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Abstract  

In recent years, there have been increasing calls to intentionally center diversity, equity, and inclusion 

within positive youth development programs. True Leaders: Culture, Power and Justice is a 4-H 

curriculum designed to engage young people in understanding and applying social justice concepts with 

the ultimate aim of nurturing their sense of self-efficacy as they work to find solutions to pressing social 

issues. The True Leaders curriculum is shaped by the Five Cs of positive youth development—confidence, 

competence, connection, caring, and character—and a social justice youth development framework. Each 

lesson is grounded in the critical experiential learning model, which seeks to move participants through a 

process of hands-on learning about social justice concepts, critical reflection, and, ultimately, collective 

action. The True Leaders curriculum is intended for use with middle and high school-aged youth. 
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Introduction 

Exposing youth to experiences that are action-oriented, coupled with an intentional emphasis 

on recognizing, highlighting, and celebrating individuals’ humanity can be the catalyst for 
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effective social change (Gay, 2000; Hunjan & Pettit, 2011). True Leaders: Culture, Power and 

Justice is a unique and necessary resource for youth development practitioners because it 

centers learning on the basic principle that all human beings are entitled to live a life free from 

any barriers that would hinder them from thriving. 

Injustice in society demands calls for action. Programs that are developed using a social justice 

youth development (SJYD) framework, which centers critical consciousness development, can 

be the response to this demand. An SJYD framework establishes critical consciousness within 

youth by providing them with the knowledge and skills to challenge injustice and work toward 

collective action (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002). Engaging in critical dialogue concerning 

concepts and issues deemed taboo positively impacts human relationships and produces more 

inclusive societal norms. 

Curriculum Description 

Background 

The True Leaders: Culture, Power and Justice curriculum is designed to give youth the chance 

to be social agents for change by allowing them to explore different identities, communities, 

cultures, and the histories that have shaped society. The curriculum highlights five main 

principles: 

1. Analyze power in social relationships. 

2. Make identity central. 

3. Promote systemic social change. 

4. Encourage collective action. 

5. Embrace youth culture. 

The facilitator will help students develop critical consciousness to enhance their awareness of 

oppressive structures in society (Heberle et al., 2020). Additionally, facilitators can expect to 

use the SJYD framework, rooted in culturally relevant pedagogy, to engage youth in constant 

reflection and active learning leading to community action. Facilitators should look forward to 

reflecting on their experiences, acknowledge inequity, challenge biases, and elevate youth voice 

(Fields et al., 2021).  

Format 

The lessons are intended to be used as independent lessons or as an entire curriculum. The 

curriculum is divided into five parts (Fields et al., 2021): 
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• Introduction and Context 

• Cultural Identity 

• Acknowledging and Appreciating Other Cultures 

• Building Networks and Agency 

• Power and Social Justice 

The curriculum challenges youth and facilitators to engage in the activities that embrace cultural 

differences, power structures, and social justice. Each part has between four and six lessons 

that engage youth in hands-on activities. Students gain leadership and team-building skills that 

allow them to enact change in their communities. 

The curriculum gives facilitators specific instructions that help them engage in ongoing 

reflection while guiding youth to complete action-based projects and activities that serve the 

community. The curriculum does this through the critical experiential learning process, an 

adaptation of the experiential learning model that is typical of 4-H curriculum: (a) experience an 

activity that is culturally relevant, (b) share observations, (c) process the experience or issue, 

generalize the experience in relation to social justice and equity, and (d) engage in collective 

action (Fields, 2017). This process aims to strengthen the Five Cs of youth development 

(competence, confidence, connection, character, and caring and compassion) to “increase the 

intentionality of inclusive language, with a focus on diversity, culturally relevance, and social 

justice” (Fields, 2017, Considerations section, para. 3). 

Considerations for Youth Development Professionals 

Working with youth on issues surrounding social justice will likely involve sharing personal 

histories of injustice. These histories may include stressors that could be categorized as adverse 

childhood experiences (ACEs; Anda et al., 2006). ACEs can include experiences such as abuse 

and neglect but may also include experiences of racism and discrimination (Wade et al., 2014). 

Some of these ACEs may be ongoing and not just in the past. Depending on their access to 

personal and environmental resources, youth may have varying abilities to cope with these 

stressors. During program implementation, adult staff should be watchful for signs of a 

developing emotional challenge (e.g., disengagement, panic, new anxieties, persistently low 

mood). As such, it would be advisable for adult staff to receive professional development in 

handling emotional issues through other programs, such as the Guide for Youth Development 

Professionals (z.umn.edu/YouthDevProfGuide). Preparing oneself in this way introduces 

relatively high demands on staff time before implementing the program. 
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Conclusion 

A social justice themed curriculum for 4-H is both timely and long overdue. The True Leaders 

curriculum provides facilitators with research-based lessons and supplemental resources that 

are easy to use and engage youth in gaining the critical understanding and self-efficacy 

necessary to participate in informed social change. Youth development professionals will benefit 

from the curriculum’s emphasis on facilitator reflection and participant feedback. 

Ordering Information 

Title: True Leaders: Culture, Power and Justice  

Contact information: hello@Shop4-H.org  

Website: Shop 4-H (https://shop4-h.org/products/true-leaders-culture-power-and-justice) 

Cost: $20.95 
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