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Abstract

Introduction

Service-learning is growing in popularity as a
methodology for teaching youth life skills and 4-H
project knowledge. Through a modified Delphi
technique, a panel comprised of 4-H'ers, volunteers,
and agents in Tennessee identified and prioritized
benefits of utilizing service-learning to fulfill the
mission of the state's 4-H Youth Development
program. The study found that primary benefits of
conducting service-learning projects through 4-H
Youth Development are getting kids involved in
community service; teaching youth dependability,
responsibility, and commitment; and developing
citizenship skills/civic responsibility. There were
some differences among the subpanels' lists and
prioritization of the benefits. The study has implica-
tions for 4-H leaders, both youth and adult, who
employ service-learning as a teaching tool, and for
practitioners of the Delphi technique.

Since its inception in 1902, the 4-H Youth
Development program has outlined community
service as one of its primary objectives. In October
2000, Tennessee 4-H Youth Development expanded
that service commitment to include service-learning,
a form of experiential education where youth apply
knowledge, skills, critical thinking, and wise judg-
ment to address genuine community needs (Toole
and Toole, 1994). Service-learning is a growing
methodology for fulfilling the 4-H mission of helping
youth develop skills and attitudes they need to
become successful adults. After receiving a 3-year
grant from Learn and Serve America through the
Tennessee Commission on National and Community
Service, University of Tennessee Extension began a
statewide initiative to infuse service-learning
throughout the 4-H Youth Development program
(Mantooth and Hamilton, 2004). The program
provided training and resources for youth and adults,
as well as opportunities for funding and recognition
for projects. From October 2000 until December
2003, more than 182,000 4-H'ers partnered with
14,800 adults to conduct 5,300 service-learning
projects, benefiting more than 901,000 people
through 585,000 hours of service (Mantooth and
Hamilton, 2004).

Nationally, service-learning can trace its theoret-
ical roots to John Dewey, Alexis de Tocqueville,
William James, and Thomas Jefferson, as well as
historical movements such as the push for civil rights
in the 1960s (Waterman, 1997a). Dewey is credited
with conceptualizing ideas of experiential education
and reflective thinking, both vital components of
service-learning. Dewey's work also provided the
foundation for key elements of service-learning, such
as student involvement in developing learning
objectives, working cooperatively on learning tasks,
linking what is learned to personal experience,
placing importance on social and not just intellectual
development, and valuing actions for the welfare of
others (Kraft, 1996).

In 1910, American philosopher William James
called for a program of national service for youth that
would serve as the moral equivalent of war, some-
thing that would speak to men's souls as universally
as war did and yet be compatible with their spiritual
selves (Waterman, 1997a). The Twentieth Century
saw many large-scale efforts to engage youth in
service, including the Civilian Conservation Corps,
the Peace Corps, Volunteers in Service to America,
the Youth Conservation Corps, and other organiza-
tions that sought to benefit the volunteers who were
serving their communities (Corporation for National
and Community Service, n.d.; Kraft, 1996; Pritchard,
2002; Waterman, 1997b).

Service-learning gained national attention with
the passage of the National and Community Service
Trust Acts of 1990, which authorized grants to
support service-learning in schools and demonstra-
tion grants for national service programs to
nonprofits and institutions of higher education
(Corporation for National and Community Service,
n.d.). The National and Community Service Trust
Acts of 1993 established the Corporation for National
and Community Service (CNCS), the federal agency
that administers grants for both school-based and
community-based service programs. School-based
service-learning is organized as part of the academic
curriculum of an elementary or secondary school or
an institution of higher education, whereas commu-
nity-based service-learning is organized through a
community agency or youth-serving organization
(National and Community Service Trust Act of 1993).
While much attention has been given to school-based
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service-learning, community-based efforts also have
grown over the past 10 years. The CNCS has awarded
more than $37 million to community-based organiza-
tions and state service commissions, and a substan-
tial amount of community-based service-learning is
occurring beyond what is funded through the CNCS
(Bailis and Lewis, 2003).

The number of youth engaged in service is
increasing. Skinner and Chapman (1999) determined
that 64% of all public schools had students involved in
service activities recognized and/or arranged through
the school, and 32% of all public schools organized
service-learning as part of their curriculum. Shumer
and Cook (1999) reported that 6.1 million high school
students were involved in service-related programs
in 1997, and Safrit and Auck (2003) found that 98% of
Ohio 4-H'ers had voluntarily helped others within the
previous year.

