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4-H Philosophy
4-H is the youth development education 

program of Virginia Cooperative Extension. 
4-H is committed to assisting youth, and those 
adults working with them, in acquiring the 
knowledge, life skills, and attitudes that will 
enable them to become self-directing, contrib-
uting, and productive members of society. The 
central theme of 4-H education is “learn by 
doing.”

4-H participants are youth, ages 5 to 19, 
taking part in programs provided as the result 
of actions planned and initiated by Extension 
personnel in cooperation with volunteers. 4-H 
is characterized as being community-centered, 
volunteer-led, Extension-staff supervised, 
research based, home-and family-oriented, 
publicly and privately funded, and responsive 
to change.

This nonformal education program is 
conducted by our state land-grant universities 
(Virginia Tech and Virginia State), the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, and local gov-
ernments. The land-grant university system 
consists of teaching, research, and Extension 
education. The Cooperative Extension Service 
was established by the Smith-Lever Act of 
1914 for the purpose of serving the needs of 
people throughout the states and nation.

Extension 4-H programs are a partnership 
involving local residents, volunteers, private 
support, three levels of government, and the 
universities. 4-H is the only nationwide youth 
education program that is an extension of the 
knowledge resources of a university system.

Developmental 
Characteristics and 
Programming    
Implications and   
Sequential 4-H    
Curricula System

Satisfaction from participation in 4-H is 
based on matching a youth's degree and level 
of involvement to the needs and readiness 
of the youth. All people have certain needs 
throughout life while other needs arise at 
different stages of development. Needs and 
readiness evolve from maturation and experi-
ence. Physical, cognitive, social, and emotion-
al development are dependent upon matura-
tion and sequential learning experiences.

Although each individual matures at his/
her own pace. The order varies very little and 
the transition from one stage of development 
to the next is gradual. Understanding charac-
teristics and needs at different developmental 
stages is important to planning 4-H learn-
ing opportunities to promote the progressive 
acquisition of subject matter information and 
life skills. This understanding is important for 
all salaried and volunteer staff.

The following “Developmental Charac-
teristics and Program Implications” schema 
gives a brief summary of developmental 
characteristics and programming implications. 
It is designed to be read two ways, down for a 
composite picture of each age group in physi-
cal, cognitive, social, and emotional develop-
ment and across for sequential examples of 
maturation and programming implications.

“The Sequential 4-H Curricula System,” 
which follows the schema, outlines how dif-
ferent curriculum components can provide 
sequential experiences appropriate for differ-
ent 4-H age groups.

The mission of Virginia 4-H is to assist youth, and adults working with those 
youth, to gain additional knowledge, life skills, and attitudes that will further their 

development as self-directing, contributing, and productive members of society.
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The 4-H System
Experiential Education

Learning by doing, the key concept of experiential education, has been central to 4-H since its 
beginning. The process puts the focus on the learner and enables her/him to process through several 
stages.

Experiential Learning Process

1.  Goal setting     
establishing desired objectives is important 
to all age groups. Goals may be adjusted 
after each step. 

4.  Performance    
the testing takes many forms though 
all allow individuals to be assessed 
on the level of their knowledge or 
proficiency.

2.  Cognition   
the learning of facts, gaining 
knowledge for later applica-
tion.

3.  Practice      
the hands-on application of what has been 
learned results in enhanced understanding 
and greater retention.

Experiential learning takes place when a person is involved in an activity, looks back and evalu-
ates it, determines what was useful or important to remember, and uses this information to perform 
another activity.



8

How People Learn

People learn in many ways through their five senses: sight, learning, smelling, taste and touch or 
feeling. People retain more of what they learn if they are actively involved in the educational pro-
cess compared to reading a book or listening to a lecture.

Retention Rate

READ... 20%

HEAR... 20%

SEE... 30%

HEAR & SEE... 50%

SAY... 70%

DO...90%
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Cone of Experience 

Teaching Methods and Techniques

Actual Methods and Techniques 

Working with models 

Judging - Dramatic participation 

Discussions 

Demonstrations 

Field Trips - Tours

 Exhibits - Displays

Movies

Slides - Filmstrips

Radio - Recordings
Still Pictures

Illustrated Talks
Charts, Graphs
Posters, Maps

Talks, Printed
Matter 

Effectiveness of Learning Increases as One Moves Up

Listening

Seeing

Doing
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Basic Needs
All young people have basic needs such as belonging, acceptance, security, achievement, in-

dependence and recognition. Parents and volunteers need to recognize and capitalize on the basic 
needs of children as they provide leadership, support, and training through the 4-H program.

Belonging 
   “Iʼm in.”
Acceptance 
   “What I do and say counts.”
Security 
   “I feel safe.”
Achievement 
   “I can do it.”
Independence 
   “I can do it by myself.”
Recognition 
   “Others recognize me.”

Adults Influence Youth
Adults (parents and volunteers) always have tremendous influence on youth. That influence will 

be either positive or negative. The objective would always be to provide a positive environment and 
influence on youth as we provide leadership support and training through the 4-H youth develop-
ment program. Adults who influence youth will hopefully help them to:

Become responsible Learn things 

Learn to share Develop leadership skills 

Help others Take pride in what they are doing

Learn life skills  Learn how to get along 

Appreciate friendship Try new things

Find out about self Accept recognition graciously

Set meaningful goals and 
find ways to achieve them
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4-H Livestock Projects Should 
Teach Life Skills

It seems that far too often we place way too much 
emphasis on winning and losing at 4-H livestock 
shows.

