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Building Character Through 4-H School Partnerships

Abstract

Since 1997, Ohio 4-H has participated in the Ohio Partnership for Character Education (OPCE)
and conducted successful 4-H school character education programs. Three programs are
highlighted in this article, along with four recommendations for future 4-H school character
education partnerships: youth character education should be a priority need in communities
served by the partnership; schools should be open to partnerships with community
organizations; the wealth of character education curricula should be reviewed to select
resources which meet local needs; and funding for the continuation of successful pilot programs
should be secured early.
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Background

In today's global society, it is important to help youth develop character. Since 1997, Ohio 4-H has
participated as one of 16 partner organizations in the Ohio Partnership for Character Education
(OPCE). Approximately $12,000 was provided annually for 5 years through a Department of
Education/OPCE grant to develop pilot 4-H character programs in target counties.

4-H professionals in three counties formed partnerships between 4-H and local schools to plan,
conduct, and evaluate programs incorporating best practices identified in recent research for
successful youth character development and 4-H school programming (DeBord, Martin, & Mallilo,
1996; Diem, 2001; Harms & Fritz, 2001; Locklear & Mustian, 1998; McDaniel, 1998; McNeely &
Wells, 1997). This article shares program highlights and recommendations for developing future 4-
H school character education partnerships.

Wayne County Character Education

Each year, approximately 3,000 1st through 4th graders participate in Character Counts! programs
conducted through the Wayne 4-H school partnership. The 4-H agent trains 12 volunteer teachers
annually to conduct programs in 18 elementary schools from October through March. Each month,
teachers visit classrooms and facilitate experiential learning activities focused on a pillar of
character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and citizenship. A decision-
making and recognition program is held for all students in April. Evaluations indicate that 84% of
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teachers believe the program teaches students concepts of being persons of good character and is
of great immediate use.

To supplement the school program, the Extension Agent writes monthly character education
newspaper columns and records radio programs. A monthly newsletter, Parent’s Pillar, is also
written and distributed to each student to take home to parents and caregivers. The FCS Agent
also offers a program on teaching character at home to school parent organizations.

Muskingum County Character Education

Up to 600 youth annually have been involved in character education through Muskingum 4-H.
Delivery methods, cooperating organizations, and schools vary, thus adding to overall awareness
and success in reaching diverse audiences.

The primary focus of the Muskingum 4-H school partnership is building character with elementary
youth. The 4-H Agent conducts in-services for teachers and administrators on Character Counts!.
To support their work with students, the partnership provided character education materials
through the county's 21 elementary school libraries and support for school character assemblies,
student incentive programs, and other efforts.

In 2000, the program reached youth in eight additional schools in an expanded partnership with
Muskingum Children's Services. Intervention specialists incorporated character education
programming in individual and group work with at-risk youth and their parents.

A further expansion effort with Muskingum Behavioral Health involved middle and high school
students in character education programming. Court-referred youth from two school districts were
reached through weekend retreats and after school detention.

Brown County Character Education

Brown County 4-H school character education programs are conducted in five school systems by
three program assistants funded by United Way. OPCE funds supported Character Counts!
programming as part of a leadership skills program in which youth develop decision-making skills
for being responsible, trusting, fair, caring, trustworthy citizens.

Character education is also incorporated into other 4-H school programs such as Kauffman 4-H
Mini-Society, where students set up countries and businesses, and elect leaders to run their
countries. Students define characteristics of strong leaders and, over the course of the program,
demonstrate greater understanding of the importance of good character for effective leadership.

Twelve students in one junior high school were also trained in conflict mediation and established a
mediation team to help peers deal with conflict. The team addressed character issues and
integrated the six pillars into their resolution processes.

Recommendations For Developing 4-H School Character
Education Partnerships

The results of these 4-H character education programs support McDaniel (1998) and DeBord,
Martin, and Mallilo's (1996) findings that 4-H school partnerships have the potential to significantly
affect youth character development. In addition to the recommendation that 4-H school
partnerships should be developed elsewhere, lessons learned over the past 5 years provide the
basis for four additional recommendations to enhance the potential success of such partnerships:

¢ Youth character education should be identified as an important need and high priority in
communities served by the partnership. As a Character Counts! Coalition partner, 4-H is well-
positioned to develop and deliver local character education programs. However, we also are
well-positioned with programs related to a wide variety of other needs and topics. 4-H
resources should be directed towards meeting high priority needs, and partnerships are most
successful when all partners have shared goals and objectives.

e The school must be open to community partnerships. School administrators, including system
superintendents and building principals, must fully support the 4-H school partnership. The
degree to which school personnel view 4-H school partnerships as useful and relevant for
achieving their educational mission relates directly to the success of the partnership and the
outcomes and impacts achieved.

e There is a wealth of excellent character education material available. Partners should review
and select those that best meet local needs as programs are planned each year.

e Funding and other support for the continuation of successful pilot programs should be openly
discussed, planned for, and secured as early as possible. Reductions in on-going funding
streams are often experienced by all partners simultaneously. Proactive, collaborative, and
creative approaches are necessary in such situations for securing the resources needed for all
partners to continue.
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