The increasing number of youth involved in
service-learning has sparked a growing field of
research on the impact of service-learning. Because
the youth engaged in service-learning are often
outside the classroom, interacting with community
members and organizations, impacts of service
learning are not limited to youth. Indeed, researchers
(Billig, 2000; Blyth et al., 1997; Eyler and Giles, 1999;
Scales and Leffert, 1999; Melchior, 1999) have found
an impact on youth, schools and community organi-
zations through which the youth work, and commu-
nities the youth serve.

Youth participating in service-learning pro-
grams, both school-based and community-based,
show increased self-esteem and problem-solving
skills, more positive attitudes toward adults, and
increased concern for others' welfare (Scales and
Leffert, 1999). Service-learning also has a positive
impact on students' civic attitudes and participation,
particularly if students remain active in organized
service activities (Melchior, 1999). Student outcomes
are influenced by the level of youth leadership, hours
spent in service, quality of service placement, struc-
tured reflection opportunities, the intensity of the
service experience, program design, and implementa-
tion (Blyth et al., 1997; Eyler and Giles, 1999).

Communities, schools, and organizations also
experience benefits from service-learning programs.
Community members have more positive perceptions
of schools and youth. Furthermore, schools report
greater mutual respect between teachers and
students, improvements in the overall school climate,
and increased school cohesiveness (Billig, 2000b).
Melchior (1999) reported that organizations utilizing
service-learning improved services to clients and the
community, increased capacity to take on new
projects, and formed new relationships with public
schools.

Service-learning has evolved from John Dewey
and the Peace Corps to millions of school students
and youth in community-based organizations. An
increasing number of service-learning participants

has been reflected in an ever-growing body of
research. Despite the number of community-based
organizations that are engaging in service-learning
and the increasing amount of research in the field,
“community-based service-learning is the least
understood and least studied of the streams of
service-learning” (Bailis and Lewis, 2003, p. 17).
Therefore, understanding the benefits of service-
learning in community-based organizations, particu-
larly 4-H Youth Development, is a problem due to the
lack of research on community-based service-
learning.

The purpose of this study was to identify benefits
of service-learning in Tennessee 4-H Youth
Development. Furthermore, the researchers sought
to describe perceived differences among three
subgroups: 4-H members, volunteers, and Extension
agents.

Researchers used the modified Delphi technique
with a panel of experts to generate data for the study.
The Delphi technique is a method of group communi-
cation that is effective in allowing a group of experts,
as a whole, to deal with a complex problem (Linstone
and Turoff, 1975). The technique uses sequential
questionnaires developed through summarized
information and feedback of opinions from earlier
responses (Delbeq et al., 1975).

In general, researchers believe a Delphi study
should contain a minimum of 10 and a maximum of
50 participants, with an ideal number between 20 and
30 (Critchner and Gladsone, 1998; Gibson and Miller,
1990). The researchers purposely selected 30 panel
members from individuals who served as youth or
adult leaders for ten service-learning projects funded
by 4-H Seeds of Service mini-grants between April
2001 and October 2003. The researchers reviewed
grant proposals, reports, and reflection activities for
100 grant-funded projects and selected for the panel
those that best demonstrated youth leadership,
intentional learning objectives, reflection activities,
and projects that lasted longer than one week. The
panel members were then divided into three
subpanels: ten 4-H members, ten adult volunteer
leaders, and ten 4-H agents from one urban county,
three suburban counties, and six rural counties. The
members represented the three regions of University
of Tennessee Extension, providing statewide scope to
the study. Youth, volunteers, and Extension agents
comprised separate subpanels due to the groups'
varying developmental level, focus, needs, and
experience with service-learning.