Unfortunately, many times adults consider a 4-H 
livestock project a failure if their son or daughter 
does not win. There are many benefits that our youth 
are gaining from participation in livestock projects 
and shows.

Ideally, 4-H livestock projects should be family 
affairs. If the right percentage of time and energy is 
spent by youngsters and parents together, these proj-
ects can help our young people learn the basic life 
skills and eventually help them develop into better 
citizens. If the percentage gets out of hand, we see a 
group of spoiled kids, whose parents are sore if they 
donʼt win, who are constantly criticizing the judge, 
and who try every trick possible to win.

Very few 4-H livestock projects are economically 
sound; however, neither is having children and pay-
ing for band lessons, taking them to summer recre-
ation programs, buying them bicycles and paying 
for other youth activities. If a parentʼs goal is for a 
child to make money, investing in a savings account 
is less risky than investing in a 4-H livestock project. 
However, if a parentʼs goal is to invest in the future 
and to help the son or daughter develop as a person, 
learn responsibility, set goals, and gain some knowl-
edge about livestock production, then 4-H livestock 
projects are a low-cost investment.

Letʼs keep these shows in proper perspective. 
They are not beef shows, swine shows, or sheep 
shows; they are youth shows. The animal is simply 
the ticket for the youngster to take part.

Through school, university Extension and other 
educational units, we constantly hear of improved 
teaching tools to better equip our young people for 
life. The 4-H livestock projects are one of the oldest 
and greatest tools we have to teach our youth life 
skills.

Following are the six life skills which Virginiaʼs 
4-H program has identified as the reasons why 4-H 
programs are offered to Virginiaʼs youth.

1.  Acquiring, analyzing, and using information: 
for youth to learn how to gather, understand, 
and use livestock project information so that a 
project is successfully completed.

2.  Problem solving and decision making: for 
youth to set goals and to identify the logical 
steps necessary to manage their livestock proj-
ects. 

3.  Managing resources: for youth to manage their 
time and financial and other resources to meet 
their project goals.

4.  Understanding self: for youth, through a live-
stock project, will build self-confidence, develop 
a positive attitude, and accept responsibility.

5.  Communicating and relating to others: for 
youth to improve their listening, speaking, and 
writing skills so they can interact with others in 
a positive manner.

6.  Working with others: for youth to work with 
others to accomplish and to accept group goals.

Ten Commandments for Parents of
Youngsters Showing Livestock 
Prepared by Dr. Clyde Lane, University of Tennessee

1.  Thou shalt not feed, train, and care for the ani-
mal for thou art trying to teach the child respon-
sibility.

2.  Thou shalt forgive a child for making mistakes 
in the show ring for thou hath made mistakes 
too.

3.  Thou shalt not get mad when thy child forgets 
items in the show box, for one day thou may 
forget the show box.

4.  Thou shalt help the show management for they 
are doing a job that thou would not want to do.

5.  Thou shalt see that thy child is on time for all 
show ring activities for thou should not want to 
wait on another.

6.  Thou shalt be sure that thy child has the animals 
entered and the registration papers in order by 
the designated time.

7.  Thou shalt teach thy child that winning a blue 
ribbon is a desirable goal but making friends 
along the way is a more worthy goal.

8.  Thou shalt not complain about the judge, for it is 
his opinion that has been sought.

9.  Thou shalt not forget that livestock projects are 
teaching projects, not necessarily money-mak-
ing projects.

10. Thou shalt remember that the livestock project is 
a family project that shall be enjoyed and sup-
ported by the entire family.
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A Few Thoughts for the Day

The best way for children to believe they are winners is for them to see themselves winning.  
Catch them doing something right. 
The only way to raise positive kids is to start by becoming a positive parent. 
You are what you are and where you are because of what has gone into your mind. 
We need to let our children know that we understand, that weʼre there, that we love and support them. 
We fail our children if we say, “Donʼt do as I do, but do as I say.” 
Total success is an attainable goal. 
Motivation is something you do on a regular basis. 
When we do more than we are paid to do, eventually we will he paid more for what we do. 
It is never too late to do the right thing. 
Rules are important, but example is best. 
You never know when a moment and a few sincere words can have an impact on a life. 
When we deal with our children, we must remember that they are children. 
Unconditional love is loving a person without any prior conditions. 
Successful parents raising positive kids need to “see” their kids as finished, competent, positive adults. 
The disciplined person is the one who does what needs to be done when it needs to be done.
Real love demands you do what is best for your children and not always what is easiest for you. 
Many of us spend half our time wishing for things we could have if we didnʼt spend half our time wishing.
Let children know by the way you treat them that you are glad the are who they are. 
The more children like themselves the more they like to behave themselves. 
Big shots are little shots who keep on shooting. 
Issue a challenge to children to achieve excellence. 
Feedback is the breakfast of champions. 
Anything worth doing does not have to he done perfectly.
Achieving good performance is a journey not a destination. 
People who produce good results feel good about themselves. 
Only positive consequences encourage good future performance.
Love can do what nothing else can.
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