible EL pathways in community service projects as perceived by Ella.  

Possible EL pathways in 4-H leadership experiences as perceived by Anna

Youth return and 

SHARE their 

experiences with 

other members 

at a 4-H club 

meeting.

DO: Club members 

attend state or national 

4-H leadership 

conference (e.g., CWF, 

Legislature, etc.) 

Youth APPLY 

leadership 

skills  learned 

during club 

meetings.

EL over one club year or multiple years

Youth APPLY 

leadership skills  

learned by 

teaching other 

club members 

what they know.

Youth APPLY

leadership skills 

learned at  

county and 

district 4-H 

council 

meetings.

 

Figure 5-6.  Possible EL pathways in leadership experiences as perceived by Anna. 
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Figure 5-7.  Experiential learning as experienced by 4-H club members.   
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Figure 5-8.  Experiential learning as guided by 4-H club leaders.
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APPENDIX A 
APPROVAL OF PROTOCOL  
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APPENDIX B 
LETTER TO EXPERT PANEL 

 
Date: _____________________ 
Dear ______________________ 
 
I am seeking your input as a 4-H specialist and/or professional. I have 
been pursuing my PhD in Extension Education at the University of Florida. 
Over the past several years I have become very interested in the process 
of experiential learning and how it has been integrated into the 4-H Youth 
Development program. For my doctoral research I am doing a qualitative 
exploration on how leaders perceive and describe experiential learning in 
the 4-H club. I will do this through a series of interviews with selected 4-H 
club leaders.  

 
In order to uncover the relevant perceptions, thoughts, and experiences of 
4-H club leaders related to experiential learning, it is important to ask 
interview questions that best cover the breadth and scope of this 
phenomenon and lead to a better  understanding of how it works in 4-H. I 
want the findings of this research to have real benefit and application to 
our own Florida 4-H program. There will be three interviews per leader. 
Each interview has a focus and the idea is that having three separate 
interview sessions allows the leader to best reconstruct his or her own 
experiences and perceptions related to experiential learning. 
 
I am seeking your help in reviewing the draft set of questions I have 
developed as the interview guide. As 4-H professionals, I need your 
advice on the quality, scope, and depth of the questions and whether you 
feel leaders will be able to answer them adequately. Please indicate in 
comments on the side (in Word – Review – new comment), if you feel 
wording should be changed and to what, if possible, and if a specific 
question should be added or deleted, or if you have any other thoughts 
related to the questions. 
 
If you are able to assist me with this, please provide your thoughts and 
comments back to me by __________________. Thank you for your 
participation. Your help is greatly appreciated! 
 
Thank you! 
Karen Blyler, 4-H State Science Coordinator 
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APPENDIX C 
RECRUITMENT LETTER TO AGENTS 
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APPENDIX D 
LETTER FOR INFORMED CONSENT 

  



 

340 

APPENDIX E 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION FORM 

 
Dear 4-H Club Leader: Thank you for your interest in the experiential learning research 
study. In order to learn more about you as a club leader and your club’s programs, 
please answer the following questions. This information will be used to help the 
researcher select the appropriate clubs for the study. Please fax completed forms to 
Karen Blyler at 352-294-3544 or e-mail kblyler@ufl.edu. Once this form has been 
received and reviewed by the researcher, you will be contacted through e-mail and/or 
by phone. If you are selected and agree to be interviewed, you will be sent a “Letter of 
Informed Consent” for your signature. If you are not selected for the study, the 
information you provide below will not be used in any way. Again, thank you for your 
interest in the study and all that you do for youth! 
 
1. Club leader name: ____________________________________ Date: ___________ 

2. County: _____________________County 4-H Agent: _________________________ 

3. Phone: Home__________________________ Cellphone ______________________ 

4. E-mail: ______________________________________________________________ 

5. How many years have been involved in 4-H? 

6. How many years have you been a club leader? 

7. Indicate the type of club you have: community club ___ project club ___ other ____ 

8. How many years has your club been in existence? 

9. Are your club youth home-schooled ___ not home-schooled ___or combination ___? 

10. Provide approximate number of youth at each age level in your club. 

______Cloverbuds ______ Juniors ______ Intermediates ______ Seniors 

11. Is your club located in a rural area, small town, urban, or inner city? 

12. How often does your club meet? 

13. How long are your club meetings? 

14. Where does your club meet? 

15. What major projects or topics are club youth involved in? 

16. Briefly describe your club’s civic engagement and service learning activities. 

17. Briefly describe your club’s leadership activities over the past year. 

  

mailto:kblyler@ufl.edu
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APPENDIX F 
LETTER FOR MEMBER CHECK 
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APPENDIX G 
CLUB LEADER INTERVEW GUIDE 

Introduction to participants (leaders): Thank you for your willingness to participate in 

the study on experiential learning. Through this study I want to find out how you, as a 4-

H club leader, perceive and describe experiential learning processes in the 4-H club. To 

help build this understanding, I have separated the questions into three different 

interviews. My hope is that the questions will help you reconstruct your own memories 

and experiences related to (experiential) learning processes going on in your club. Each 

interview will focus on a distinct set of questions, should last around 60 but no more 

than 90 minutes, and will be done on different days, depending on your schedule. You 

do not have to answer any questions you do not want to. 