The researchers administered a series of three
questionnaires to participants. The first question-
naire consisted of an open-ended question: “The
benefits of conducting service-learning projects
through 4-H Youth Development are . . .” This
generated a list of benefits of service-learning
implemented through the 4-H Youth Development

Methods

39NACTA Journal • September 2006



program. The researchers summarized responses
from the first questionnaire and eliminated any
duplicate responses. Three, second-round question-
naires, one for each subpanel, were developed from
the responses provided in round one. The second-
round questionnaires asked participants to rate
responses on a Likert-type scale of 1 (most important)
to 9 (least important). The third round question-
naires ranked the responses to each question from
most important to least important by arithmetic
mean. Panel members were provided with the
subgroup's mean and their own rating for each item.
In addition, they were asked to explain why they
disagreed with the rankings, if they did. A panel of
experts, consisting of three faculty members and two
4-H Youth Development specialists, determined face
validity for each instrument. The statements gener-
ated from the first round questionnaire were deemed
trustworthy (reliable) because the researchers
selected experts, consisting of youth and adults who
served in leadership roles for 4-H Seeds of Service
grant-funded projects, and utilized their exact
statements to determine the benefits of service
learning (Taylor and Bogden, 1998). Therefore, the
benefit statements were deemed appropriate for this
study.

First round questionnaires were mailed to
participants. Participants had the option of respond-
ing through a paper copy or Web-based question-
naire. Subsequent questionnaires were distributed to
panel members either through the mail or e-mail,
based on respondents' preferred method of receiving
correspondence as indicated through the first Web-
based questionnaire.

In round one, 18 panel members responded
through the on-line questionnaire and 7 mailed or
faxed their questionnaires, providing an 83% (N =
25) response rate. The 4-H youth subpanel had a 60%
(N = 6) response rate; the volunteer subpanel had a
90% (N = 9) response rate; and the Extension agent
subpanel had a 100% (N = 10) response rate. For this,
as well as subsequent rounds, non-respondents were
contacted in an effort to achieve 100% response for
each subpanel. Responses from the three subgroups
were maintained separately. Data generated by youth
panel members were not considered until signed
informed consent statements were on file with the
researchers.

In the first round, the 4-H youth subpanel (N = 6)
generated 59 statements, which were summarized to
26 benefits. The volunteer subpanel (N = 9) gener-
ated 73 statements, which were summarized to 34
benefits. The Extension agent subpanel (N = 10)
generated 95 statements, which were summarized to
30 benefits.

In round two, 21 panel members responded on-
line, and 4 mailed or faxed their surveys, providing an
83% response rate. The 4-H youth subpanel had a
70% (N = 7) response rate; the volunteer subpanel
had an 80% (N = 8) response rate; and the Extension

agent subpanel had a 100% (N = 10) response rate. As
with the first questionnaire, responses from the
subgroups were maintained separately.

The researchers calculated the arithmetic mean
and standard deviation for each response (Ary et al.,
1996). Mean scores of the round two questionnaires
were used to determine importance of each state-
ment. Responses were categorized as “important” (1
— 2.49), “slightly important” (2.5 — 4.99), “slightly
unimportant” (5 — 7.49) or “unimportant” ( 7.5).

Standard deviation of 1.5 indicated general consen-
sus was reached within the subpanel. A (SD < 1.5)
was arbitrarily selected because researchers utilized
a nine-point scale.

These data were used to develop the third and
final round of questionnaires.

Twenty-two panel members responded on-line,
and three mailed the surveys, providing an 83%
response rate to the third questionnaire. The 4-H
youth subpanel had a 70% (N = 7) response rate; the
volunteer subpanel had an 80% (N = 8) response rate;
and the Extension agent subpanel had a 100% (N =
10) response rate. Responses from the subgroups
were maintained separately.

In this study, a purposefully selected panel of 4-H
youth, volunteers, and Extension agents was utilized
to generate and prioritize benefits of conducting
service-learning projects in Tennessee 4-H Youth
Development.

The 4-H youth subpanel rated the importance of
26 benefits of conducting service-learning projects
through 4-H Youth Development. The mean and
standard deviation for each statement are presented
in Table 1. The statements are prioritized in order of
most important to least important by average
arithmetic mean scores. The 4-H youth subpanel
reached consensus on 13 of the 18 benefits ranked as
“important.” Some of these benefits include getting
kids involved in community service (M = 1.00, SD =
0.00); helping others, making a difference, meeting
community needs (M = 1.28, SD = 0.49); learning
organization and responsibility (M = 1.57, SD =
0.53); and having fun (M = 2.14, SD = 0.69).

