An Urban Fair for Underrepresented Youth in 4-H: The Baltimore City 4-H Expo

Need for Idea
The state of Maryland has a diverse demographic makeup whereby 30% of the state’s population is represented by people of color. In Baltimore City alone, 64% of the population is represented by people of color (United States Census Bureau, 2010). The 4-H youth program in Baltimore city has continuously sought effective strategies to incorporate diverse audiences by emphasizing special youth development/leadership opportunities, educational activities, and member driven projects. However, after much observation, the effectiveness of the strategies employed to increase the accessibility of 4-H programs to all populations still remains an issue of concern. Although Extension has historically had great success in effectively reaching rural communities, it has simultaneously lacked effective methods to reach urban communities (Fritz, Karmazin, Barbuto, & Burrow, 2003). Because of the need of a broader scope of programs and activities, the Baltimore City 4-H Youth Expo was developed to provide underrepresented youth these opportunities. 
How it Works
The Baltimore City Extension, volunteers, community leaders, and advisory board members implemented the Expo to enrich the 4-H experience for Baltimore City youth. Area schools and after school programs encourage students to develop projects to be exhibited at the Expo. 4-H Clubs within Baltimore City also develop displays and exhibits for the Expo. The projects are 4-H based, judged according to the Maryland State Standards for Agricultural Fairs and Shows, and can entered in the following divisions: Family and Consumer Sciences, Food Preparation, Expressive Arts, 4-H Relations and Promo Posters, General Sciences, Agricultural Sciences, and Flowers and Arrangements. Winning 4-H exhibits are eligible, and entered in the Maryland State Fair. During the Expo, students view entries, listen to motivational speakers, and visit Skillathon stations. Skillathon stations are individual booths that are based on topics which are relevant to metropolitan areas such as: recycling, pollution reduction, public transportation, and urban agriculture methods. Youth visit each Skillathon station (which is managed by a University of Maryland Extension volunteers) and begin booth activities that focus on skill and knowledge evaluation of that particular theme. There are three challenges at each station for three levels (elementary, middle, and high school). The Extension volunteer evaluates each participant and ranks them by proficiency level. Individual scores are tallied and prizes are awarded at the end of the day for proficiency at each Skillathon station and an overall composite proficiency score at each level. Skillathon challenges and themes change on a yearly basis. The motivational speakers and Skillathon stations set the Expo apart from traditional county fairs. 

Results
Over 400 youth attended the Expo with approximately 135 competitive 4-H youth exhibits entered and judged. Over 300 youth participated in the Skillathon stations. The amount of participation received from youth entering exhibits is dependent on the after school programs and schools that partner with the University of Maryland Extension – Baltimore City 4-H educators. A stronger connection between the educators and the area wide schools and after-school programs should foster greater participation from youth in the exhibit submission segment as well as higher attendance rates from youth at the Expo. Early observation indicates that participants are more interested in partaking in the Skillathon stations than submitting exhibits. However, participants that went through the Skillathon stations have shown a greater interest in becoming 4-H members and have actively joined 4-H clubs after the Expo. The themes of the Skillathons also serve as a springboard for 4-H project interests.
Future Plans
The Expo will continue to expand toward the various communities in Baltimore City and provide 4-H youth development for all students. Rotating the Expo from its original location in downtown Baltimore City to a host school or recreational center each year is being considered. Integrating more agricultural science and STEM programs in the communities served in order to increase the amount of science exhibits at the Expo is in progress with the appointment of a new STEM coordinator. The STEM coordinator has started 4-H clubs with an emphasis in aquaponics and urban agriculture. Partnering with other local urban Extension offices such as Washington D.C. to help them initiate an Expo in their city is in progress. Plans to incorporate club booths to increase club membership rates and publications about 4-H are being developed. Small animal projects are being considered for allowance into the exhibit phase of the Expo. Small animals would include rabbits, guinea pigs, poultry, and dogs.
Resources Needed
The Expo requires approximately $5000.00 to plan and operate. Fundraising money from the Extension Advisory Board, in-kind donations, and money from the New York Life grant from the National 4-H Council provided the operating cost. Approximately 30 volunteers are needed to lead groups, run stations, set-up and tear-down, answer questions, and promote 4-H.
The following expenses are in-kind donations:

· Building Rental for three days

· Lunch, snacks, and beverages for volunteers and judges

· Services for use of sound equipment, announcements, and introductions
Monetary donations were used for:

· Decorations and exhibit display materials
· Skillathon prizes

· Parking passes
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