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Broadening the Perspective on 
Health and Youth Development 
Nikki Sigler Andrews and Stephen Russell 

T he 4-H youth development move­
ment began almost 100 ) ears ago. 
The purpose of the original bors and 

girls clubs was to reach families \\1th informauon 
on improving agricultural production and food 
preservation. Throughout the 20th centurv. 4 H 
has successfull) evolved into an organization 
whose main purpo<.e is the development of young 
people. We all are familiar with the I Hs in 4-H. 
and know that one of them stands for health. But 
in contemporary society, what i!> the role of health 
in positive youth de .. elopment like t--H ? 

Corn and 
Canning Clubs 

In the late 1800s and early 
1900s, the number of youth 
leaving family farms for the 
allure of the big cities caused 
concern across the country, par· 
ticularly in rural America. Al 

the same time, much was being 
learned about how to more 
effectively and e ffi ciently grow 
and produce agricultural prod­
ucts. Although this information 
could increase production and 
profits, it became clear that 
farmers were not as interested 
as scientists had hoped. 
Scientists struggled to get this 
information to the people who 
needed it most. Thus the com-

munil) club concept ,,a.s a ,;olution to both 
problems. Canning club~ (for g-irl ) and com 
clubs for bo) '>) were introduced ~ a way to 
en!:,age )·outh in the famih farm while ~ctting 
information to familie,. Rf•ck. 1!151) These 
clubs typically took pl..i.cc .,.frt•r ~chool or on the 
,,cekend and in place., where familie~ ~thered. 
,\s the club concept i:,-ew. demomtration pro­
Jects were introduced as a ,\-.1)' for youth to 
!>hO\-.:cac,e tht• fruit!> of their labor. These two 
,,·ays of workin~ with )Outh ,pread quickly 
across the country to become w·hat ,,e no\\ 
kno\-v as ,t-H. 

The Fourth Leaf 
The phra<,e ~ht•ad. h(;'art and hand,~ pos,ibly 
taken from a poem b, Rudvard Kipling. 
became a popular w-a) for people around the 
country to e,press thl'ir commitment to the 
de, elopment of) oung pt•ople. The clover con­
cept came from two Iowan, in 1!107. Jc <.ic Field 
of Page Count, and () H. Hemon of Wnght 
Count) worked in sc1t•ntific agriculture and 
began 1·cwardmg students with pins and pen­
nants shaped like thret• l<.'aft•d clo,ers, 
representing head. heart, and hands \\e<,sel & 
Wessel, W82 . 

These three leafed clo,·er pins and pennants 
(and what the) represt•ntcd became the 
nationa l S) mbo l for the bm '> and girls clubs 
popping up around the count~. o when \\as 
the fourth leaf added to th" clo . , H d .d '- \Cf. OW I 
health fit into the bigger picture? 



The fourth H. repre entin~ healLh. "as imro­

duced in 1911 lo ~i;nify re hLance Lr di-..cw,e. 

enjoyment of life. and efficienC\ Rrck. W.> I}. In 

the early 190(h. the e i ue hL•..ild h ... , t' been of 

cennil imponance to familie~ in the l.JnH1:d 

StaU'"•· Impro\'in; the ph}' ical and emOLional 

health of children increased the qualiLy of life for 

familie aero ~ the country. BUl a national con-

lf)t held in W23 to find the healthie-..t bo) and 

girl in America grew out of a need to draw auen• 

lion to adole,cent health and to encoura3c 

health prO!!ram in rural America (We-..,el & 

Wes~el lllh2}. Thh need to enooura3e rural 

communities lo addrc health among their 

youth \peaks lo the idea thal thl· imponance of 

health had not )Cl found its place in communi­

ties. Nationally, there ,,-a:, a recognition that 

health impacted many facets of a roun~ pe~on \ 

life. hnl this did not tran,lale into Lhe communiLy 

clubs or into the 1-H mo, ement as a ,, ho le. 

Health has often been seen as an i<,,ue Lhal is 

separate from )'Outh de,clopmem. \\'e argue Lhat 

health ban importanl theme underlyin~ all 

youth development e, pcriences. 

The Dimensions of Heal th 
\\'eb'lter·s dictiona1: defines health as: - Lhe con ­

dition of being sound in bod~. mind or spiri t." 

This indicates that health is b roader than the 

phvsical bodv. Health involve'> manv e lem e nts , , , 

of the human c,perience. If ,, c define healLh 

wilh only one dimension (such as physical 

health or fitne'>s), ,.,e risk ignoring some of the 

most crucial aspects of ~outh 's e.,periences. In 

fact, it could be argued that (a'> with each of the 

Hs in 4-H) health is an overarching Lheme and 

youth development must atte nd to health of the 

head (intellectual gro,, th and learning), health 

of the hands physical health and fitness'. a nd 

health of the heart {emotional and social well 

being). In toda\ 's societv. voulh are faced with , , , 

important health decisions even day; iL is 

._.._.-....III tit 

impon a m fo r youth development efforts to help 

youth make healthy decisions. 

