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The 4-H Learning Experience 
A Framework for Learning and Teaching in 4-H 
4-H recognizes that learning is something that you do with your whole self, for your whole life, with 
your family, schools, and your community. Learning is not collecting ideas; it is about how you feel, 
how you see yourself, what you do, and who you are with. Learning is an integrated process where 
the learner, the educator, the physical space, and culture all are changed by each other. It’s 
dynamic and complex and that's why it's important to pay attention to innovation in both the 
research on how people learn and the practical wisdom gained from educators and learners 
creating learning experiences together. 
  
Learning and development are connected processes – both work together to help a young person 
thrive. Educators need to be intentional about helping young people develop – to guide the young 
person to articulate and reflect on the learning process so that they learn how to direct both their 
learning and growth. It’s not enough to understand the research and best practices behind these 
experiences – educators also make the learning process explicit for youth so they are learning how 
to learn and grow as they learn and grow. 
  
4-H learning is an active process where young people gain understanding, skills, dispositions, 
identities, and new habits of mind through hands-on experiences. 4-H learning is reflective and 
intentional. 4-H learning is also progressive, with experiences building on each other over time. 4-H 
learning is social and connected to a larger, real-world contexts. 4-H learning provides 
opportunities for youth to use what they have learned to improve their lives and their communities.  
 
There is not one finite definition of 4-H learning – it is a dynamic experience in a shifting learning 
ecosystem that we better understand how to shape through research and reflective practice. It is a 
multi-dimensional experience that integrates transformative relationships, learning environments, 
learning pathways, and learning outcomes (see diagram below). In the center of the 4-H learning 
experience is the youth learner and the educator, connected by transformative relationships. 
Together learner and educator actively engage in progressive learning pathways through the 
learning environment towards learning outcomes. 

Transformative Relationships 
Transformative relationships are the heart of 4-H learning. Young people and adults learn together 
in 4-H; each person changing their self, others, and the environment. Learning experiences happen 
through social interaction guided by caring adults and peers. These relationships are built on a 
foundation of mutual respect. The learning relationship is a collaborative partnership where the 
youth learner and the educator (should) decide on the learning pathway and choose learning goals 
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together, in a developmentally appropriate way. Transformative relationships also include those 
between people and resources such as tools, language, technology, and culture.  
 
Both the youth learner and the educator have important roles to play in this co-learning experience. 
Outcomes of this experience are:  

• Emotion- Interests, attitudes, and motivation  
• Understanding- Thinking about and using knowledge gained through experience  
• Contribution- Positively impacting self, family, community, and society through authentic 

participation, service, and careers 
• Practices- Habits of the mind to create and use understanding. Includes intellectual, social, 

and communication aspects.  
• Identity- Individual’s sense of self and of their relationships. Shared group identity.  

Learner Practices 
Youth are active participants and shapers of their learning experience. 4-H helps youth learn how 
to learn. 
 
Be Well 
To learn well, youth have to be well. This means helping them make healthy choices around 
exercise, food, and sleep. It also includes developing emotional wellness and self-regulation. 
 
Be Curious 
4-H learning inspires youth to ask questions and investigate the answers. 4-H learning is learner-
centered. Learning experiences are fun, built on youth interests, questions, and their prior 
knowledge.  
 
Nurture a Growth Mindset 
4-H helps youth develop a growth mindset, approaching challenges with the intent to learn from 
them and the belief that they can develop deeper understanding and strengthen skills. 4-H is a safe 
space to not know and to fail and learn from failure. 4-H learning can help youth develop grit. 
 
Make the Learning Your Own 
4-H learning is experiential and requires active involvement. Young people learn by direct, 
authentic experience and then reflect on that experience individually and with their group of fellow 
learners. Youth seek feedback from educators and peers to deepen their reflection and learning. 
This reflection is transformational and is where youth create meaning from their experience.  
 
Use and Share What You Learn  
4-H learning has real-world application. A challenging real-world problem or question drives 
learning activities. Youth have the opportunity to explore meanings and prototype solutions, they 
can then demonstrate their learning through a public product, portfolio, or action. Youth can then 
apply that new understanding to new situations and to community action through progressive 
learning pathways. The youth learner is both creator of meaning and change agent. 
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Educator Practices 
Educators may be Extension professionals, volunteers, or youth leaders.  Educators set the stage 
for learning, considering the learning environment, activities, and learners and the relationships 
amongst them.  
 
Be Ready to Learn 
Educators are role models. They are ready to learn alongside youth and model effective learning 
practices. 
 
Mentor and Lead 
Educators are caring mentors and foster supportive developmental relationships with youth. 
Educators share leadership with youth learners, developing a shared purpose for the learning 
experience and involving young people in planning activities.  
 
