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South Dakota 4-H Club Mangement Guide: 
What is 4-H?

South Dakota 4-H Mission, Values, Beliefs Statement
South Dakota 4-H Mission Statement
South Dakota 4-H enables youth to be engaged in the following:

•	 Partnerships with caring adults
•	 Positive learning environments
•	 Developing their fullest potential
•	 Learning life skills

South Dakota 4-H Values Statement 
Throughout the SDSU Extension 4-H Youth Development program, we value:

•	 Youth, families, and communities;
•	 Partnerships and coalitions that work for the betterment of youth in our state, and combined strength of 

local programming in cooperation with the land-grant university, South Dakota State University;
•	 Every child’s individuality and uniqueness; 
•	 Diversity and an inclusive environment that assures all youth access to programming;
•	 Caring adults who volunteer to work with, mentor, and teach youth; 
•	 The Six Pillars of Character: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship.

South Dakota 4-H Beliefs Statement 
For children and youth, we believe that 4-H:

•	 Advances the acquisition of positive life skills through experiential learning; 
•	 Contributes to the development of critical communication skills, including the ability to interact with 

others, to speak and write with clarity, and to utilize technology with competence; 
•	 Empowers youth to be independent thinkers who are developing their critical thinking, problem solving, 

and decision making skills; 
•	 Encourages youth to become good citizens through leadership development, volunteerism, and 

community service; 
•	 Promotes the involvement of youth in community building and equal partnerships of youth working 

closely with adults.

South Dakota 4-H History
4-H History in South Dakota
The 4-H program grew out of the need to help young people and their families receive better agricultural 
education. The Morrill Act of 1862 established the land grant college system, which lead to South Dakota State 
College in 1881. Land grant universities looked for ways to share research with the public and found youth to be 
an ideal audience. Through Tomato Clubs and Corn Clubs, youth were able to participate in hands-on activities 
as a way to learn about agriculture. These clubs, referred to as 4-H clubs by 1912, led to agriculture and home 
management clubs for youth across America. In South Dakota, Minnehaha County resident William Mair 
organized the earliest South Dakota Boys Club, with the first meeting happening in 1906 or 1907. The Smith-
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Lever Act in 1914 created the Cooperative Extension System, tasking the land-grant universities in each state 
to get the university to the people. By 1924, the name “4-H” and the clover were officially adopted. Over time, 
4-H has evolved to include both urban and rural youth and has expanded beyond agriculture. Today, 4-H in South 
Dakota teaches life skills and leadership to youth in the four program priorities of AgVocacy, Science, Health and 
Wellness and Leadership.

Minnehaha County 4-H club rally day May 3, 1930 Sioux Falls, SD 
Photo courtesy of Minnehaha County 4-H.

4-H members learning about Robotics, Engineering, and Design. 
Photo Courtesy of the National 4-H Council. Used with permission.

4-H Motto, Creed, Pledge, Colors 
What do the four “H’s” stand for on the 4-H emblem?
Head, Heart, Hands, and Health are the four H’s in 4-H, and are the four values members work on through fun 
and engaging programs. 

What is the 4-H Pledge?
I pledge my head to clearer thinking, (right hand lightly touching head)

my heart to greater loyalty, (right hand placed on chest like you’re saying the Pledge of Allegiance)

my hands to larger service, (both hands waist height, with palms up like a book)

and my health to better living, (both hands along sides of body naturally)

for my club, my community, my country, and my world.

The 4-H Pledge was written by Otis Hall, State 4-H Leader of Kansas and was officially adopted in 1927. In 1973, 
the words “and my world” were added. 

What is the 4-H Creed?
I believe in 4-H Club work for the opportunity it will give me to become a useful citizen.

I believe in the training of my HEAD for the power it will give me to think, plan and to reason.

I believe in the training of my HEART for the nobleness it will give me to be kind, sympathetic and true.

I believe in the training of my HANDS for the ability it will give me to be helpful, skillful, and useful.

I believe in the training of my HEALTH for the strength it will give me to enjoy life, to resist disease, and to work 
efficiently.

I believe in my country, my state, and my community and in my responsibility for their development. 

In all these things I believe, and am willing to dedicate my efforts to their fulfillment.

The 4-H Creed was developed in Wyoming in 1918 and later adopted nationally. 
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What is the 4-H Motto? 
“To Make the Best Better”

The 4-H Motto was originally proposed by Miss Carrie Harrison in 1927. The 4-H motto should be the objective of 
each 4-H leader and member.