In round three, five 4-H youth subpanel members
indicated disagreement with the ranking of a total of
eight statements. Panel members responded in favor
of higher importance for six benefits, including
getting out of school, learning leadership skills, and
meeting others and making friends. Panel members
thought the ranking should be less important on the
benefits of breaking down social barriers to unite and
achieve a common goal and recognition for service.
One benefit, publicity for 4-H (as a service organiza-
tion, not just agriculture), received one response that
it should be more important and two that it should be

≥

≤

Results

Benefits Identified by 4-H Youth Subpanel
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less important. The panel members' explanations for
their responses were based on their personal experi-
ences with service-learning in their counties.

The volunteer subpanel rated the importance of
34 benefits of conducting service-learning projects
through 4-H Youth Development. The mean and
standard deviation for each statement are presented
in Table 2. The statements are prioritized in order of
most important to least important by average
arithmetic mean scores. The volunteer subpanel
reached consensus on 20 of the 21 benefits ranked as
“important.” Some of these statements include
teaching youth dependability, responsibility, and
commitment (M = 1.00, SD = 0.00); developing
leadership skills (M = 1.14, SD = 0.38); helping youth
see themselves as valuable and responsible commu-
nity members (M = 1.14, SD = 0.38); and chil-
dren/teens learning self-esteem by making a differ-
ence in the community (M = 1.28, SD = 0.49).

In round three, four volunteer subpanel mem-
bers indicated disagreement with the ranking of a
total of 12 statements. Panel members responded in
favor of higher importance on the following state-

ments: children/teens learning self-esteem by
making a difference in the community, teaching life
skills and useful knowledge/experience, teaching

youth that you have to work for
what you want, developing
record keeping and documenta-
tion skills, that it's a hands-on
learning time, and recognition.
Respondents thought these
statements should be less
important: keeping chi l-
dren/teens involved, keeping
youth busy and out of trouble,
seeing how supportive everyone
was of the project, and youth
getting to travel abroad. Two
statements received mixed
comments. For the benefit of
learning to use new equipment,
such as a sewing machine, one
respondent commented that it
should be more important,
while another respondent had
the opposite view. Similarly, the
benefit of giving youth commu-
nity service involvement that
they can put on college scholar-
ship applications received
opposing comments from two
panel members. The reasons
given for disagreeing with each
of these statements were based
on panel members' personal
experiences with service-
learning.

The Extens ion agent
subpanel rated the importance of 30 benefits of
conducting service-learning projects through 4-H
Youth Development. The mean and standard devia-
tion for each statement are presented in Table 3. The
statements are prioritized in order of most important
to least important by average arithmetic mean
scores. The Extension agent subpanel reached
consensus on 18 of the 21 benefits ranked as “impor-
tant.” Some of these statements include developing
citizenship skills/civic responsibility (M = 1.11, SD =
0.33); teaching youth about helping others and the
importance of service (M = 1.22, SD = 0.44); develop-
ing leadership skills (M = 1.33, SD = 0.50); and
promoting youth in a positive way (M = 1.33, SD =
0.50).

In round three, three Extension agent subpanel
members indicated disagreement with the ranking of
a total of seven statements. Panel members
responded in favor of higher importance for the
following benefits: promoting youth in a positive way,
teaching youth life skills, developing decision making

Benefits Identified by Volunteer Subpanel

Benefits Identified by
Extension Agent Subpanel

Table 1. Delphi Study Round Two: Prioritized List of Benefits Identified by 4-H Youth Subpanel
(N = 7)
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skills, recognition/community awareness of service
activities, good publicity for 4-H, that 4-H has a lot of
good resources, and securing new funding sources to
acquire new educational materials and resources in
the county. The panel did not recommend that any
statements be ranked less important.

The three subpanels identified many statements
with similar content. These benefits included getting
kids involved in community service and developing a
habit of service, helping others and meeting commu-
nity needs, learning/teaching responsibility, develop-
ing leadership skills, and teamwork and networking

in the community. The three
subpanels generated several
statements related to youth
becoming more aware of
c o m m u n i t y p r o b l e m s ,
developing civic responsibil-
ity, and feeling connected to
the community. The three
subpanels also generated
several statements related to
teaching skills such as record
keeping, communication, and
people skills.

Although the subpanels
generated many of the same
benefits of service-learning in
4-H, there were differences
among the subpanels' lists
and prioritization of benefits.
For instance, the 4-H youth
and volunteer subpanels
agreed on the benefit of
having fun. And the volun-
teer and Extension agent
subpanels had similar views
on the benefits of developing
and working in youth-adult
partnerships and publicity
for 4-H as a service organiza-
tion.

