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Initiative Descr iption 

 
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. However, to be most effective, we need 
to intentionally link our work with young people to specific workforce preparation content and 
outcomes. Documenting and reporting these impacts is also an important part of communicating 
with stakeholders in a way that will enable them to understand the rationale for workforce 
preparation programming. Therefore, the Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Initiative was developed 
to strengthen and expand programs designed to prepare youth with skills for the future.  
 
The Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Team is working to address these concerns by:  
 

1. Providing an overarching framework that guides the investment of resources and sets the 
overall direction of workforce preparation programming; 

2. Developing marketing tools and strategies, targeted to both internal and external 
audiences, to increase awareness and link workforce preparation programs within Ohio 4-H 
and OSU Extension; 

3. Developing and disseminating programming models, curr iculum, and resources that will 
improve and expand opportunities for workforce preparation programming; 

4. Conducting training that will assist Extension professionals to increase their awareness and 
knowledge of workforce preparation issues, concepts, and programming strategies; 

5. Creating consistent evaluation tools and strategies to improve the quality and consistency 
of 4-H workforce preparation program evaluation to better document and share results; and 

6. Securing the necessary funding to support programming priorities within the workforce 
preparation framework. 

 
Targeted par ticipants include Extension professionals and decision makers (e.g., key stakeholders 
such as the Ohio 4-H Foundation). In turn, these Extension professionals will work with 4-H Youth 
and Extension volunteers in their local communities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Support for the Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Initiative has been provided by the 
Ohio 4-H Foundation and the Er ie and Or lyss Sauder  4-H Career  Development Endowment Fund.
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The Framework: Ohio’s 4-H Workforce Preparation Overview 
 
In 2006, a team of Extension professionals researched the issue and gathered input from key 
stakeholders from within Extension, other public agencies, and the private sector. This team then 
developed a model that included components for workforce preparation programming in Ohio 4-H.  
 
This model, adapted from the National 4-H Council (1993) model, was developed for use by 
Extension professionals to assist them in expanding and enhancing their programming efforts to 
address the skills gap noted by employers. The Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Overview was 
designed as a guide for Extension professionals to align their work and program planning with 
exciting opportunities to be leaders in workforce preparation programming. The Overview includes 
a brief introduction to the issue, key skills youth need, important foundations, and key components 
of workforce preparation programming.  
 
Ohio’s Workforce Preparation Model 
Situated in the context of positive youth development philosophy, workforce preparation programs 
engage youth through distinct but connected experiences. Our conception of workforce preparation 
programs is not simply on getting a job, nor is the focus to prepare youth for specific jobs. Rather, 
through intentional programmatic efforts, youth development professionals can create authentic 
learning experiences that complement the formal education system and facilitate the development of 
skills necessary for success in the 21st century. Workforce preparation strategies must build on an 
early foundation of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and experiences to most effectively achieve long-
term results. 
 
The goals of workforce preparation programs are to introduce young people to the world of work 
and to develop the workforce skills necessary for success through active participation in learning 
experiences.  
 
Our work is aligned with a definition of workforce preparation that includes a network of programs 
designed to help young people:  
 

• Explore career opportunities  
• Acquire applied skills  
• Develop work readiness 
• Gain experience in the workforce  

 

Key Components of Ohio’s 4-H WFP Model 

·  Career Awareness & Exploration 

·  Skill Development 

·  Work-Based Learning  

·  Post-Secondary Internships 

·  Lifelong Learning 
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Research Base: The Need for  Workforce Preparation Programming 
 
Skills for the 21st Century  
Preparing youth for the workforce is a major concern in U.S. society. In the last 30 years, the skills 
required for youth to succeed in the economy have changed radically (Levy & Murnane, 2006; 
Murnane & Levy, 1996; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2003; SCANS, 1991). Employers are 
reporting that young workers are lacking key skills necessary for success in today’s workplace 
(Business & Higher Education Forum, 2003; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006). Programs 
described as workforce preparation represent an opportunity to address the skills gap.  
 
Begin Early 
Workforce preparation is a process, not a one-time event, and therefore should begin early. The 
need to start workforce preparation at the elementary age level is a recommendation echoed 
throughout the literature (American Federation of Teachers, 1997; Hackett, 1995; Seligman, 1980; 
Trice, Hughes, Odom, Woods, & McClellan, 1995; Vondracek & Fouad, 1994). Children are ready 
for workforce preparation experiences at an early age, but the experiences must be developmentally 
appropriate (Ferrari, 2003).  
 
Keep Youth Engaged 
Adolescent employment has been a topic of previous research, with some of this research indicating 
that it has negative effects (Marsh & Kleitman, 2005). However, many studies have focused on the 
number of hours worked per week, and with little attention paid to the quality of the work 
experiences (Markel & Frone, 1998) or the developmental opportunities they might afford 
(Greenberger, Steinberg, & Ruggerio, 1982). In addition, many youth are unaware of the skills they 
need and are unskilled in the steps required to make themselves “ job-ready”  to meet their career 
goals. Increasing youths’  skills will enable them in securing better, higher paying jobs that can 
sustain them in today’s economy.  
 