What is the 4-H Slogan? 
“Learn by Doing”

The 4-H slogan is the educational philosophy of the 4-H program. Since young people learn best when they are 
actively involved in the learning process, 4-H projects are designed to provide hands-on experiences that are 
reinforced through personal and group reflection and application “do-reflect-apply.”

What are the 4-H colors? 
The 4-H colors are green and white. White symbolizes purity. Green represents life, new growth, springtime and 
youth.

Administrative Structure of 4-H 
4-H is a public-private partnership with support from federal, state, local, and non-profit. 4-H at the local level 
is administered through a county 4-H office who receives support from the county commissioners. The South 
Dakota 4-H program is administered by SDSU Extension, as a part of the College of Agriculture, Food and 
Environmental Sciences at South Dakota State University. The Cooperative Extension System is a partnership of 
the National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) within the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). SDSU 
Extension combines the expertise and resources of federal, state, and local governments and is designed to 
meet the need for research, knowledge, and educational programs.

The Larger 4-H System
“The Larger 4-H System,” below, illustrates the relationships between 4-H members, clubs and all of the 
organizations and entities – in communities, counties, the state, and the nation – that support this delivery 
method in the SDSU Extension system.

Design and content resourced from a publication of Michigan State University 
Extension and used with the permission of Michigan State University. 

© 2009 Michigan State University All rights reserved. 

The name “4-H and the emblem consisting of a four-leaf clover with stem and the 
“H” on each leaflet are protected under Title 18 U.S.C. 707.
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The Eight Essential Elements of Positive Youth Development
Building the Framework of the Essential Elements
As an SDSU Extension 4-H Volunteer, you are committed to being a crucial component of the development of 
our South Dakota youth. 4-H members will look to you from time-to-time for guidance and mentorship - although 
overwhelming at times - there are tools that can be utilized to build the framework and provide guidance to 
adult mentors as youth explore their world. The Eight Essential Elements of Positive Youth Development is one 
of those tools. These elements help youth become competent, contributing members of society. Additionally, 
they focus on social, physical, and emotional well-being, rather than on a single aspect of life or development. 
When considering potential recreation and activities for 4-H clubs, it is important to be aware of these elements. 
The Eight Essential Elements of Positive Youth Development will help to ensure that each experience, program, 
and activity intentionally offers opportunities for hands-on, experiential learning in environments where youth 
feel safe, can master new skills and abilities, and develop the confidence needed to contribute to their local 
communities in a positive manner.

Photo Courtesy of the National 4-H Council. Used with permission.

What are the Eight Essential Elements?
Belonging
•	 Positive relationships with a caring adult
•	 An inclusive environment
•	 A safe environment

Independence
•	 Opportunity to see oneself as an active participant in the future
•	 Opportunity for self-determination

Generosity
•	 Opportunity to value and practice service for others

Mastery
•	 Engagement in learning
•	 Opportunity for mastery
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Applying the Eight Essential Elements
Element 
Category

Essential Element Definition Example Integrating into Learning
B

el
o

n
g

in
g

Positive relationships 
with caring adult

Young people have 
an adult or two in 
their lives that they 
can depend on, have 
positive interactions 
with, and feel safe, 
trusted and nurtured .

A volunteer/educator 
who provides 
a listening ear, 
follows through on 
commitments to 
youth, and really gets 
to know a young 
person through their 
interactions .

• Keep the ratio of adults to youth 
low .

• Have adults actively engaged in 
learning with youth .

• Provide time for informal 
conversation and learning along 
with structured activities to build 
trust .

An inclusive 
environment

Young people feel 
welcomed into 
an environment 
regardless of their 
background, beliefs, 
ideas, and culture .

Provide t-shirts for 
everyone to feel 
a sense of group 
identity, honor special 
celebrations in young 
people’s lives, and 
conduct team-building 
activities .

• Conduct get-acquainted 
activities .

• Greet each other by name during 
learning activities .

• Recognize individual members 
for their actions and/or 
accomplishments .

A safe environment An environment is 
created where young 
people feel safe to 
express themselves, 
and are free from 
exposure to injury, 
abuse, or ridicule .

Young people 
are educated and 
provided examples 
of boundaries, 
performing activities 
safely, and ways to 
get assistance when 
needed  Reflective  .
listening is utilized .

