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A  R E P O R T  F R OM  T H E
C A L i F O R N i A  4 - H 
C A M P i N G  T A S K  F O R C E

 Every year millions of youth spend at least 
part of their vacation in some camp setting, be 
it day camp, resident camp, or a specialty camp 
program. But only recently have researchers begun 
to explore the impact and outcomes of outdoor 
living experiences on youth and to understand the 
elements of the camp experience.

P R O J E C T  B A C K G R O U N D

Why Was th i s Study Done?

 Many of us who went to summer camp as 
children remember the experience as a powerful 
one and attest to its value. But, other than 
testimonies from children and teens who spend 
time at camp, how do we know if camp is effective 
in promoting positive growth, or that it has value 
for our youth beyond the “fun factor?” Furthermore, 
how do we strengthen our camp programs so that 
these environments, so popular with young people, 
maximize their potential for growth and learning?
 In conducting this study, the primary interest 
of the California 4-H Camping Task Force was 
to find out if our California 4-H camps provide an 
environment where positive youth development 
happens. We wanted to determine if our camps 
were places where young people developed positive 
relationships with peers and adults, felt physically 
and emotionally safe, made decisions and practiced 
leadership, and learned new skills. Research in 
youth development tells us these elements—
relationships, safety, youth involvement, and skill 
building—are important components if young 
people are to grow into capable, caring, contributing 
individuals who can successfully navigate adulthood 
(Connell & Gambone, 2002; National Research 
Council, 2002). Aware that most camps take place 
in a natural setting, we also wondered how well our 
programs provided environmental education and 
fostered stewardship of the planet.
 Secondly, we wanted to know how we might 
make our outdoor programming stronger in fostering 
positive youth development. What changes would 
improve the campers’ sense of safety or opportunity 
for leadership, and what strategies would promote 
change? How could we make our camps a more 
rewarding, engaging, impact-filled experience?
 This report addresses these questions by 
describing the results from assessments of five 4-H 
camps across the state. The most valuable finding in 
our two-year project was the lessons learned about 
engaging youth and adults in program change. 
We found that by sharing the assessment results 
with camp leadership (both adults and youth), the 
camps developed improvement plans and created 
measurable change in their programs. Harnessing 
the gifts, energy, skills and talents of program 
planners—youth and adults—can, and does, 
improve programs.
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Youth-Adu l t Partnersh ip
in 4-H Camping

 What exactly do we mean when we use 
the term “youth-adult partnership?” Most youth 
development researchers and practitioners agree 
that it is a process whereby young people and adults 
collaborate on a project through shared voice and 
decision-making (Jones & Perkins, 2006). It is also 
seen as the difference between doing something 
with youth versus doing something for youth, as well 
as recognizing and appreciating the talents, gifts 
and resources that both youth and adults bring to a 
task at hand regardless of—and perhaps because 
of—our age and place in the community (Lofquist, 
1989; Camino, 2000; Zeldin et al., 2001).
 In essence, youth-adult partnerships involve 
mutual respect, shared authority, and the concept 
of give-and-take between adults and their young 
partners. 
 In the California 4-H camping programs, 
teenagers—most of whom are high school 
students—plan and deliver the camp experience 
with adult guidance. Each county-based 4-H 
program engages a team of adult volunteers and 
teenage staff members who work throughout 
the year to organize camp activities, promotion, 
and logistics. They then attend what is typically a 
three- to seven-day camp, the teenagers leading 
most of the program, with adult support. So, youth 
development happens on two levels at 4-H camp: 
for campers participating in the experience, and for 
the teens who assume leadership roles in program 
development and implementation. 

About Th i s Report

 This report highlights the findings of our two year 
study about the quality of the 4-H camp experience. 
It identifies the current condition of 4-H camps in the 
state, specifically investigating how youth perceive 
the supports and opportunities research tells us 
are important to positive youth development. The 
study included five sites. Those selected were 
representative of the way 4-H camps are planned 
and administered in California (teen-led with 
volunteer oversight, week-long programs, serving 
approximately 100 youth). We found the data highly 
consistent between camps.
 Additionally, this report discusses how we 
engaged the youth-adult camp management teams 
in creating positive programmatic changes in their 
camps. After the initial assessment was completed, 
each camp participating in the evaluation examined 
their program’s data and implemented changes they 
thought would improve their campers’ experience. 
A second assessment the following summer gave 
insight into what worked and what did not. This 
report includes a discussion around our role in 
helping the youth-adult teams embrace change and 
shares the outcomes of their efforts.
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How Was the Study Conducted?

