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Abstract: The 4-H youth development organization understands
and has recognized residential camping as one of the major modes
of program delivery. Primary benefactors of the residential camping
program are those youth who serve as camp counselors. Not only
are they recipients of the educational program, but also supervise
and teach younger campers (Garst, & Johnson, 2005; McNeely,
2004). As a result of their experience, camp counselors learn about
and develop leadership and life skills (Thomas, 1996; Purcell, 1996).
The residential camping experience allows youth to serve as
volunteers through their role as camp counselors. In addition to the
benefits earned from their volunteer role, residential camping
provides youth camp counselors the opportunity to gain leadership
skills (Arnold, 2003) as well as add to the camp structure, planning,
and implementation (Hines, & Riley, 2005).

Introduction
The 4-H youth development organization understands and has recognized residential camping
as one of the major modes of program delivery. Primary benefactors of residential camping
programs are those youth who serve as camp counselors. Not only are they recipients of the
educational program, but also supervise and teach younger campers (Garst, & Johnson, 2005;
McNeely, 2004). As a result of their experience, camp counselors learn about and develop
leadership and life skills (Thomas, 1996; Purcell, 1996).

4-H Residential Camping
Across the United States, residential camping programs differ. However, outcomes of these
programs show life skill development in areas such as: (1) making new friends, (2) cooperation,

(3) accepting differences, (4) responsibility, and (5) teamwork (Arnold, Bourdeau, & Nagele,
2005; Garst, & Bruce, 2003; Garton, Miltenberger, & Pruett, 2007; Thurber, et al., 2007).
Specifically, research has shown that youth who serve as camp counselors gain skills such as
leadership, responsibility, teamwork, decision making, social and group facilitation skills (Brandt
,& Arnold, 2006; Duda, 2009; Duncan, 2000; Garton, Miltenberger, & Pruett, 2007; Forsythe,
Matysik, & Nelson, 2004; Garst, & Johnson, 2005; McNeely, 2004).

Volunteerism and 4-H Residential Camping
According to the Corporation for National and Community Service, (2005) an estimated 15.5
million U.S. adolescents age 12-18 are volunteers. There are many reasons to encourage youth
to serve in such a capacity. Studies have found that youth volunteerism is helpful in developing
social skills and a sense of belonging (Sundeen, & Raskoff, 1994). Hart, et al. (2007) found that
the frequency in which high school seniors volunteer was a predictor of their volunteering habits
nearly a decade later. Adults who volunteered as youth are twice as likely to volunteer as their
counterparts who did not (Toppe, et al., 2002). Volunteerism has been linked to an increase in
self-esteem, self-acceptance, and self-efficacy (Marta, & Pozzi, 2008) and allows youth to
evaluate themselves as “producers rather than consumers” (Logan, 1985).
The residential camping experience allows youth to serve as volunteers through their role as
camp counselors. In addition to the benefits earned from their volunteer role, residential
camping provides youth camp counselors the opportunity to gain leadership skills (Arnold,
2003) as well as add to the camp structure, planning, and implementation (Hines, & Riley,
2005).

Leadership, Education, and Adventure for Pre-Teens (LEAP) Camp
In southeastern Arizona, LEAP Camp provides an overnight camping opportunity for 11-13 year
old youth. LEAP is unique in that the camping experience is conducted mainly by youth camp
counselors 14-18 years of age – under the supervision of an Extension Agent. There are two
basic levels of camp counselors. Junior counselors are ages 14-15. Senior counselors are ages
16 +. Junior and senior counselors work together with up to six campers in a cabin. They are
constant companions to the campers. They share the same bathroom, eat at the same table,
and attend all of the daily workshops together. Junior counselors never leave their campers.
They accompany a camper to the infirmary, are their buddy for bathroom or water breaks, and
are constantly taking a head-count of the campers to make sure everyone is together. Senior
counselors have the same duties except they are responsible for teaching the workshops that
campers and junior counselors attend.

Camp Counselor Preparation
Two pre-camp counselor events are held. The first is to plan the theme, schedule, and
workshops for camp. The second event is the camp counselor training. At each of these events,
expanded leadership roles are available for senior counselors and for chaperones-in-training
(CITs). A chaperone-in-training is a young person, typically a former senior counselor, who is
still interested in working on LEAP Camp activities, but is not yet 25 years of age so they can be
a certified camp chaperone - many are college students.
The Planning Session

At the planning event, CITs and senior counselors are paired to lead brainstorming groups for
the types of workshops that will be held at camp, educational opportunities, adventure,
community service, logo/publicity/marketing, group building/games. The agent provides
internet access, books, curriculum, and other resources to allow for research and idea
gathering. Teams report their decisions to the greater group to refine plans and gather
feedback. A master schedule is filled in by the counselors as plans are agreed upon. At the
close of the planning event, lists of needed supplies are given to the agent and each group has
divided tasks to be completed prior to the next camp counselor event. Schedules are made for
counselors to visit 4-H clubs to promote camp.
The Training Session
A small group of senior counselors work with the Extension agent to plan, organize, and
implement the camp counselor training session. These counselors (Senior +) are the most
seasoned and serve as peer trainers to younger counselors. At the training event, senior
counselors teach the arts and crafts and community service projects so the counselor team will
have experience making all of the items prior to camp. Through a youth/adult partnership or as
a peer trainer, senior + counselors teach younger counselors about risk management, roles and
responsibilities, common happenings, and camp discipline and rules.

