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Each of the following elements has been identified as a critical part of youth programs that focus on a positive youth development approach. Allan T. Smith of National
4-H Headquarters stated that “Positive youth development occurs from an intentional process that promotes positive outcomes for young people by providing opportunities, choices, relationships, and the support necessary for youth to fully participate.  Youth development occurs in families, peer groups, schools, neighborhoods and communities.” 

In 1999, a group of evaluators from the National 4-H Impact Design Implementation Team identified eight elements that are critical to positive youth development. Programs for youth should include these critical  elements of positive youth development.  

The Eight Critical Elements of positive youth development for young people, according to Dr. Cathann Kress, Director of Youth Development for the Cooperative State, Research, Education and Extension Service and National 4-H Headquarters (2004), include:

· A Positive Relationship with a Caring Adult

· An Inclusive Environment  

· A Safe Environment 

· Opportunity for Mastery 

· Engagement in Learning

· Opportunity to See Oneself as an Active Participant in the Future 

· Opportunity for Self-Determination

· Opportunity to Value and Practice Service to Others 
Description of the Elements:

A Positive Relationship with a Caring Adult - The underlying premise for this element is that youth will develop caring and trusting relationships. These relationships need to begin in infancy with parents and caregivers and continue into adolescence with teachers, youth group leaders, and adults in the community.  A caring adult, whether a supporter, friend, advisor, or neighbor, acts as an advisor and guide.  Groups with a caring relationship demonstrate warmth, connectedness, good communication, support and guidance for youth.


An Inclusive Environment - An inclusive environment allows participants to develop a sense of belonging.  These environments also encourage and support participants and provide positive feedback.  Community groups can provide opportunities for youth to “fit in” and be a part of activities that stress cooperation and shared goals.  Healthy groups celebrate the success of all members and take pride in the collective efforts of all.

A Safe Environment - Another element in positive youth development is an environment that is physically and emotionally safe for young people.  Youth should not fear physical or emotional harm while participating in group activities.  The learning environment, the adults and peers should be supportive and safe for youth.  Young people will learn better and participate more fully when they are in an environment that encourages trust, honesty and respect among all youth and adults.
Opportunity for Mastery - Opportunity for mastery is the element in positive youth development which is the building of knowledge, skills and attitudes and then demonstrating their competent use to others.  Community programs can provide settings where youth can acquire knowledge and learn new skills.  Research shows that opportunities for reflection on these skills can help youth transfer what they learn to other areas of their life. Youth mastery will vary by a youth’s own developmental stage and learning style.  Mastery is a process that takes time and repetition and can contribute to preparation for adult employment.

Engagement in Learning - Youth benefit from opportunities to experience meaningful challenge.  Success at these experiences helps youth develop a personal sense of importance and to be engaged in learning.  Youth must see the activities as demanding, novel and creative and to feel challenged to accomplish them.  If youth are not engaged in learning, they may not experience personal growth from the activity.
Opportunity to See Oneself as an Active Participant in the Future - Youth need opportunities for new experiences and opportunities to enjoy life.  They learn and grow from success and failures.  Youth will begin to make life choices that will begin the transition into the future.

Opportunity for Self-Determination - The premise of this element of positive youth development is that youth are encouraged to try new things and learn about themselves.  As a result, they discover and practice their individual interests and skills, test their independence and take control of their lives.  Self-determination provides youth opportunities to feel they have control in their lives—that they can make some personal decisions.  Using individual likes and dislikes, interests and skills, youth can make choices.   

Opportunity to Value and Practice Service to Others - Community service is a way for youth to gain exposure to the larger community and to the world itself.  Young people should feel free to contribute their skills, ideas and time to their community.  They should also feel their contributions are accepted, acknowledged, and appreciated. 



These Eight Critical Elements are grouped into Four Essential Elements defined by Dr. Cathann Kress, Director of Youth Development at National 4-H Headquarters.

Belonging: Positive Relationship with a Caring Adult, An Inclusive Environment, A Safe Environment 
Mastery: Opportunity for Mastery and Engagement in Learning

Independence: Opportunity to See Oneself as an Active Participant in the Future and Opportunity for Self-Determination

Generosity: Opportunity to Value and Practice Service to Others
Youth Development Program Assessment

This assessment tool, adapted from one created by Perkins and Borden (http://resiliency.cas.psu.edu/SpiderWeb.html), allows individuals and groups to determine which of these elements are strong and which may need to be strengthened or addressed. After reading a brief description for each of the areas, place an X on the number on the Spider Web Handout that best reflects your opinion of how your youth program is functioning in each of the elements using the following scale:
1. Strongly Disagree 

2. Disagree 

3. Neither Agree nor Disagree 

4. Agree 

5. Strongly Agree 

After you have marked each line for an element, consider the categories identified on the web—Belonging, Generosity, Mastery, and Independence.  How would you rate your youth program in each of these categories?  
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