• Provide intentional opportunities 
for individual ideas within a 
group discussion so all voices are 
heard .

• Insure that youth are never alone 
with just one adult .

• Empower adult and youth 
participants to self-regulate 
negative comments, actions, and 
attitudes .

In
d

ep
en

d
en

ce

Opportunity to see 
oneself as an active 
participant in the future

Youth can look 
ahead, vision and see 
themselves doing 
great things, in turn 
creating a positive 
outlook on the future .

As a group, envision 
what your group 
is doing or has 
accomplished in one 
year  Have youth  .
brainstorm ways to 
run the meetings 
more effectively in the 
future .

• Engage youth in visioning 
opportunities .

• Have youth relate skills they are 
learning now to future career 
opportunities .

• Tie skills learned to leadership 
roles in their future .

Opportunity for self-
determination

Young people are able 
to set their own goals, 
determine how they 
will get there, and who 
they want to become 
as an individual .

Youth share their goals 
of learning for the year 
and adults look for 
ways to support them 
in the attainment of 
their goals .

• Build individual goal setting into 
educational activities .

• Assist youth in determining the 
desired goals and outcomes 
of the educational program or 
activity, and plan action steps for 
how to make it happen .
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Element 
Category

Essential Element Definition Example Integrating into Learning
G

en
er

o
si

ty
Opportunity to value 
and practice service 
for others

The opportunity to 
give back to others in 
meaningful ways .

Youth plan and 
conduct a community 
service project, assist 
other members in their 
groups, and youth 
share ideas for how 
to improve their 4-H 
programs .

• Address an issue in the 
community through civic service .

• Have youth bring items of value 
to share with others .

• Challenge youth to give back to 
their community as a follow up to 
what they have been learning .

M
as

te
ry

Engagement in 
learning

Young people are 
actively engaged in 
different learning 
environments and are 
challenged to pursue 
their own learning .

Youth research areas 
of interest related 
to their project and 
present it back to their 
group .

• Provide different methods for 
learning to take place including 
experiential learning and 
scientific inquiry .

• Use varying forms of media in 
presenting or seeking information 
and communicating with young 
people .

Opportunity for 
mastery

Mastery is achieving 
a certain level of 
expertise of a subject 
matter so that you are 
able to share it with 
others .

Adults listen, observe, 
and interact with 
youth to discover 
their passions and/
or what they want 
to excel in and assist 
with opportunities for 
mastery in area .

• Expose youth to multiple 
skills, events, and learning 
opportunities to gain a breadth of 
what is possible .

• Build in opportunities for youth 
to sharpen or advance their skills 
and practices beyond the basics .

Experiential Learning Model 
Learn by Doing 
The experiential learning model is how the 4-H slogan “Learn by Doing” is incorporated into 4-H club work. The 
Experiential Learning Model includes five specific steps:
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1.	 Experience – youth do before being told or shown how. 
This is actually doing the activity. Think of it as the 4-H way of “learn by doing.” One of the most important 
aspects of experience is planning. The activity does not provide too much instruction before the youth 
begin the activity. Minimal instructions require youth to actually explore and discover, finding out things for 
themselves without any pre-conceived ideas or notions. 

2.	 Share – youth describe the experience and their reaction. 
The purpose of the second step is to have learners share their feelings, observations and experiences. This is 
an opportunity for the participants to debrief their feelings and reactions from the activity. At the conclusion 
of the activity, have youth describe their experiences and processes. Encourage them to elaborate using their 
five senses, the steps they devised, what worked and what needed to be refined, etc. The role of the leader 
or facilitator in this step is to draw out information from the people in the group. Ask questions such as:

•	 “What did you see happening?”
•	 “What were you thinking or feeling during the activity?”
•	 “What was new or different in this activity?”
•	 “Tell me what you just did.”

3.	 Process – Youth Discuss what was most important about what they did. 
Processing is a pivotal step in the experiential learning process, and it is the one that is most often neglected. 
Processing focuses on any patterns, sets of reactions or experiences that result from the exercise. It is the 
step where learners begin to relate what they learned and observed and relate it to real life situations. When 
we process, we carefully examine the shared observations from the learning experience. In this step, the 
learners identify common patterns of behavior. For this step you might ask questions like:

•	 “What patterns did you notice here?”
•	 “What happened in this activity that looks like things you’ve noticed or done at home?”
•	 “How was today’s activity like past activities?”
•	 “What reactions or findings similar to real life situations have you observed?”