The 4-H youth subpanel
identified one benefitgetting
out of schoolthat the other
subpanels did not. The
volunteer subpanel had six
statements that were unique
from the benefits identified
by the other subpanels. These
included keeping youth busy
and out of trouble, youth
getting to travel abroad, and
keeping chi ldren/ teens
involved. The Extension
agent subpanel had two
statements that were not also
identified by the other
subpanels. These benefits

were that 4-H has a lot of good resources and that a
little money given here can make a big difference in
other countries.

Many of the benefits identified in this study,
particularly those related to civic attitudes and skills,
correspond to those revealed by Melchoir (1999) and
Scales and Leffert (1999). However, this study also
discovered several new benefits of community-based
service-learning as it relates to 4-H Youth
Development. Included are benefits identified by all
three subpanels (learning leadership skills and
working in youth/adult partnerships), as well as
benefits identified by each subpanel: teaching solid

Summary

Table 2. Delphi Study Round Two: Prioritized List of Benefits Identified by Volunteer Subpanel (N
= 8)
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values (youth), helping youth see what their talents
are (volunteers), and developing organizational/
planning skills (Extension agent). One may con-
clude that many of these benefits were identified
because of the organization through which the
service-learning occurred. As a community-based
organization, 4-H engages youth in a variety of
activities. Service-learning projects in 4-H can focus
on developing life skills instead of enhancing
academic material. In addition, the statewide 4-H
program in Tennessee places strong emphasis on
youth leadership and youth/adult partnerships that
may not be part of a school atmosphere. Although
the benefits of service-learning may be similar in
both school-based and community-based efforts,
participants in a community-based organization
such as 4-H may place more importance on certain
benefits than do school-based participants.

Based on the results of
this study, recommendations
can be made for the statewide
4-H Youth Development
program in Tennessee. In
order to help youth and adults
develop a habit of service,
meet community needs, learn
skills, take an active role in
their communities, and
garner other benefits of
service-learning, 4-H Youth
Development should sustain
and expand the existing
service-learning initiative. To
do this, state 4-H Youth
Development staff could use
the results of this and other
studies as a basis to seek
funding that would provide
training, resources, and
technical assistance to
r e g i o n a l a n d c o u n t y
Extension staff, volunteers,
and 4-H youth to assist them
in planning and implement-
ing effective service-learning
projects. Resources would
include printed and Web-
based manuals on the basics
of service-learning, tools for
service-learning reflection,
evaluation instruments to aid
in program improvement,
and a compilation of “best
practices” from effective 4-H
service-learning projects.

This study also has
implications for local 4-H
leaders, school teachers,
community organizations
and others who engage youth

in service-learning. Service-learning programs
should be structured to maximize the benefits
indicated by the panel members in this study. To
capitalize on the benefits indicated by the youth
subpanel, for example, programs could intention-
ally include teambuilding activities, encourage
youth to take leadership for organizing project
logistics, provide recognition for service, and assist
youth with keeping records of service to include on
scholarship and college applications. To achieve
some of the benefits identified by the volunteer
subpanel, programs could strive to build equality
between youth and adult members, involve youth in
roles that utilize their talents, and selecting projects
in which youth see an obvious impact on the com-
munity. For the benefits identified by the Extension
agent subpanel, programs could design reflection

Table 3. Delphi Study Round Two: Prioritized List of Benefits Identified by Extension Agent
Subpanel (N = 9)
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activities that focus on the civic skills the youth are
developing, structure programs to help youth
strengthen communication skills, and encourage
youth to utilize decision-making skills. The three
subpanels identified many of the same benefits.
Programs can use the differences among the
subpanels to design recruitment and training
materials for different audiences, including students,
volunteers, and staff.

To further understand the outcomes of service-
learning in 4-H Youth Development, researchers
should examine the effect that the certain factors
may have on the benefits of service-learning for the
youth, the community, and the 4-H Youth
Development program. Questions for further study
include:

1. What impact does location (i.e., rural, urban,
limited resource community) have on the benefits of
service-learning?

2. How does the length of a project affect the
benefits of service-learning?

3. How do reflection activities included as
integral part of projects impact the benefits of
service-learning?

4. To what extent does the degree of youth
leadership in a project affect the benefits of service-
learning?

5. What impact does service learning have on
other organizations such as schools, youth organiza-
tions and church groups?
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