Where Research Meets Practice, Climbing the Ladder
As youth enter the camp counselor process, they start at the junior counselor level. At this
point, the Conscious Competence Ladder (Fig. 1, Morell, Sharp, & Crandall, 2002) expects these
new counselors to exercise “unconscious incompetence.” They do not know what they do not
know. Many of these counselors have attended LEAP Camp as campers, but have not processed
the role or responsibility required to be a counselor.

Figure 1
The Conscious Competence Ladder

As youth move from junior to senior counselors they progress from “unconscious incompetence”
to “conscious incompetence.” They realize what they do not know and progress to “conscious

competence” as they work to obtain the skills taught and practiced in camp counselor training
and during camp. While each young person progresses at their own pace, many will evolve to
“unconscious competence” when they are at the senior and/or senior + counselor roles as they
teach youth at camp or other counselors at camp counselor training.
The multiple levels of leadership in the camp counselor program are designed around
Vzgotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Fig. 2) which believes that young people develop
from interactions with more knowledgeable others.

Figure 2

These “knowledgeable others” provide guidance for youth at a point just beyond their current
level of understanding (Schaeffer, 2006). This is combined with van Linden and Fertman’s
(1998) stages of adolescent leadership development: awareness, interaction, and mastery.
They contend that youth leadership progresses not sequentially, but fluidly. Adolescents may
progress through a stage, only to return to it and pass through it again at a later date. In
awareness, youth notice leadership potential in themselves and others. The interaction stage
occurs when youth start to explore leadership, while mastery involves the actual practice of
leadership concepts.

Method
The Arizona Life Skills Assessment Tool was administered at LEAP Camp Counselor training as
well as at LEAP Camp. Life skill outcomes were chosen as measurements of quality because
Family Living and 4-H Youth Development programs work to teach youth and adults the life
skills necessary to become capable, competent and caring citizens. The life skills model
"Targeting Life Skills" from Iowa State University was used as a model to create this system.
Specific life skills have been selected at Washington State University Extension (from where the
Arizona tool was purchased) to measure on a statewide basis. They were chosen through a

consensus process with input from over 70 Family Living and 4-H Youth Development
educators.
There are eight Life Skills Indicators in the Likert Scale post/pre, retrospective survey: Decision
Making, Leadership, Wise Use of Resources, Useful / Marketable Skills, Communication, Healthy
Lifestyle Choices, Accepting Differences, and Self-Responsibility.
Validity of the system was tested at several levels:
•
•
•
•

First, the life skills indicators were created by a team of Extension Specialists and county
educators.
Next, the indicators were assessed by the team for face validity.
Then the indicators were piloted on program participants.
Finally, a statistical analysis, called a factor analysis, was run to determine validity.

Reliability of the system was tested through a statistical analysis called a Cronbach's Alpha.
Camp Counselor results represent surveys from 2005-2007, 2009-2011. For each indicator the
pre and post mean score is given. 1=no, 2=sometimes, 3=usually, 4=yes

Chart 1
Life Skill of Accepting Differences N=15

Chart 2
Life Skill of Leadership N=15

Chart 3
Life Skill – Useful/Marketable Skills N=15

Chart 4
Life Skill of Communication N=15

Chart 5
Life Skill of Self Responsibility N=15

*It can be noted that in several cases the pre scores for 2005-2009 showed a steady increase and then fell in 2010
and 2011. These scores may not be as much representative of the training program, but of a core of experienced
counselors who graduated from high school in 2009. Therefore, in 2010 and 2011, the camp counselor team was
comprised of 50% new youth.

Conclusions
Both the literature and this multi-year study show that young people gain life skills and
leadership from the camp counselor experience. The multi-day overnight camping opportunity

allows for concentrated leadership and life skills experiences not always available in other 4-H
venues. In this study, gains were made in life skills areas of accepting differences, leadership,
useful/marketable skills, communication, and self-responsibility.
Camp counselors return as volunteers, usually in the position of chaperones in training, at
counselor trainings and/or camp itself. Six former counselors have returned as CITs, and in
addition, two have already become certified volunteers in the county. Of those who return as
CITs, several have been collegiate 4-H members and have recruited additional collegiate 4-H
members to volunteer.
The camp counselor experience needs to be continued as it provides a rich environment for
youth development opportunities. However, more study needs to be done. This study indicates
that repeated involvement in residential camping positively affects accepting differences,
leadership, useful/marketable skills, communication, and self-responsibility. It is likely that the
benefits demonstrated by this system would be widely applicable to other youth development
organizations, though it would be necessary to conduct further studies to determine this.
Another further assessment would be to determine if the duration of the camp has an effect on
camp counselor assessments as it would be logical to believe that longer camps result in
greater gains. More research needs to be conducted in the area of youth volunteerism as it
relates to the residential camp counselor experience.
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