 In the summer of 2005 and 2006, the California 
4-H Camping Task Force initiated an evaluation of 
five California 4-H camps and a camp for children 
of military families. Because the camp for military 
youth was a one-time event and did not follow the 
blueprint common to county-run 4-H camps, their 
data is not included in this report. Camps selected 
for the evaluation ran a minimum of five days and 
four nights, served at least 100 youth (campers and 
teen staff), and represented different geographic 
areas of the state.
 The initial surveys were collected during July 
and August of 2005. In September of 2005, four of 
the participating camps sent management teams 
to a retreat where they received the data from their 
camps and developed strategies to improve their 
future camp programs. A second round of surveys, 
focus group interviews, and site visits took place in 
the summer of 2006 to determine if the strategies 
had any impact on the camp experience. 
 The county 4-H staff, camp directors and teen 
staff who attended the management team retreat 
returned home and shared the 2005 results of their 
surveys, focus interviews and observational data 
with other camp teen staff and adult volunteers. 
The 2006 camp staff then examined their local 
camp programs and explored ways to improve the 
campers’ and teen staff’s experience of supportive 
relationships, camp safety, youth involvement, and 
skill building for the next summer. Two of the four 
camps developed and executed County Action 
Plans. Each camp took a different approach based 
upon their camp settings, organizational structure, 
and youth-adult partnerships.

The fol lowing research 
methods were used:

A written survey, administered to 
campers and teen staff, measured 
four constructs — relationships, 
safety, youth involvement and skill 
development. 

Focus group interviews were 
conducted with selected adults, 
teen leaders and campers.

Site observations identified 
environment, facilities, program
delivery, mealtime practices, 
camper groupings, and staff-
camper relationships.

n

n

n

S a m p l e  q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  Y D S i  s u r v e y :

  All of Most of
  the time the time  Sometimes Never

How often do you feel like 
these things happen at camp 
   
 I feel I belong q	 q	 q	 q  
            
 I feel like my ideas count here q	 q	 q	 q

 People listen to me here q	 q	 q	 q
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 Youth Development Strategies, Inc. (YDSI) 
designed the written survey. YDSI has worked 
closely with the American Camp Association 
in aspects of their research and provided the 
tested instruments to this 4-H camp study. The 
survey included twenty-one questions.  The first 
nine questions addressed demographics and 
participation at camp. The remaining questions 
asked the camper’s opinion or observation about 
their camp experience using a four-point Likert 
scale. There were no right or wrong answers (see 
sample questions). 
 YDSI also provided data compilation and the 
initial analysis for this study. Participant responses 
were combined according to a formula based on 
prior youth development research. Each combined 
response fit into one of three categories: optimal, 
insufficient and mixed. For example, in Supportive 
Relationships, if a young person’s responses 
indicated he/she consistently had camp staff to go 
for guidance, emotional support or practical support, 
this youth’s experience of Supportive Relationships 
was rated as developmentally optimal. Conversely, if 
a young person responded that he/she consistently 
did not get these benefits with the camp staff, the 
rating was a developmentally insufficient experience 
(ACA, 2006; YDSI)*. 
 The focus group interviews consisted of up to a 
dozen open-ended questions. Six to eight campers, 
teens, or adults volunteered to participate in each of 
the group interviews. The second year, we adapted 
questions to gain understanding of the results of 
the first year’s written survey. For example, we 
wanted to further explore youth adult partnerships, 
emotional and physical safety issues at camp, 
camper decision-making and engagement.
 The site observation provided another facet 
to explore the camp environment. The evaluators 
attended the last 24-48 hours of camp, participated 
in the camp program, and observed the interactions 
between campers, teen staff, and adults. The data 
collected provided support to the results of the focus 
interviews and/or written survey.

* For more information on YDSI,
 their instrument and research, visit www.ydsi.org.

“As a leader, you’re in charge of
 sixteen or more kids, to make sure 
they have fun and their safety. 
And that is responsibility – being 
responsible for  that many kids.” 

     — Teen staff
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Demographic in format ion

 Table 1 shows camper and staff demographics 
for five 4-H camps for a given year. The following 
results are based on our analysis of first year data 
from these five camps. 

Camper Demographics:
 On average there were twice as many girls than 
boys in 4-H camps.  While ethnic composition was 
majority white, at least a third of the campers were 
Latino, Native American, African American, Pacific 
Islander, Middle Eastern, Asian or other multi-racial 
in that order of magnitude. Most campers in this 
study were between 10 and 13 years old, while 
about one in five were 14 and above. Most high 
school-aged youth at the camps were staff members 
rather than campers.  A large majority of campers 
reported that they received good grades in schools 
- mostly As and Bs.  First time campers were almost 
half of the camper population. Only 19% of the 
campers came alone, without friends or family.