Role of Out-of-School Programs  
After-school programs have been suggested as an ideal place to focus on developing skills needed 
for the 21st century workforce (Schwarz & Stolow, 2006). Because work often conflicts with teens’  
participation in out-of-school time programs (Pittman, Yohalem, Wilson-Ahlstrom, & Ferber, 
2003), it makes sense for those who run such programs to keep teens engaged by offering activities 
that develop work readiness and by providing supervised work-based learning experiences. 
 
It is widely believed that youth develop life skills through 4-H projects and experiences such as 
engaging in community service and being a camp counselor. Research over the past 20 years has 
found that 4-H experiences in Ohio had a positive impact on the development of work readiness 
(Matulis, Barrick, Hedges, & Smith, 1988) and general workplace skills (Digby & Ferrari, in press; 
Ferrari & McNeely, 2007; Matulis et al., 1988). However, to be most effective, we need to link our 
work with young people more intentionally to workforce preparation.  
 
Conclusion 
Youth development professionals have an important role to play as they assist youth to develop life 
skills and navigate the journey to successful employment. Opening doors to high quality jobs 
through experiences that build applied skills and expand young people’s view of career 
opportunities is critical. Out-of-school programs have the opportunity to help youth make 
connections between what they are learning, both in school and outside of school, and what 
employers require for success in the world of work (Ferrari, Arnett, & Cochran, 2007). 
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Skills for  Success in the Knowledge Economy 
 
Drawing from the current literature and programming experience in Ohio, a group of OSU 
Extension professionals identified a framework of six categories of skills that support the 
knowledge economy (http://knowecon.osu.edu).  
 

·  Thinking Skills  
Thinking skills include critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, and innovation 

·  Communication  
The ability to communicate effectively using the range of methods and tools 
available in today’s environment 

·  Teamwork and Leadership  
Involves working cooperatively with others, building relationships, and leveraging 
the strengths of others to achieve common goals 

·  Lifelong Learning and Self-Direction  
A willingness to take responsibility for continually improving one’s capabilities and 
skills 

·  Technology Adoption and Application 
Includes understanding technology, selecting the appropriate technology, and using 
it effectively to solve problems 

·  Professionalism and Ethics 
Demonstrating personal accountability, effective work habits, and ethical behavior 

 
 

Key Outputs and Outcomes 
 
The collective efforts of members of the Workforce Preparation Team have resulted in a number of 
key outputs and outcomes. These results are categorized according to the initiative’s goals. 
 
Creating a Framework for  Guiding Programming and Pr ior ities 
·  Researched the issue of workforce preparation and gathered input from key stakeholders from 

within our organization, other public agencies, and the private sector.  
·  Developed the Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Overview, which includes a brief introduction 

to the issue, key skills youth need, important foundations, and key components of workforce 
preparation programming.  

·  Provided guidance, support, and recommendations for funding priorities to the Ohio 4-H 
Foundation to aid in their distribution of funds from the Sauder endowment. The resulting 
redirection of existing financial resources to fund strategies identified in the Overview 
represents targeted investments in 4-H programming.  

 
Marketing Tools and Strategies 
·  Developed poster displays, used at a number of statewide events, to raise awareness, to give an 

overview of workforce preparation, and to roll out key strategies. 
·  Created and distributed key announcements, marketing information, and reports to raise 

awareness and make the case about the need for workforce preparation and youth financial 
education. 

·  Planned and taught sessions to increase awareness about workforce preparation at workshops 
for Extension professionals, county commissioners, and key stakeholders. 
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Programming Models, Curr iculum, and Resources  
·  Developed a fact sheet, Skills for Success in the Knowledge Economy, and the content for five 

action briefs/fact sheets, with each one representing a component in the Ohio 4-H Workforce 
Preparation Overview. 

·  Developed materials on working successfully with teen employees, a self-directed learning 
journal, and a performance appraisal tool to gather teen and supervisor feedback in work-based 
learning programs. 

·  Planned and implemented a new Workforce Preparation Day at the Ohio State Fair where youth 
participants from across Ohio demonstrated the knowledge and skills they have gained through 
4-H that will make them more successful employees.   

·  Included a “Career and Workforce Preparation”  Track within the 2007 Ohio Teen Conference. 
This track featured different sessions that addressed the career awareness and exploration 
strategy outlined in the Overview. An average of 50 teens participated in each of the workforce 
preparation sessions.   

·  Planned and implemented an Extension internship pilot program, adapted from Purdue 
Extension, for college students working in local Extension offices. 