4.	 Generalize – Youth relate the project and life skill practiced to their own everyday experiences.
In generalizing, learners go beyond what they learned or observed from the activity to patterns in real 
life situations, work experience, personal lives or even 4-H Experience. The leader’s task is to help group 
members identify ways to relate observations to the outside world. Rather than focusing on the learning 
activity at this point, the participants are going to focus on those patterns and those common occurrences. 
Some good questions to use with this step are:

•	 “What did you learn today that can help you in real life?” 
•	 “What differences can these principals, observations or reactions make at home, work or school?”

5.	 Apply – Youth Share how they will use the project and life skill practices in other parts of their lives. 
The final step of the process is Apply. It helps learners pull together all five steps and helps learners relate 
generalizations from step four to specific situations. This step is important to assure participants they can 
relate the total experience, and the total learning exercise to specific needs. Applying encourages the 
learner to make an individual plan and commitment on how he or she will actually use this new information. 
If they will verbally, or in written form, make a commitment of how they are going to use the information, 
it becomes much more likely that they will actually do so. The best way to be certain that learners can 
utilize and understand what they’ve learned, is through planned application. That’s why group sharing is 
so important. Youth strengthen their individual commitment by recording their plan or by simply sharing it 
verbally. Good questions to ask for this step are: 

•	 “Now that you’ve learned this concept, what are you going to do with it?” 
•	 “Now that you’ve noticed this skill, how are you going to use it?” 
•	 “On a sheet of paper describe what you’re going to do with what you learned today.”
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Using the Experiential Learning Model with Project Area Meetings 
When youth enroll in a project area, they will attend project area meetings and use 4-H curriculum materials to 
study a specific subject. The project area meeting is the heart of a member’s project area involvement, so it’s 
important that the time is well planned and involves all youth. Participants decide what to include and when, with 
the assistance of the SDSU Extension 4-H volunteers. Project areas are used as a way for youth to practice and 
learn life skills. 4-H project area curricula include manuals for the members, and leaders’ or helpers’ guides for 
the adults. All of the curricula include step-by-step instructions on using the material, general information on the 
subjects, procedures for conducting each activity, supplies needed for each activity, questions to use to process 
each experience, and suggestions for related activities. 

Generally, the 4-H curriculum is self-explanatory and easy to read. Developmental outcomes and learning 
indicators are included, as well the life skill development that is being targeted. It is important to review the 
curriculum and be prepared with all necessary supplies prior to 4-H club or project area meeting.

Life skills in 4-H
Developing Life Skills 
The goal of 4-H programming is to provide developmentally appropriate projects and activities for youth to:
•	 Experience life skills 
•	 Practice skills until they are learned 
•	 Be able to use skills as necessary throughout a lifetime

Through the experiential learning model, youth both learn and apply these skills appropriately. Life skills are 
nothing more than the abilities and skills that youth can learn to help them be successful in living a productive and 
satisfying life. The Targeting Life Skills model developed by the Iowa State University Extension Service (shown 
on page 10) identifies life skills that are the goal of our 4-H experiences. Each 4-H experience should be planned 
with one or more of these skills in mind.

Club meetings are the perfect place to learn life skills. Throughout the meeting, provide opportunities for your 
members to actively: 
•	 Gather good information and make thoughtful decisions
•	 Serve on a committee
•	 Set goals and identify the steps necessary to reach them
•	 Practice public speaking skills
•	 Work on record book pages
•	 Plan and execute a community service project
•	 Mentor younger members
•	 Plan a field trip

The 4-H Framework
4-H uses a framework based upon the 4-H Pledge to organize the delivery of experiences that support the 
growth and development of youth. 4-H refers to this framework as a “Targeting Life Skills Model” (Hendricks, 
1998). This model addresses the skills within competency areas that youth development traditionally addresses. 
To fit the four-category structure of the 4-H pledge, the competencies are combined into the areas of Head, 
Heart, Hands, and Health. 
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4-H Focus of Youth Competencies
HEAD: Knowledge, Reasoning and Creativity Competencies 

Thinking: using one’s mind to form ideas and make decisions; to imagine, to examine carefully in the mind, to 
consider. 

Managing: using resources to accomplish a purpose.

HEART: Personal/Social Competencies

Relating: establishing a mutual or reciprocal connection between two people that is wholesome and meaningful 
to both.

Caring: showing understanding, kindness, concern and affection for others.