Camp Staff Demographics:
 Camp staff demographics reflect those of 
campers in gender and academic achievement. 
Staff members were more likely to be white than 
campers (85% vs. 67%). Most camp staff also came 
with friends or family and had been to camp before.  
Almost all camp staff were at least 14 years old.

“At 4-H camp, I am able to meet many 
different people from all over the 
county.  I have made so many new 
friends at camp that I stay in contact 
with outside of camp.  And even those 
people that I have known for years, 
I gain a closeness with them that is 
incredibly strong … I love everything 
about 4-H camp, with all my heart and 
soul. Without it, I would be no one.”   
         — Teen Staff

         “…Everyone here is 
                     like one big family.”    
     — Camper

“A lot of kids that come back remember 
you and they try to keep the 
relationships going.  Often, they want 
to introduce you to their new buddies 
and leaders, simply because they’ve 
built a past relationship with you and 
because they’re happy to see you.”

       — Teen Staff

�
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* Ethnic minorities that were represented included Latino, Native American, African American, Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern,
 Asian and other multi-racial groups. The largest single ethnic category was Latino, followed by Native American.

TABLE 1 
Demographic information of the youth participating in the California 4-H Camp Evaluation (n=342)

  Camper % Teen Staff %
 Gender  
 Male 134 39  28  39
 Female 208 61  44  61
 Total 342   72 414

 Ethnicity    
 Caucasian/White 228 67 61   85
 Latino/other*  114 33 11   15
 Total 342  72  414

 Age    
 10-11 years 136 40  0    0
 12-13 years 145 42  2    3
 14 and above   61 18 70   97  
 Total 342  72 414

 Academic Achievement level
 (self reported)    
 High achieving 269 79 60   83
 Average or low   73 21 12   17
 Total 342  72 

 Who they came with    
 Came alone 64 19 12   17
 Came with friends or family 278 81 60   83

 Times to camp    
 First time 157 46 4     6
 Attended before 185 54 68   94
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i . The Supports and
  Opportun i t i e s of 4-H Camp

 In the first phase of the study, the evaluation 
team investigated how 4-H camps provided 
youth development supports and opportunities 
for campers and teens. The four supports and 
opportunities that we examined were supportive 
relationships, physical and emotional safety, 
youth involvement and skill building. 

Support ive Re la t ionsh ips

 Supportive relationships refer to the connection 
youth feel with others, both adults and peers. They 
are measured in terms of guidance, emotional 
and practical support, as well as the sense that 
campers feel they are “known” by someone at 
camp. Relationships are the foundation of youth 
development programs so it was important to 
understand in what ways 4-H camps create 
opportunities for building meaningful relationships.
 We found this area to be one of the biggest 
strengths of 4-H camps. All camps showed that the 
large majority of teens and campers scored optimally 
especially in areas of guidance, emotional support 
and practical support. 4-H camp was a close-
knit community where campers, teens and adults 
generally knew each other over time. Campers 
aspired to teen staff roles. Campers also mentioned 
that they met new people at camp that they would 
otherwise not get a chance to know.

Relationships Between Campers and Teen Staff:
 Focus group interviews suggested that campers 
came to camp to meet people and make new 
friends.  Teen staff served as role models, mentors 
and friends to younger campers. Teens were actively 
involved in trying to develop a camp that was fun 
for the campers.  Though teen staff felt that camp 
influenced them in positive ways, the main motto 
for teen staff was that “camp was for the campers.”  
Camper-teen relationships were some of the most 
powerful statements made about camp and are a 
testament to the unique benefits of teen leadership 
at 4-H camp.

Relationships Between Teen Staff and Adults: 
4-H camps were characterized by strong youth-adult 
partnerships. Teen staff appreciated the camaraderie 
they felt with the adult staff and their relationships 
illustrated mutual respect.  Adults interviewed were 
extremely appreciative of the contribution of teen 
staff and saw them as role models for the campers.

Strengths and Challenges
for Supportive Relat ionships 

at Camp

Developing relationships with young 
people is a strength in 4-H camps. 
Campers and teen staff responses 
showed high optimal scores in most of 
the areas of supportive relationships. 

79% of youth felt the camp staff knew 
what was important to them and 74% 
reported the staff knew them well.

94% of youth indicated they could go to 
at least one staff member for help in a 
crisis, and 91% reported they had staff 
they could turn to if they were angry or 
upset.

Older campers were more likely than 
younger campers (ages 10 and 11) 
to report having optimal supportive 
relationships in the area of guidance and 
emotional support. 