Guide Reflection and Inspire Youth Questions 
Reflection helps young people articulate their learning process and achieve their goals. It helps 
connect that learning to the young person’s life, the larger world, and their future. Educators ask 
questions to inspire youth to develop their own questions and guide youth reflection and 
metacognition. They use reflection to tie together previous and future learning experiences, in 4-H 
and other contexts.  
 
Scaffold Learning 
Scaffolding involves basing the learning experience on youth interests and strengths, then 
providing an appropriate challenge for new growth and skill-building. Educators offer concrete, 
descriptive, and behavior-specific feedback to support youth learning. They step back as youth 
grow confidence and proficiency.  
 
Facilitate Active Learning 
Educators enable exploration through experiential and inquiry-based learning. They lead activities 
that use multiple intelligences and provide opportunities for collaborative learning. They integrate 
technology into learning activities. 

Learning Environment 
4-H recognizes that learning happens everywhere. Learning environments are both physical and 
social spaces. 
 
Safe Spaces 
First and foremost, learning environments must be safe spaces. This includes physical and 
emotional safety. Set up the physical environment to be welcoming and provide diverse learners 
access to the experience. Everyone should be encouraged to fully participate and be recognized 
for their unique talents and skills. Everyone should strive to be respectful. 4-H learning experiences 
should be spaces for respectful disagreement and opportunities to learn from failure.  
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Systems Thinking 
Learning in 4-H explicitly considers the context - including individual youth and the spheres that the 
youth is involved in. 4-H learning connects the multiple contexts of young people’s lives - home, 
school, online, and community. While we don't always directly engage all contexts, networks, and 
relationships, we deliberately consider those layers and their influence when designing the 
experience. 
 
Resources 
4-H meets young people where they are and therefore curriculum, supplies, and technologies 
involved in learning experiences are selected and adapted to meet diverse needs and situations.  
 
Social 
4-H learning is social - young people learn with and from others. 4-H is a community of learners. 
  
Culture 
4-H learning honors and engages youth in the dynamic interplay of cultural influences on learning. 
This includes the youth and family’s culture, the 4-H organizational culture, and the culture of the 
larger learning community (e.g. the science community), among others. 

Learning Pathways 
4-H learning experiences are connected in active, progressive learning pathways. Experiences are 
designed with the end in mind, so that each experience builds on the last.  Learning experiences 
are designed for frequency and duration that build learning over time. Learning pathways spark 
youth interest, deepen their learning, and sustain their growth. 4-H learning pathways provide 
hands-on, real-world learning that takes place in community and provides young people 
opportunities to develop relationships, skills, and leadership. They focus on contribution - young 
people learn by doing for themselves and for others. Pathways may be different for each young 
person. The learning purpose, goals, and outcomes of these pathways are determined in 
partnership by everyone involved. 

Learning Outcomes 
4-H learning experiences help youth find ways to achieve their goals and explore their purpose. 4-
H programs emphasize supporting young people to take active roles in their own learning and 
growth across all domains of their life, expanding their capacity to achieve the successes they want 
in life, and to thrive. Learning involves a change in young people, which may include intertwined 
aspects of knowledge, reasoning skills, motivations, dispositions, identity, and contribution.  

● Knowledge: Information and content that learners develop understanding about through 
experience and education. Youth act on knowledge to develop competence, which enables 
them to apply and practice new life skills in new roles. 
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● Reasoning Skills: The cognitive skills needed to understand and evaluate information. For 
example, asking questions; analyzing and interpreting evidence; making inferences and 
constructing explanations based on data. 

● Motivations: Includes positive attitudes toward and interest in learning, growth mindset, 
engagement, and future aspirations. 

● Dispositions: Tendency to act in a certain way, including a person’s interests and attitudes. 
Lifelong learning can be supported by three important dispositions: resilience, reciprocity, 
and playfulness.  

● Identity: How one sees and expresses oneself. Affiliation and identify influence attitudes 
towards and engagement in learning. 

● Contribution: Participation in learning activities within a community and engagement with 
cultural practices, routines, and tools. Community engagement promotes lifelong learning; 
allows for authentic participation at multiple levels; favors autonomous thinking; and is a key 
element of experiential learning. 

 
4-H learning experiences involve youth in the work of Cooperative Extension, which includes 
Agriculture and Food Systems, Citizenship, Healthy Living, and STEM learning opportunities. 
 
4-H helps youth find personal and career pathways in life. Youth develop their agency, belonging, 
and competence while becoming engaged leaders in their communities to positively impact the 
world. 

This document was prepared by the National 4-H Learning Working Group, 2016. The lead writers 
were Alexa Maille (Cornell University), Kristy L. Ouellette (University of Maine), and Steven Worker 
(University of California). Contributors were Rukeia Draw-Hood (Prairie View A&M University). 
Amanda Marable (University of Georgia), Amy McCune (4-H National Headquarters, USDA-NIFA), 
Madonna Weese (University of Illinois), and Ryan Wynkoop (Purdue University).  
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