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of 4-H Youth Development Programs

is a nationally approved curriculum and professional development
program developed by a team of youth development experts as part of the 4-H National Learning Priorities Initiative.
The goal of the 4-H Essential Elements program is to help professionals and adult volunteers who work with youth to
understand the importance of exposing youth to opportunities and experiences that are focused on the social,
emotional and physical elements necessary for positive development. The national 4-H Essential Elements Team
believe that the eight 4-H Essential Elements are central to young people becoming competent, contributing adults.

When the project began in 2007 the Team designed a logic model to guide its work, used a screening rubric to review
resources gathered from across the United States, and interviewed national, regional and local 4-H staff about their
professional development needs. This investigation resulted in the Team deciding to support professional development
around the “Eight Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development” through curriculum development, face-to-face
training, team training and on-going consultation.

4-H professionals and volunteers who participate in 4-H Essential Elements training will gain greater understanding of
the developmental theories that ground positive youth development and the effective strategies that enrich the youth
settings (e.g., clubs, special interest groups, camps, school enrichment programs and afterschool groups, etc. )with
elements that foster positive youth development.

4-H Eight Essential Elements: Tradition for Today’s Youth Professional

The 4-H essential elements are derived from traditional and applied research of the characteristics
of effective programs contributing to positive youth development. In 1999, the National 4-H Impact Design
Implementation Team was charged with determining the “critical elements of an effective 4-H experience. “ After a
comprehensive study of youth development research findings the team decided that there were eight elements that
were critical to the well-being and positive development of youth who participated in organized, non-formal educational
experiences and settings. Those eight critical elements were affirmed in 2002 by an expert panel convened by the
Institutes of Medicine/National Research Council . Following a review of recent findings, that panel agreed that there
were “features of positive development settings.” Those features parallel the eight elements determined by the earlier
4-H impact team.

Each of the eight Essential Elements is vital to the growth and development of youth. It is the combination of these
elements that creates a positive environment for youth development. By leaders intentionally focusing on these
elements, youth benefit from participating in hands-on, experiential activities and events, feeling nurtured in a safe
environment, mastering new skills and abilities, and knowing that they are contributing to their environment and
communities in a positive way.

The Eight Essential Elements:

Positive Relationship with a Caring Adult

A Safe Emotional and Physical Environment

An Inclusive Environment

Engagement in Learning

Opportunity for Mastery

Opportunity to See Oneself as an Active Participant in the Future
Opportunity for Self-Determination
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8. Opportunity to Value and Practice Service to Others

The Curriculum - Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development:
LEMENTS Key Ingredients for Program Success
The curriculum was developed using a practitioner-oriented approach, allowing a facilitator to
capitalize on the interaction and expertise generated among the participating audience. Through their involvement,
participants should, in turn, gain new skills and knowledge that enhance their program efforts.

There are 10 modules in the curriculum, and each module can be taught as a stand-alone session or combined together
for a multi-session course. Each session of the Essential Elements training includes a description of key concepts, best
practices, resources and activities that have tested successfully among youth development professionals. Hence, a
facilitator can use this training not only with 4-H volunteers, but with a host of others working in youth-serving
organizations. More importantly, the curriculum offers multiple opportunities for creativity. In fact, it is encouraged that
facilitators of this curriculum share their own personal experiences when presenting ideas and engaging the audience.
The curriculum is designed to be used in its entirety but can be utilized by sections, if time is limited. The average time to
complete the training is 10-12 hours, with each session lasting an hour or more in length depending on number of
participants and length of discussions. If not possible to present all sessions, the facilitator should connect key concepts
with information from Session 1: Key Ingredients.

The curriculum has been piloted in four states and two regional, national conferences. Sixty-seven participants
completed pre-post evaluations and feedback surveys for each module. On a scale of 1=Low and 7=High, participants
answered questions about whether the curriculum: 1) helped participants to understand the essential elements, 2)
provided clear directions, 3) was written at an appropriate level with the correct balance of research and applied
information, and 4) the curriculum activities engaged the learner. Participant ratings were combined and averaged to
derive a “mean session score” of 5.9 across the 10 modules.

For more information about the Essential Elements of 4-H Youth Development:
Key Ingredients for Program Success curriculum contact: Nancy Schaff, National 4-H Council;
nschaff@fourhcouncil.edu

For information about the 4-H Essential Elements Team and professional development opportunities,
contact: Ryan Schmiesing, National 4-H Headquarters; rschmiesing@csrees.usda.gov
or Pam Garza, National 4-H Council; pgarza@fourhcouncil.edu
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