Supportive relationships overall was 
significantly less optimal for first time 
campers than for those who had been 
to camp before. First time campers also 
scored less optimally on peer knowledge.

Girls perceived significantly more optimal 
emotional support than boys. 

Campers who came with friends and 
family perceived more optimal guidance 
and practical support. 

n

n

n

n

n

n

n

F i N D i N G S  F R OM  T H E  4 - H  C A M P  E V A L U AT i O N GRAPH 1
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“They (adult staff) listen to you and they 
give their opinion and they’re really easy 
to get along with.”  — Teen Staff



� �Findings from the California 4-H Camp StudyBeyond Evaluation:� �Findings from the California 4-H Camp StudyBeyond Evaluation:

S a m p l e  q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  t h e  s u r v e y 
a b o u t  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n c l u d e :

 Guidance: How many staff pay attention to what’s 
  going on in your life?

 Emotional Support: How many staff say something nice to you 
  when you do something good?

 Practical Support: How many staff could you go to for help in a crisis?

 Adult Knowledge: The staff here know me well.

 Peer Knowledge: I get chances to do things with other people my age.

 Building powerful relationships is an area of 
strength in 4-H camps and, according to campers 
and staff, is a primary reason for attending. The 
strength of camp relationships may, in part, be 
because children sometime come to camp knowing 
fellow 4-H club members and adults from home. 

Returning campers, for obvious reasons, are more 
familiar with camp’s program, people and setting 
and therefore perceive greater support. Younger 
youth admire and emulate teen staff, and teen staff 
members and adults have created effective roles for 
sharing leadership and authority in program delivery. 

GRAPH 1
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“I think it’s cool 
having leaders and 
counselors who are 
not much older 
than ourselves. They 
understand us.”
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Sa fe ty

 Young people need to feel physically and 
emotionally safe before they can experience positive 
youth development. Camp settings, by their very 
nature, can create anxiety in young people. For 
example, fear of wild animals, elements on a ropes 
course, or hearing unfamiliar sounds may elicit 
uncertainty and perceived danger. Therefore safety 
has to be an intentional process in camp design and 
planning. 
 We found that campers and staff generally 
felt safe at 4-H camps. For a small number of 
campers, emotional safety was compromised by 
teasing and bullying practices. In our observations, 
certain teasing practices were considered part 
of the camp tradition and were endorsed by the 
campers. While most campers were comfortable 
with the good natured teasing that went on at camp, 
some campers felt uncomfortable with this. Focus 
group interviews and surveys suggest that younger 
campers tend to be more uncomfortable with teasing 
practices. Also, boys tended to speak more often 
about teasing practices that bordered on bullying.
 When we think of camp safety we usually think 
of all the policies and procedures in place to ensure 
children are physically safe. While we know the 
many ways we have planned for their well-being, 
campers may not be aware of these measures. 
Furthermore, the feeling of safety may not be 
present, especially for new or young campers for 
whom canoes, archery, or the sounds at night are 
novel experiences. 
 Establishing emotional safety requires more 
than an environment free from bullying and 
teasing; it requires children to feel known, included, 
and respected. The higher scores in emotional 
safety may be tied to the very high scores in the 
relationship category.

Strengths and Challenges
for Safety at Camp

Youth generally felt safe at 4-H camp.  
83% reported feeling safe all or most of 
the time.

93% of youth felt that 4-H camp leaders 
respect them.

13% of youth worry sometimes about 
getting hurt or beat up at camp.

Boys tended to report less optimal and 
more insufficient physical safety than girls.

10-11 year-old campers experienced 
significantly less optimal emotional safety 
than older campers.

n

n

n

n

n

“This is a place where you can truly
 find yourself, to be wild and crazy
 and not care about judgments
 happening.” — Teen Staff 

“You don’t have to change your whole 
personality to fit in. You don’t have to be 
somebody you’re not. Like, at school, if you 
are one way and everyone else is another 
way, you have to change to fit in with the 
group. Here, you can just be who you are.”   

                   — Camper
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S a m p l e  q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  t h e  s u r v e y  f o r  S a f e t y 
i n c l u d e :

 Physical Safety: I feel safe when I’m at camp

 Emotional Safety: I feel respected by staff at this camp

GRAPH �
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“They make you do really 
embarrassing things here…” — Camper
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 Youth invo lvement

 Youth involvement refers to opportunities for 
decision-making, leadership and belonging. There 
was a large difference in teen staff and camper 
responses in this area. This is not surprising 
considering that the structure of 4-H camps is 
generally based on teen staff leadership, rather  
than camper leadership. 