·  Developed three national conference presentations and wrote a journal article that will be used 
as resources for professionals who are creating or improving their workforce preparation 
programs. 

·  Developed plans for a State Camp Counselor Weekend “Winter Idea-Land”  in December 2007. 
Teens who have served as camp counselors or counselors-in-training are invited to participate in 
a weekend of idea-sharing, fun, and learning in an effort to help them more effectively capitalize 
on and communicate the many useful workforce skills and abilities they gain as camp 
counselors, and to learn how to make camp counseling really count in job applications and 
portfolios. 

 
Training  
·  Planned a training to raise awareness and develop knowledge and understanding about 

workforce preparation in the knowledge economy using blended e-learning methodologies. This 
will be a high-impact training that involves technology tools and workforce preparation content 
– both of which are important in implementing workforce preparation programming.  

·  Began conducting training with teachers and Extension professionals on the youth financial 
literacy issue and the Real Money, Real World curriculum. These trainings should reach well 
over 500 teachers and Extension professionals. 

 
Evaluation Tools and Strategies  
Three specific program evaluation efforts are underway as a result of this project:  

1. A statewide evaluation of the Real Money, Real World program will assess whether 
participation created an understanding of money management concepts and the connection 
between education and income, and whether this knowledge leads students to do something 
differently as a result. With over 3,000 participant evaluations collected, data shows that 
RMRW is making a difference by raising awareness about financial management topics. 

2. A second effort will evaluate Ohio 4-H Foundation Sauder-funded work-based learning 
programs. Specifically, two similar work-based learning programs that focus on horticulture, 
gardening, and selling produce, used a common evaluation strategy and tools. These tools 
included an end-of-program performance appraisal that rated workforce skills) completed by 
the teen and their supervisor and an end of program assessment completed by the teen 
covering the topics of youth adult partnerships, workforce skills, and gardening skills.  
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3. A third effort will examine the development of workplace skills through the 4-H club 
experience.   

 
Funding  
·  Developed an external grant proposal that was selected for funding. Two members of our team 

received a $10,000 grant to write a research synthesis of youth development and employment-
related topics. Specifically, this publication for practitioners will address adolescents’  workforce 
preparation in the context of youth development programs. 

 
·  As a result of our current focus on youth financial literacy as an integral part of workforce 

preparation, the Ohio 4-H Foundation was invited by a corporate donor to submit a proposal for 
additional funding that would support financial literacy programming. 

 
 

Evaluation, Lessons Learned, and Implications 
 
Current evaluation for this initiative has been through reflection sessions with our Workforce 
Preparation Team, small group discussion, and reactions from stakeholders. While outputs and 
outcomes from specific efforts are described here, a look at the evaluation thus far of the larger 
Ohio 4-H Workforce Preparation Initiative shows the following: 
 
�  Our  structure, the process, and how it unfolded was a key to success. Forming an initiative, 

dedicating a portion of someone’s time to provide leadership to the project, using a team 
approach, and creating a larger advisory committee to gather input and get feedback were all 
important.  

 
�  Using a model or  framework laid the foundation for  our  work. We developed a working 

knowledge of the current research and a model grounded in this research base. Sufficient time 
was allowed for concepts to be developed, shared, revisited, and discussed. The Ohio 4-H 
Workforce Preparation Overview was then used to drive decisions, make targeted investments, 
and focus programming. 

 
�  Collective energy organized around a framework resulted in a synergy or  the initiative 

serving as a catalyst versus working in isolation. The initiative has already been successful in 
helping our educators and stakeholders to view what otherwise might be seen as fragmented 
efforts as part of a comprehensive, intentional approach to workforce preparation programming. 
This initiative is changing the way people think about their Extension work, creating energy and 
enthusiasm and a feeling that educators are contributing to something larger than their local 
work. 

 
�  Focus on an issue such as workforce preparation enabled us to make investments in certain 

areas, begin to show focused programming, and document impact. This meant devoting enough 
resources (new or redirected) to a new purpose and focus. 

 
�  Our  focus positioned us for  increased external funding. Because we spent time developing a 

foundation, we were ready when funding opportunities became available (e.g., funding for 
applied research and programming). This was particularly helpful when there was a short 
turnaround time to complete proposals. 
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�  The decision to focus on a specific program or  curr iculum was positive. Because of a good 
fit with the current literature and the needs for youth in Ohio, our team decided that one focus 
area would be financial literacy using an existing Ohio 4-H curriculum.  

 
�  Relationships and communication with key stakeholders is important if you are aiming to 

change existing practices (e.g., paying teens, making a change in the process to distribute grant 
funds). Our early success in redirecting resources and in promoting innovative practices would 
not have occurred without a solid foundation of communication with all stakeholders involved. 

 
Others who want to replicate similar efforts should consider these recommendations. 
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