Sensitive Issues 
T he challenge for ~-H and all youth develop­

mem wo rk is that many of the most important 

youlh health issues are morally or politically 

semi ti\ e. There is often significant tension in a 

communily regarding youth tobacco use, alco­

hol w,e or abuse, o r sexual behavior. We tend to 

sh, a,, ay· fro m dealing with health issues 

because they seem to have a moral or ethical 

twi<,t to the m. Further, we might avoid these 

issues because we would like to think that they 

do not appl; to 4-H or the children we know 

and work with. 

If we believe that optimal health is our goal for all 1 

youth, then we must recognize that our job is to 

address even the most uncomfortable aspects of a 

young person's health and development. 

If we believe that optimal health is our goal 

for all ; outh, then we must recognize that our job 

is to address even the most uncomfortable aspects 

of a young person's health and development. lf 

we do not address al l of the issues that shape our 

young people's healthy development, how can 

we prepare them to successfully navigate these 

issues as adolescents or young aduJts? Though the 

importance and relevance of health issues varies 

b; age and ti me in history, they remain fairly 

consistent across the lifespan: Emotional health, 

physical health, and spiritual health. If we value 

health within our organization, our d irection and 

d ecisions will reflect this and will be made in syn­

chrony with this philosophy. 
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Became health is central to positive de\'<.'I· 
opment, ) outh development has a respomibility 
to provide leadership and education for , outh 
in this domain. Likewise, because ,outh de, c l 
opmenl programs are central in the lives of'><> 
man) of our youth, it can be an impon am place 
for tho!>e ) outh to learn about health. For tc1.•m 
,, ith limited access to parcnl!, or o ther adult'>, 
youth development prohrrams are a central .,, ., 
tem of support and education in their Ii, C'>. I 0 1 

these ) outh in panicula1, health mw,t be 
included as part of their e'\.perience of positi, (' 
youth development. 

Taking the Lead 
Health is an integral part of youth development. 
It 1<, a defining issue of the childhood and ado 
lescent years, and thus should be included in 

thl· domain of> omh de, elopmcnt effort, 
throu~h I 11. In W73, c;i.,cla Konopka identified 
critical l'leml'nh l' ential to the health) de, cl­
opment of youn~ people. ( >nc of the l' l'lements 
i'> that youth 1wecl the opportunit) lo di,cu , 
conllictin~ , alut>, and to fonn thl•ir own. A 
adult-.. ,, c mu t adclre our m, n (and others') 
di.,comfon \\ith '>Cll'i1lhc i ue as ,,c \\Ork to 
delineal(• \\'IW1t• \\ e ,tancl on i'>sue . then \\ork 
lo ..,upport youth in doing the amc. ldcall). th1 
proces<, ,, ill hrin~ t ommunitics to~Nhl•r to aid 
adolcsct•nh in tlwir ~m, th and dt•vclopment. A 
nationall) n•<·o~n i✓cd ) 011th de, clopment or;a 
nization lik<• I 11 -.houlcl lw in the forefront of 
"orkmg on i..,..,ut·s that impal't the lh c, of) outh. 
\Vith it!> attt>ntion to I lt•ad. I land,. I lt•alth. and 
Heart, •l·H can lw a lt·.:1der m thi, field. 

---------~ 
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4 H Counal 

uck .. uck .uck .. 

factor. poundmi: out COOKU-: C l'TER kid 

ann up 

stamp 

arm down 
rotate 

tele,1s1on frequencies char brain cells 

no brain cells 

propcrt} of the man 

tick .. tick ... tick 

Y:.!K compliant 

be\',itchmc: hour palpable 

be\\itchinc: hour propa~anda 

lick .. tick ... tick ... 

CARDBOARD CHILDR.l·.:\ ",\\ \I.LOW 

CARDBOARD C< JNFI:"rll 

no life support 

artificial respiration i artificial 

internal bleedinc; unnoticed 

\\hat's my diagnosis? 

S\\eep 1t under the rue: 

........... -.... ...... , .... 

tick ... tick ... tick ... 

trashcan full 

empty trashcan 
tin~· shoe abandoned in gutter swallowed by projected 

image of Dick Clark 

Dick Clark 

tick ... tick ... tick 
what time is it Mr. Fox? TICK 

time is irrelevant. T IC K 

CARDBOARD nothing. 

Troy Deutsch 
Age 17 
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