Teen Staff Involvement:
 Teen staff clearly saw their role as being 
responsible for the safety and well-being of the 
campers, as well as planning and implementing 
camp, with the help of adults as needed. Young 
people in all camps described the type of youth-  
adult partnership where adults created spaces for 
staff to assume authentic leadership roles.

Camper Involvement:
 Youth involvement for campers generally 
manifested as choices they were able to make in 
opting for different activities. While campers felt they 
got to choose or suggest different activities in most 
of the camps, for the most part they said they would 
like to have more input into planning camp activities.  
For instance, in one camp campers felt that they 
could have more input in planning the campfire 
activities.
 4-H traditionally prides itself on leadership 
development and youth-led programs. When we 
examine the data by age in the optimal category, 
we see a high spike for high-school aged youth. 
This corresponds to the age most youth are on staff 
and able to partake in the camp planning process 
which happens prior to the camp session.  The 
data suggests that campers do not feel they have 
opportunities for leadership. While we emphasize 
teen leadership in 4-H and may feel that it is the 
prerogative for older youth to be the decision 
makers, finding ways to nurture leadership and give 
voice to campers is an area for improvement.
 Age is closely related to the sense of belonging. 
This would seem natural since the older the child, 
the more likely he or she would have had multiple 
visits to camp and feel a stronger connection to its 
place and people. It also means that staff may need 
to pay extra attention to younger campers and those 
who come alone. 

“I like deciding what activities 
I want to be in and I like being 
able to do more of what I like.”

         — Camper

“The adults here try to step back a bit 
to enable the counselors to make a few 
mistakes; that is how you learn to be a 
better counselor and teacher. It’s good 
that they are not all over us about 
everything and nice that they allow 
you free reign to make some decisions 
and not force their opinions on you.”  

      — Teen staff

Strengths and Challenges
for Youth Involvement 

at Camp

Teen staff experience more optimal 
opportunities for youth involvement 
than campers through the youth – adult 
partnership strategy of the 4-H camp 
planning process.

32% of youth (campers and staff) say they 
do not help decide what happens at camp.

36% (campers and staff) say they feel 
listened to only sometimes or never.

95% of youth say they feel like they are 
part of the camp community. 

Camper age influenced youth 
involvement overall. Opportunities for 
decision-making were perceived more 
optimal for older campers than for 
younger campers.

Older campers feel a greater sense of 
belonging, younger campers scored less 
optimally, and 10-11 year-olds scored 
less than 12-13 year-olds.

Campers that came with family or friends 
felt a greater sense of belonging.

n

n

n

n

n

n

n



1� 1�Findings from the California 4-H Camp StudyBeyond Evaluation:1� 1�Findings from the California 4-H Camp StudyBeyond Evaluation:

GRAPH �
Youth exper ienc ing opt ima l invo lvement by age

S a m p l e  q u e s t i o n s  f r o m  t h e  s u r v e y 
f o r  Yo u t h  i n v o l v e m e n t  i n c l u d e :

 Decision Making: I get to decide what activities I’m going to do here. 

 Leadership: How often have you helped plan activities and events?

 Belonging: I feel like I belong here.

 As Graph 3 (right) 
clearly indicates, there is a 
great difference between 
campers and teen staff in 
their involvement in the camp 
program, especially related 
to decision making and 
leadership.
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“With the teens it’s simply working with them. 
We give them trust that they can be leaders…We don’t really direct them or 

TELL them what to do; we offer them guidance and suggestions 
and work alongside them, so that they feel they have some control 

in youth leadership.” — Adult staff

“I think that we should get to pick out the songs. 
Leaders should rotate the choosing of songs between different cabins. 
Like each cabin could be in charge of something, one picks the songs 

and one the skits. Some of the songs we sing, I don’t like.” — Camper

“As far as the campfire organizing, the campers are not involved 
in the planning of that. So, I think this could be something 

that campers might like to be involved in.” — Camper
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Skill Building

 In the area of skill building, campers and 
staff were asked to report on whether they were 
challenged by the activities, whether they felt their 
skills had grown and whether the activities were 
meaningful to them while at camp. For younger 
campers and those new to the setting, many 
offerings at camp were things they would not 
otherwise have an opportunity to try: canoeing, 
archery, the ropes course or star-gazing. These 
types of activities presented newness and challenge. 
Overall we found that skill building experiences 
varied by age with older campers losing interest in 
familiar activities.

Skill Building for Campers:
 For younger campers, camp provided exciting 
opportunities to do things that “they couldn’t do 
anywhere else.” Younger campers said the activities 
were interesting. Some of the older campers 
mentioned that camp activities tended to be the 
same year after year, and they did not feel as 
interested in them. 
 In focus group interviews many campers spoke 
about skill-building outcomes. They felt they had 
become more confident about themselves (for 
example, after public performances at campfire). 
Campers also felt they had grown through 
participating in 4-H camp. 

