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the 4-H Way
Putting a Slogan into “Learn by doing” isacommonly used expressionin4-H. Indeed,
Practice the 4-H program has areputation for using alearn-by-doing ap-

proach for teaching youth. Although learning by doing has been
the core of how 4-H teacheskids sinceits beginning in the early
1900’ s, 4-H has more recently adopted an official model to depict
thisprocess. Anunderstanding of thisprocesscalled “ experiential
learning” will help new and experienced leaders provide 4-H
members with rewarding and fun experiences. Asyou beginto use
this process, it may take moretimeto preparethan alectureor a
demonstration for aclub meeting. Y et, you will soon find thetime
spent iswell worth the effort.

Thisinformation sheet will introduce you to the National 4-H
Experiential Learning Model, whereyouth first experiencethen
reflect on the new knowledge, and finally apply knowledge and
skillslearnedto other lifesituations.

The Experiential The*learn-by-doing” approach allowsyouth to experience

. something with minimal guidance from an adult. Instead of being
Learning Process told “the answers,” they are presented with aquestion, problem,
situation, or activity which they must make sense of for themselves.
Learning by doingiscalled“experientia learning” becauseitis
based on learning from experiences.
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Hereisadiagram of the Experiential Learning Process used by
4-H:
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First, itisimportant to review thelesson and any accompanying
materials, and practice the activitiesto betaught. Asagroup
leader, the adult should help guide youth in aprocess through
which they can propose hypotheses and determine their own
“solutions.” Theexperiential learning model containsfive steps but
can be summarized into three main processes. Do, Reflect, and
Apply. Not every step of the processisdonefor every activity and
sometimes steps within each of the three are combined. However,
itisimportant to compl ete the three main processes of thelearning
cycleby thetimethetotal lesson unit iscompl eted.

Below are theroles of youth and adult leadersin each of the steps
of theexperiential learning process:

1. Experience (Doing)
Leader: Describe the experience or activity you will have youth
do before they are told or shown how. Encourage youth to think
about what they might see or what might happen by asking
questions such as*“What do you expect to see?’ or “Write down
your hypothesis or prediction of what might happen here.”

Youth: Experiencetheactivity: perform, doit. Except for basic
instructionson organization, safety, or time requirements, youth
“do” before being told or shown how.
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Reflect

Apply

Asking Questions

These two steps provide an opportunity for youth to develop
logical thoughts, verbalize those thoughts, relateto othersin the
group, and compare experiences and opinions. It isimportant to
promote an atmospher e of acceptance of individual participants
and diversethinking.

2. Share (What happened?)
Leader: Develop questionsyou will ask the students about their
experienceand their reactionto it after they have compl eted the
activity.

Youth: Sharetheresults, reactions, and observations publicly.
Y outh describe the results of the experience and their reactions.

3. Process(What'simportant?)
Leader: Develop questionsthat you will ask the students about
something they felt wasimportant about the experience.

Youth:. Process by discussing, looking at the experience; analyz-
ing, reflecting. Y outh relate the experience to the targeted subject
matter and life skillsbeing learned.

Thefinal two steps provide activities or questions for youth to
help summarize what they have experienced. It enablesthemto
generalize what they have learned to other examples and situa-
tions.

4. Generalize (Sowhat?)
Leader: Develop questionsthat will ask the students how the
experiencerelatedtotheir ownlives.

Youth. Generalizeto connect the experienceto real-world ex-
amples. Y outh connect the subject matter and life skill discussion
tothelarger world.

5. Apply (Now what?)
Leader: Develop questionsthat ask the students how they could
apply what they learned to asimilar or different situation.

Youth: Apply what waslearned to asimilar or different situation;
practice. Y outh usethe new subject matter and life skill experi-
encesin other partsof their lives.

One of the most important roles of the adult group leader isto
stimulate youth to think about “Why?’ and “How?’ and “What if?’
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Integrating Life Skills
Into Experiential
Learning

Asking open-ended questions along the way hel ps challenge
youth to think. Thisalso providesopportunitiesto evaluatetheir
experience and progress along the way.

Boysand girlsare attracted to 4-H because they will make and do
things by participatingin 4-H projectsand activitiesofferedin clubs,
camps, and other groups. However, when working with youth, itis
equally important to emphasizetheteaching of “lifeskills.” Theseare
important in hel ping young peopl e become sal f-directing, productive,
contributing membersof society. They areabroad range of skills
that areconsidered life-long needsand important attributesin career
exploration and workforce preparation. Theselifeskillshave been
subdividedintothefollowingfivecategories:

» EnhancelL earning Skills, such as capitalizing on curiosity,
coping with change, identifying sources of knowledge, devel-
oping psychomotor skills(strength and endurance, coordina-
tion, and precision).

» Strengthen and Use Decision Making Skills, such as assess-
ing needsand interestsusing resources (time, energy, talents,
and money) wisely, establishing goalsand priorities.