Interview 1: This interview will help me learn more about the background and context of 

your club, their interests, and the activities they are involved in. I would also like to learn 

about your background and interests, how you became a leader, any training you have 

had, and how you view your role in the club. This interview explores the following 

research questions: 

1. How do club leaders learn about experiential learning (EL)? 2. How do club 

leaders view their educational role in the EL process? 

Questions 

 Tell me about your 4-H club. What are the youth interested in? What types of 1.
projects are they involved in? How are they accomplished?  

 What other activities does your club do/get involved in? Describe any citizenship, 2.
leadership, and community service learning projects they are involved in.  

 How did you become a 4-H leader? What were your reasons for becoming one?  3.

 Tell me about your educational background and/or interests. What influence has it 4.
had in your role as a club leader and/or how you work with youth? 

 As a leader, how do you view your educational role within the club?  5.

 How do you view your role in the learning process? 6.

 How would you describe your approach to planning and teaching a club activity? 7.
What kinds of activities do you look for? 

 What kind of training have you received as a 4-H volunteer? Tell me about any kind 8.
of training or experiences you may have had related to how youth learn. 
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 How does a 4-H club create a beneficial learning environment for youth? OR How 9.
does being in a 4-H club help a young person learn? 

 Do you have anything that you would like to add?  10.

Interview 2: This interview will uncover your perceptions about experiential learning 
and using experiential learning approaches. Questions will help you reconstruct details 
of your experiences with club meetings and programs. This interview explores the 
following two research questions:  

3. How do club leaders describe the EL model and its components? 4. How do 

club leaders describe their experiences using EL approaches in the club? 

Questions 

 In 4-H, we say youth “learn by doing.” What do you think this means? Describe an 11.
activity where youth in your club “learned by doing.” How were you involved? 

 The 4-H program promotes the use of the experiential learning (EL) model in its 12.
youth programs. When you hear the term “experiential learning” what do you think 
of? What do the terms “do-reflect-apply” mean to you? 

 The first phase of EL engages the learner in a “concrete experience.” What does this 13.
mean? Describe a club activity that you feel demonstrates this. How were youth 
engaged? What was your role in the process? 

 The second phase of EL involves reflection. Describe a situation where youth shared 14.
the results of their learning experiences with other youth in the club. What did youth 
do? What role did you play? 

  How do project books, events, talks, provide reflection opportunities? 15.

 How else can club members share their experiences with others in or outside 4-H? 16.

 Describe a situation where you feel club youth had a chance to “apply” something 17.
they learned to another situation. Describe your role in this process? 

 Take me through an experience with your club where you feel all three of these 18.
phases occurred. How were youth engaged? What was your role in the process? 

 What factors (internal or external to club) may influence your use of experiential 19.
learning approaches with youth? 

 What challenges have you faced in using the experiential learning model with youth? 20.

 What components of the model are you or youth less likely to do and why? 21.
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Interview 3: This interview will help you reflect on your club’s learning experiences and 

uncovers your perceptions on learning as occurring through different activities or 

venues in 4-H. This interview explores the following research questions: 

4. How do club leaders describe their experiences using EL approaches with club 

youth? 5. How do club leaders perceive that youth learn through EL processes? 

Questions 

 Take me through a typical club meeting and describe what happens. How do they 22.
guide their learning or make their own decisions in these meetings? 

 How do you see experiential learning happening in club meetings? That is, where or 23.
when does/can reflection occur? How do youth apply what they learned in a club 
program/meeting to another situation?  

 How else can club meetings help youth learn and grow?  24.

 Please describe a specific project experience your club youth were involved in. How 25.
did they work together? How were decisions made? What was your role?  

 How do you feel experiential learning is involved in project experiences? How do 26.
projects allow youth to guide their own learning? How is reflection encouraged? How 
can youth apply learning to another situation?  

 Please describe a civic engagement opportunity or community service learning 27.
experience, club youth were involved in. 

 How do you feel experiential learning was involved in the service learning or civic 28.
engagement experience? How do youth guide own learning? How is reflection 
encouraged? How can youth apply learning to another situation?  

 What types of leadership experiences exist in your 4-H club? Tell me about a 29.
leadership experience your club youth were involved in. 

 How does a leadership experience involve experiential learning? How do youth 30.
guide their own learning? How is reflection and application supported? 

 Tell me about any other types of club activities you feel reflect experiential learning? 31.

 Based on your experiences, what have you found are the learning benefits of using 32.
EL approaches with youth? Please describe specific examples or situations. 

 What kind of training experiences would help you, or other leaders, better integrate 33.
EL into the 4-H club? 

 Do you have anything else you would like to share about experiential learning in 34.
your club? Thank you for your time!  
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