Skill Building for Camp Staff:
 Camp staff spoke about skill-building 
opportunities in terms of the leadership skills they 
gained and most of all, of the opportunity to create 
meaningful experiences for the campers. This sense 
of contribution was a growth experience for teens.  
Many teens also spoke about how the leadership 
skills they gained at camp would be valuable in the 
future.
 Campers felt the camp experience offered less 
growth and challenge and became less interesting 
as they got older until they reach high school 
when they typically assumed a staff role. Our site 
visits confirmed that camps offer largely the same 
activities from one year to the next, and that there  
is no difference in the activities offered for younger 
campers and older ones. Only one camp in the study 
offered any sort of progression in activities 
(eg. level 1 archery, level 2 archery), and this was a 
new component to their program.
 Interestingly, some of the most powerful 
statements about camp’s value came from older 
youth. Despite the sameness of the program and lack 
of new opportunities for campers as they age, 

4-H program leadership echoed that camp remains 
a huge draw for older youth in their counties. 
Although older youth find the activities at camp less 
interesting, their commitment to the program remains 
firm, perhaps because of the strong relationship 
component of the camp setting and their desire to 
give back to a program they’ve enjoyed. High school 
aged youth tend to leave the traditional 4-H program 
and camp may be a reason why some teens stay. 
It’s a unique leadership opportunity that keeps them 
motivated, when other things in the 4-H program have 
lost their attraction.

“Well, 4-H camp is getting boring to me 
because I’ve done it five years in a row. 
So they do all the same things like
mostly every year…” — Camper

“We have ages 9-13 and it is difficult 
to find activities that they all enjoy. 
Sometimes we have to land in the 
middle. Then, the younger kids will 
feel out of place because it’s too adult
for them or the older kids will feel like 
it’s childish.” — Teen staff

Strengths and Challenges
for Skil l Building at Camp

Most members believed they were 
growing and learning through their 4-H 
camp experience.

88% believed their leaders challenge 
them to do their best. 

87% of kids say they learned things they 
did not think they could do.

Most activities are engaging. Campers 
reported trying new things they could not 
try elsewhere.

Some older campers felt there could be 
more novel and challenging activities.

Boys perceived activities to be less 
interesting than girls.

10-11 year-olds perceived activities to be 
more interesting than campers who were 
12 and older.
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S a m p l e  q u e s t i o n s 
f r o m  t h e  s u r v e y  o n

S k i l l  B u i l d i n g  i n c l u d e :

Interesting:
I get to do lots of new things here. 

Growth & Progress:
I have a chance to learn how 

to do new things here.

Challenging:
The staff here challenge 

me to do my best.
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Sk i l l Bu i ld ing by age

TABLE 2 
Environmental education and stewardship 

questions and responses (n=342)

Survey Items % Agreed  

I learned something new about nature . . . . . . . .94

I had an opportunity to act 
responsibly toward the natural world . . . . . . . . .89

At this camp, I learned 
to value the natural world . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88

We tried to reduce or 
recycle waste at this camp . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88

I learned about plants, 
animals, and their interactions . . . . . . . . . . . . . .88

This camp helped me understand that 
conserving natural resources is important . . . . .87

I learned about how 
people impact the natural world . . . . . . . . . . . . .85

I got ideas for environmental projects 
to carry out at my home, school, 
community or 4-H club . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83

At camp, I felt a sense of 
connection with the natural world . . . . . . . . . . . .76

“I think it’s a growth experience,
like everything in 4-H, ’cause 4-H
offers a lot and when you go to camp, 
you get more.” — Camper

i i . Env ironmenta l Stewardsh ip 

            In addition to assessing supportive
                 relationships, safety, youth engagement
                 and skill building, youth responded to
                 a set of statements representing
                 opportunities for gaining environmental
                 knowledge, environmental values and
                 attitudes, and environmental action at
                 4-H camp. The majority of campers and
                 camp staff felt they received strong
                 environmental stewardship experiences. 
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F i N D i N G S  F R OM  T H E 
 4 - H  C A M P  E V A L U AT i O N 