» Develop aPositive Self-Concept. Self-concept isan emerging
belief about oneself that contributesto one’' sability to cope
successfully withissuesin one' slife, and eventually making a
positiveimpact onthelivesof others.

» Communicate With and Relateto Other People. Develop
communication skillsthat enhancethe ability to understand and
respect what was said with the openness to devel op another
point of view. Thisincludes: verbal and non-verbal communi-
cation, record-keeping practice, socia skillssuch astact/diplo-
macy, making friends, negotiation, and conflict management.

* Respond to the Needs of Othersand the Community in
which they live, to become aware of the concerns of the people
who livethere, and take appropriate action. Thisincludes:
nurturing othersin amanner that respectstheir valuesand
concerns, accepting responsibilitiesfor individual and group
goalswithinthefamily, club and community setting; and
citizenship participationresponsibilities.

For moreinformation about teaching lifeskills, refer to Life Skills
in the 4-H Program.
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An Example

Toillustrate how the experiential learning process can be used
with alesson you might teach with agroup of 4-H members, here
iIsasimple example adapted from an activity inthe NJ4-H Science
Discovery Series:

Lesson title: Let’ stalk trash!

Subject M atter Objectives

Youthwill learn:

e A basic understanding of how the garbage they produce has an
impact onthe environment.

e Thebasicsof the 3R’ s - Reduce, Reuse and Recycle.

* How they can make adifference by reducing the amount of
garbagegoingintolandfills.

Life SkillsTaught

Youthwill:

e Enhancelearning Skills

» Strengthen and Use Decision Making Skills

* Respond to the Needs of Others and the Community

Activity Background
Some products we buy take yearsto decompose. Thismeanswe

use our land for landfills and pollute our environment. (A separate
activity inthe NJ4-H Science Discovery Seriesthat hel psyouth
understand the significance of thiswould beagood lead-into this
lesson.) There are many waysto cut down on the amount of
garbage we throw away each day. In general, everyone should
follow therule of the 3R’s. Reduce, Reuse and Recycle. Reduce
the amount of garbage you produce by purchasing productswith
little packaging. Buy itemsthat you can Reusemany times, such as
sponges, rechargeabl e batteries, and cloth napkins. Recyclefood
scraps by creating acompost pile, and find other waysto recycle
other itemsinstead of throwing them away. By gaining an aware-
ness of waysin which we can reduce the amount of trash we
produce, we can lessen the impact that we have on the environ-
ment.

L esson Outline

1. Experience (Doing)
Takeatrip to the grocery store and observe the different waysin
which items are packaged. Note which items have the most and

the least packaging, and which items have packaging that ismore
easily recycled. Keep track of itemsused by their own families.
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Summary: Should |
use experiential
learning?

2. Share (What happened?)

Have members explain what they noticed whilelooking at pack-
aging of products.

3. Process (What’ simportant?)

Did some products have more packaging than necessary? Wasall
the packaging recyclable or biodegradable? Do any use harmful
materialsthat should not be disposed? Do you realize that deci-
sionsyou make affect others and the environment? Making a
difference can be done one person, one family, one house at a
time!

4. Generalize (So what?)

Ask the group if there are waysto cut back on the amount of
packaging. What could they do differently intheir ownfamilies
buying habits? In what way would they change what they buy?

5. Apply (Now what?)

Discuss steps that afamily could take to change the way inwhich
they purchase thingsin order to have less of anegativeimpact on
theenvironment. Asafollow-up activity, have memberskeep a
record of what itemstheir families purchased during the next big
shopping trip. Measure how much garbage was produced by
their familiesfor oneweek. Comparethedifferencein the
amount of garbage thrown away before and after taking stepsto
follow the 3 R’s - Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle. What other
differences could they makeintheir lives by thinking of similar,
simpleimprovementsthey could accomplish?

It might take more preparation, but the rewardsfor both the adult
leader and 4-H membersare potentially significant. Consider the
followinginyour decision:

Advantages

1. Increased useof multiple senses(sight, sound, etc.) canincrease
retention on what islearned.

2. Multipleteaching/learning methods can beintegrated to maxi-
mizecreativity andflexibility.
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3. Focuseson learning more from view of the 4-H member, less
fromtheadult’ sperspective.

4. Processof “discovery” of knowledge and solutions builds self-
esteem.

5. Learningismorefunfor members, teaching morefun for
leaders.

6. If youth areactively engaged in learning, they have more stake
in the outcome of what they learn and arelesslikely to become
disciplineproblems.

7. Other lifeskillscan belearned, instead of merely subject matter
content.

Disadvantages
1. Requirespreparation by leader.
2. Requires patience and guidance by leader. Decentralized
approach can seem less orderly, may belesscomfortableto an

authoritarian-styleleader.

3. Thereisoftennosingle, “right” answer.
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