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Problem or Issue
Preparing youth for the workforce is a major concern in our society. Particularly with the advent of the information age, the skills needed for the workforce today are different from the those needed 30 years ago (Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills [SCANS], 1991) and employers are concerned about unprepared youth and adults entering the workforce. Skills emphasized in the SCANS Report, sometimes referred to as the new basic skills (Murnane & Levy, 1996) include those such as learning to work well with others, to make decisions, and to act as a leader. However, many jobs available to youth offer little opportunity for the development of autonomy and initiative as well as little interaction with adults (Bryant, Zvonkovic, Raskauskas, & Peters, 2004). Thus, there is a need to develop effective educational programs that prepare youth for successful contribution to the workforce. Therefore, 4-H Youth Development has the opportunity to help youth develop workforce skills.  

Because of its focus on the development of practical life skills, it could be argued that 4-H has always prepared youth for the workforce, at least indirectly, Skills that are needed to be successful in the workforce, such as leadership, communication, and decision making, are those that may be developed through many 4-H projects. However, the extent to which these skills are developed and the factors that contribute to such skill development have not been investigated sufficiently. 
With the significant challenges facing public school funding in Ohio, strong training partnerships formed with the commercial and private sectors could help address this need to enhance workforce preparation skill development. In addition, strategies that truly teach the basic skills that cut across careers are a necessity to increase successful career placements.
Describe the research, program, project, or planned activity 

Two research studies conducted in Ohio shed some light on the extent to which 4-H Youth Development programs develop skills for the workforce. The camp counselor program was the focus of this research. Ohio 4-H camp counselors are teen volunteers who go through a selection process that in many respects is similar to a job application and interview. Over the course of several months, they receive training that prepares them to assume significant responsibility for planning and conducting programs for younger campers during their week-long county camp.
The first study was conducted by McNeely (2004) to determine the developmental experiences. This descriptive-correlational study was a census of the population of youth who served as volunteer camp counselors at  4-H residential and day camp programs throughout the state in 2004 (N = 2,575). A researcher-developed instrument collected descriptive data that addressed intensity, duration, and breadth of camp counseling. The Youth Experiences Survey (YES; Hansen & Larson, 2002) was used to measure development through their participation in the camp counseling experience. There are 70 items organized into 17 subscales. Data were collected from 779 counselors using a web-based survey.

The counselors reported a high level of Teamwork and Social Skills, Initiative, Identity, and Interpersonal Relationships. In addition, the longer teens were camp counselors, the higher the mean score on the YES Leadership and Responsibility scale. Participation as a camp counselor enhanced teens’ development through opportunities to practice important skills valued by employers in the workforce (Murnane & Levy, 1996; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2003; SCANS, 1991). Yet, mid-range scores on the Linkages to Work and College subscale indicated that counselors may not be making this connection between the skills they are learning and their future applicability. 

Because of mixed results related to the perceptions of workforce preparation skills, the second study was designed to examine alumni perceptions about the skills gained and transfer of these skills to other settings as a result of participation in the Ohio 4-H camp counseling program (Digby, 2005). Thirty alumni participated in focus groups that were held in three geographic locations. The average age was 22 years (ranging from 18 to 26), with alumni serving an average of four years as a counselor. The focus groups were recorded and transcribed, and the data were then analyzed for themes using a line-by-line analysis.
Overall, 4-H camp counselor alumni thought their experience was fun and enjoyable, yet challenging. They believed they developed leadership, decision making, planning and organizing, communication, interpersonal skills, and teamwork skills. Not only did alumni learn these skills, but the skills transferred from one setting to another, such as student, employee, or community member. Leadership was reported most often as the skill that had been applied to other contexts. Other skills included communication, teamwork, organization, interpersonal, time management, flexibility/adaptability, and responsibility. These skills are consistent with other studies examining camp counselors’ skill development as well as organized youth activities. They are also reflective of those needed in the workforce according to the SCANS Report (1991). 

Describe the outcome or impact  

The camp counseling experience had both indirect and direct impacts on their choice of a career. Indirect impacts included considering what type of job or work environment they would like in their future. Direct impacts were that alumni decided they enjoyed working with children and looked for a career that would enable them to do so (e.g., teacher). This study demonstrates that camp counseling provides a challenging, meaningful role through which adolescents develop their identity and career potential. Camp counseling translates into pathways to a positive future, as skills are transferred to other contexts, such as work and community life. 
These studies have several practical applications. First, to raise awareness of skills needed for the workforce, this topic should be included as part of camp counselor training. Specific opportunities for reflection would enable counselors to understand that they had developed these skills through their camp experiences. Furthermore, to ensure that transfer of learning to other settings is intentional, incorporate specific strategies when designing counselor training. For transfer to occur, experiences that are real and meaningful are needed. The 4-H Camping Priority Team has begun to addressees these areas through in-service training and curriculum development.
Potential Implications for the Knowledge Economy

The preparation of the workforce is important to the knowledge economy.  Although strategies have been and are currently being utilized to address this important component additional strategies need to be implemented.  From these two studies it is evident that workforce preparation skills are learned through structured experiences.  By expanding this concept and the deliberate inclusion of experiential learning activities into other structured experiences for adolescents, the workforce skills needed in today’s knowledge economy, as well as the future can be enhanced, and provide key strategies for increasing the success rate of career development and workforce training curriculum.
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