iii. The Process and Outcome 
  of 4-H Camp improvement

 After the first phase of evaluations, camp 
counselors, directors and adult volunteers from 
four of the five camps met at a retreat to discuss 
the findings of the evaluation. Camp management 
teams, made up of teen and adult leaders, examined 
their camp data in the areas of relationships, 
safety, youth involvement, and skill development. 
This review allowed camp management teams to 
formulate action plans to improve future camps. 
While all four camps engaged in reviewing their 
data, only two camps actually completed and 
executed their plans.
 For example, camps wanted to improve their 
scores in the area of youth involvement. To address 
this issue, camp management teams identified 
areas where younger campers might have a greater 
program choice, while at the same time providing 
teen leaders with more advanced responsibilities. 
 Specifically these changes included 
strengthening team efforts in camp planning, using 
campers as assistants, and having the teen staff 
involved in the selection process of new teen staff. 
Camps that executed their improvement plans saw 
significant positive change in youth involvement 
when the survey data from 2006 was compared to 
2005. In addition, each camp also saw increased 
percentage scores in the optimal category and 
decreased insufficient scores in most of the four 
supports and opportunities. Findings for the two 
camps that implemented their improvement plans 
are described here.

Findings from Camps Involved
in the Improvement Process

There were significant changes in 
campers’ responses of certain supports 
and opportunities in the two camps that 
implemented their improvement plans, 
while there were no significant changes 
in any area for the two camps that did not 
implement their plans. 

Statistically significant changes were 
identified especially in the area of youth 
involvement.  Significantly more campers 
scored optimally in overall youth 
involvement and significantly less scored 
insufficient (p = .005). 

Overall impacts, though significant, were 
small, indicating that improvements need 
to be sustained and infused throughout 
the program to impact more youth.

For camps implementing plans, more 
teens scored favorably in areas of overall 
safety, leadership, and activity interest in 
Year 2, compared to the camps that did 
not implement their plans.

In focus groups, campers reported 
appreciating new activities that were 
voluntary, progressive, and based on skill 
level and interest. 

The improvement process increased 
communication and creativity, benefiting 
the camping experience for all.  It also 
provided for a sense of ownership in 
camp by the adults, teen staff, and the 
campers. 
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TABLE 3 
Improvement plan designed and delivered by camp in study. 

 Supports & Opportunities Year 1 (2005) Year 2 (2006)
 Addressed What Existed Changes Made
   
  Supportive Relationships: • Sent welcome letter to all • Created “meet your counselor”
   campers and sometimes teen   night prior to camp. Parents
  Guidance, Emotional Support,   staff made a telephone call.   and campers could ask
  Practical Support, Adult    questions and get to know their
  knowledge, Peer knowledge    assigned counselor.

 • One teen staff assigned per cabin. • Two teen staff assigned per cabin.

  Safety: • In case of emergency, call 911. • Created an emergency and
   Other information was with   community contact list and
  Physical and Emotional   caretaker or 4-H staff.   posted it at camp.

 • The showers were open • Shower curtains were added.
   with limited privacy.

  Youth Involvement:
 • Campers rotated through six activity • Continued to have the six
  Leadership and   sessions. During free-choice they   sessions for all but created
  Decision-making   could attend the same topics again.   “in-depth” sessions that campers
    could select and attend.

 • Teen staff did camp planning • Each staff team shared their
   in small groups.   plans with other staff who
    critiqued and strengthened the
    plan. This resulted in greater
    team effort in planning the
    sessions and activities. 
  
 • Adult Camp Staff selected the teen • Adults selected six teen staff to
   staff and assigned roles. The 4-H   serve as the leadership team,
   Staff, with adult camp directors,   who participated in the selection
   planned teen staff meetings.   process for other teen staff. 
    They also took a stronger role
    in planning the camp staff
    meetings prior to camp.

  Skill Building: • Same activity sessions were offered • Offered 10 in-depth sessions,
   every year with little change.   all new topics, with some
  Interesting and Challenging    including guest presenters.
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GRAPH �
Change in Youth Exper ienc ing 
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GRAPH �
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GRAPH �
Change in Youth Exper ienc ing Youth invo lvement

Year 1 (n=�1) and Year � (n=100)
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 Making a commitment to change involves challenging camp management teams to think about their 
practices, and how to optimize the camp experience for all those involved. Table 4 presents ideas for actions 
that may help increase the supports and opportunities in the camp setting.

C R E AT i N G  C H A N G E  AT  C A M P :   
 R E C OMM E N D AT i O N S  A N D
 A  C A L L  T O  A C T i O N
 
 Change can be a frightening word for many people. 
Change can mean breaking away from patterns and 
traditions that we have become comfortable with, even 
though better practices are available. The fact that two 
of the camps involved in this study willingly acted upon 
the data about their camps, speaks highly of the youth 
and adults who shared the responsibility for creating 
change.
 Based on the findings in this report, the California 
4-H camping program can strengthen its practices 
through the following:

 POSITIVE Finding:  Our programs nurture positive relationships.  

