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Exploring the perceived effectiveness of experiential learning techniques within [state] 4-H clubs as reported by Extension educators and volunteer leaders

Introduction/Theoretical Framework
The 4-H motto of Learning by Doing reflects the long history of the organization’s dedication to hands-on learning. Over the years, the National 4-H Organization has developed an experiential learning model that divides the five-step experiential learning cycle of Pfeiffer and Jones into three phases (Enfield, Schmitt-McQuitty, & Smith, 2007). These phases are commonly known as Do, Reflect, Apply within the 4-H curriculum (Enfield, 2001). The experience involves the activity in question and is responsible for the “Do” phase (Carlson & Maxa, 1998; Enfield, 2001). The share and process steps together build the “Reflect” segment. Generalize and apply work together to develop the phase of “Apply”. National 4-H adopted the five-step, three-phase model into the curriculum because the council believed that creatively engaging youth and allowing them to reflect on experiences, provided for optimal learning opportunities (Enfield, 2001). Not only is experiential learning built into 4-H project curriculums, but is also part of adult volunteer training materials (Martz, Mincemoyer, & McNeely, 2009).

The experiential learning model is used in 4-H because it is relatable, supports different learning styles, encourages discovery of knowledge, and helps draw conclusions (University of Arkansas, n.d). Besides the skills directly related to the cycle, it also encourages teamwork, communication and self-directed learning (Enfield, 2001; University of Arkansas, n.d). Through the use of experiential learning, youth are put in control of their education by experiencing the material first hand and given the opportunity to find the how their discoveries relate to what they already know (Arnold, Warner, & Osborne, 2006). The North Carolina State University published a 4-H curriculum document Heads-on, Hands-on: The power of experiential learning (2003), which was to be used when training volunteers that shared techniques to use when utilizing the 4-H model of experiential learning with youth. This booklet presented teaching methods and specific questions that could be used to increase the effectiveness of experiential learning. Approximately five years ago, [state] 4-H staff offered training in experiential learning and its value, but the state staff is now unsure how many current educators and volunteers participated in this training.

Methods
The overall purpose of the current research study was to help the [state] 4-H staff gain a better understanding of the current use, effectiveness and understanding of experiential learning by 4-H volunteer leaders. The specific objective of this research poster was to determine the effectiveness of multiple experiential learning techniques as perceived by Extension educators and volunteer leaders. Data was collected through the utilization of a modified version of the Dillman Total Design Survey Method (Dillman, 2000). 

As part of a larger study looking at experiential learning within [state] 4-H, a survey instrument was developed and a field and pilot study were conducted. The survey was sent to the sample population via Surveymonkey. A census of 76 [state] Extension educators was taken. To select the 346 [state] 4-H volunteer leaders, a stratified random sample based on the four state extension regions was taken from the e-data enrollment system. To understand the perceived effectiveness of experiential learning techniques, a Likert-type item was used. Non-response was controlled by comparing early to late respondents as reported by Miller and Smith (1983). Comparisons indicated no significant difference in early to late respondents.

Results/Findings
A total of 52 usable Extension educator and 92 volunteer leader surveys were collected for an overall response rate of 34.1%.  Respondents were not required to complete all questions on the survey so there is some variation in the n value. Frequencies and percentages were calculated for the seven item Likert-type question. Respondents could choose Very Ineffective, Ineffective, Effective, Very Effective, or Don’t Know to complete the question statements. To further compare the Extension educators and volunteer leaders’ responses about perceived effectiveness of experiential learning, and independent t-test was used. A mean score was calculated for each respondent who completed the question. If an individual responded Don’t Know, the response was reported as missing. The survey items asked are listed below:

· Experiential learning is a(n) _____ way to educate youth.
· Experiences are a(n) _____ strategy to use with youth.
· Field trips are _____ in enhancing youth learning.
· Asking youth to share their observations is a(n) _____ way to understand content.
· Helping youth find connections between a current experience and future situations is a(n) _____ means of learning.
· Questioning youth about what is occurring/experiencing is a(n) _____ process.
· Provide multiple scenarios to practice a new skill is a(n) _____ learning strategy.

In terms of effectiveness, Extension educators believe that experiential learning is a Very Effective way to educate youth while volunteer leaders were not as confident in the value of these techniques. The majority of Extension educators indicated that all seven items in the question were Very Effective ways to educate youth. The volunteer leaders were more evenly split between Effective or Very Effective for most questions. 

When looking at the calculated mean scores for both groups, Extension educators had the higher value at 3.60, indicating a stronger Effective score than the volunteer leaders at mean score of 3.45. After completing the independent t-test for these two groups, the difference was approaching significance at .087. 

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
The Extension educators and volunteer leaders who responded to this survey perceive that experiential learning is an Effective or Very Effective way to educate youth. The mean composite score for Extension educators was higher which may be attributed to advanced knowledge and training within experiential learning. In order to advance the volunteer leaders to the same level of understanding as Extension educators, further training or information sessions should be pursued. In a 2007 survey by Diem (2009), 80% of 4-H volunteer leader survey respondents indicated experiential learning was an essential subject in preparing the to be the best volunteer leader. The [state] 4-H staff should also observe 4-H clubs to ensure that the process of experiential learning is being used correctly to maximize its effectiveness.  
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