HAND: Vocational/Citizenship Competencies

Giving: providing, supplying, or causing to happen (social responsibility).

Working: accomplishing something or earning pay to support oneself through physical or mental effort.

HEALTH: Health/Physical Competencies

Living: Acting or behaving; the manner or style of daily life.

Being: living ones life; pursuing ones basic nature; involved in personal development.

The graphic on the next page represents a system for targeting skills that lead to mastery of targeted 
competencies. It is important to know this 4-H framework as well as the structure a youth program uses to 
organize the competencies it targets. By understanding both structures, professionals, volunteers, and parents 
will know the expectations each organization has for staff and participants and will be able to partner more 
effectively.

The Learning Environment 
The 4-H club setting enhances the benefits of project area participation by providing a positive learning 
environment. 

To help create a positive learning environment for 4-H members, keep the following in mind: 
•	 Young people learn best in an atmosphere of warmth and acceptance.
•	 Members must have clear, self-determined goals.
•	 Each youth has different abilities; the same learning method will not be equally successful with all members.
•	 Learning requires motivation; self-motivation comes from basic needs, personal preferences, and feelings of 

self-worth and belonging. External motivation is based on incentives and recognition received from others.
•	 Youth must be actively involved in selecting and carrying out their learning activities.
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The outermost ring of the Targeting Life Skills model represent the life skills 4-H clubs and programs work to teach 4-H members. The next 
ring represents the competencies that these life skills fall into. The innermost ring represents the four H’s of 4-H: Head, Heart, Hands, and 
Health. 

© Iowa State University and Outreach. Used with permission. 
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What is a 4-H Club? 
Purpose
4-H clubs are one of the primary ways of involving 4-H members in the 4-H program. It acts as the hub of 
activity, creating interest and enthusiasm for involvement in 4-H activities, and events outside the local club.

4-H Club Officer Roles/Duties
Successful club meetings depend upon the leadership of club officers. Clubs may include the following officer 
roles:

President – Presides at all 4-H meetings. May appoint committees as needed.

Vice-President – Serves in the absence of the President. May serve as program chair.

Secretary – Records minutes or actions of the meeting. Corresponds to other individuals and groups as directed 
by club.

Treasurer – Keeps up to date financial records of the club’s income and expenditures. Pays bills as directed by 
club.

Reporter – Writes interesting reports of club meetings and events for local newspapers and/or the 4-H 
newsletter. May work with secretary in sending out meeting notices to members.

Recreation/Song Leader – Plans and leads songs and games at the 4-H meeting.

Other Officers – Some clubs may also elect sergeant at arms, callers, historians, etc.

Detailed explanations of each officer role can be found in the South Dakota 4-H Club Management Guide: Roles 
That People Play in 4-H, available on iGrow.org.

Meetings
Club meetings are scheduled at least once a month and are conducted by the club officers with the guidance 
of an SDSU Extension 4-H Volunteer. An agenda is prepared in advance by the Club President and SDSU 
Extension 4-H Volunteer to ensure all items of business are covered and to ensure all members attention and 
acuity. Meetings typically run from 1 to 2 hours with a definite start and stop time. Special meetings may be 
called when necessary. The 4-H club meeting is an important learning device; learning ensues from the moment 
members arrive to their departure. Involving 4-H members in the organizing and expediting of the program will 
foster a learning environment, enabling members to develop new skills and knowledge. A typical 4-H meeting 
may include the following components:

Opening – The meeting is called to order by the President and commences with the Pledge of Allegiance and 
the 4-H Pledge. At this time you may wish to welcome new members, guests, or speakers.

Business – This portion of the meeting is led by club officers covering the following components: 1) roll call, 2) 
reading of the last meeting minutes, 3) treasurer’s report, 4) committee, project, or activity reports, and 5) old 
and new business.

Experiential Learning – This part of the meeting is reserved for demonstrations, illustrated talks, project whys, 
public speaking, guest speakers, slide shows, videos, project training or orientation, panel discussions, field trips, 
or any other element that is decided upon by the club.

Recreation – Meetings will sometimes include a recreational activity. 4-H members join a club to have fun and 
make friends. To provide a well-rounded program, include activities such as team builders, games, icebreakers, 
music, or drama that promote youth development and socialization. For more information on 4-H club meetings 
see the South Dakota 4-H Club Management Guide: 4-H Club Meetings, available on iGrow.org. 
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