 RELATIONSHIPS Action:  We should continue practicing the excellent strategies we
  already have in place while finding ways to help our youngest campers,
  and those who come alone, to feel connected in an unfamiliar
  environment.

 SAFETY Finding: The camp environment can raise anxiety, especially for
  younger or first-time campers.  

  Action: We need to create trusting environments where youth
  feel known, secure and cared-for.

 YOUTH Finding: Teens in our program are given great leadership
 INVOLVEMENT opportunities in developing our camps.  

  Action: We need to find ways to allow campers to be more engaged
  in planning and leading at camp so that they, too, feel they have been 
  part of building the experience.

 SKILL Finding: Interest and engagement in camp activities steadily
 DEVELOPMENT drop as youth get older.

  Action: We need to build progression into our activities to create
  newness, learning, and allow a sense of accomplishment for all
  youth – especially those returning or who are older.
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TABLE 4 
Sample camp improvement action plan 

Supports & Opportunities
Addressed

 SUPPORTIVE RELATIONSHIPS:
  Guidance

 Emotional Support

 Practical Support

 Adult knowledge

 Peer knowledge

 SAFETY:
  Physical 

 Emotional

 YOUTH INVOLVEMENT:

 Leadership 

 Decision-making

 Belonging

 SKILL BUILDING:

 Interesting

 Growth and Progress

 Challenging

                                   Action

Have a “check in” meeting each evening (for campers or staff) to 
discuss how the day went, what they liked and challenges they met.

Train staff to notice campers’ behaviors.  Write notes giving 
authentic praise or to offer support and express understanding if 
needed.

To foster bonding, establish smaller camper living groups and join 
two small groups for activities. 

Ask open ended questions to get campers to express what they are 
thinking. 

Create a group banner to encourage sharing ideas and group 
cohesiveness.  Emphasize reflection in team building activities. 

Post group schedule (weekly or daily) in cabins where campers
can see and discuss what’s next. 

Build group agreements about how the living group will support
and treat each other.

Create a camper council to decide, plan and lead campfires
or other all-camp activities.

Help staff understand the progression in decision making from 
predetermined and scheduled activities to camper choice in 
activities to camper planned activities.

Help campers feel expected at camp by having a name tag for 
them and their name on a welcome banner when they arrive. Help 
campers connect with their group by creating a group name or song.

Design age-specific activities so that campers have something 
different to look forward to as they return to camp year after year.

Create skill development progression for activities such as archery, 
nature study, outdoor living, or canoeing.

Train staff to recognize an individual camper’s skill level and 
encourage progression. 
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i n  S u m m a r y

 When we pick up a report like this, the tendency 
is to say, “Wait! This isn’t our camp. These 
findings really don’t apply.” The truth is, we found 
tremendous consistency between the five traditional 
4-H camps we surveyed. The data in this report 
does paint an accurate portrait of our statewide 
camping program. The research team’s site 
observations and interviews with campers, teen staff 
and adults verified the quantitative data collected 
through the survey. In addition, many of our findings 
resonate with those from camps across the nation 
that have used the same survey (ACA, 2006). 
 We can say two things for certain: Age makes a 
difference in how young people perceive their camp 
experience; and of all who attend camp, our teenage 
staff members benefit the most. Teen leaders feel 
challenged, engaged, and safe. They fill authentic 
leadership roles and feel a great sense of belonging. 
And, like all 4-H campers, they enjoy especially 
strong relationships with others at camp.
 Our youngest campers scored less optimally 
in all areas of the survey with the exception of skill 
building. These findings should not surprise us. 
After all, for many younger children camp is a new 
encounter tinged with exciting and novel  

activities, and perhaps uncertainty and trepidation 
in the unfamiliar setting. One could certainly argue 
that part of camp’s power as a youth development 
experience is the sense of accomplishment one 
has in undertaking and succeeding at a challenge 
thought unmanageable.
 It should not surprise us, either, that teenage 
staff scored highest in decision making and 
leadership, for the role of “teen leaders” is well 
established throughout the 4-H community. There 
are some who would say that such leadership 
opportunity rightfully belongs to teens…and only to 
teens.
 However, our role and responsibility as camp 
managers is to assure all youth score as optimally 
as possible across each dimension of youth 
development. The ideal is not only to have staff 
engaged in leadership, but to find ways campers 
can give input to their program, too. It’s important 
to meet youth where they are: to allow appropriate 
decisions, to build progression into the program, 
and to guarantee that campers and staff not only are 
safe, but feel safe. Camp is the positive environment 
where such growth is possible…and happens. 
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