
The Powerful Impact of 
Empowering Teens in 

Camp Program Planning and Delivery 

Marianne Bird 
University of California Cooperative Extension 

Sacramento County 

John Borba 
University of California Cooperative Extension 

Kern County 



Background 

Initial California 4-H camp study, Beyond Evaluation 
(2008), examined supports and opportunities 
(relationships, safety, skill building and youth 
engagement) at 4-H camp 
(http://4h.ucanr.edu/files/4427.pdf) 

 

California 4-H Camp Outcomes Study, 2014, utilizing 
ACA’s Youth Outcomes Battery, examined youth 
reported outcomes in teamwork, responsibility, interest 
in exploration, and affinity for nature. 

 

http://4h.ucanr.edu/files/4427.pdf


Finding: Youth staff scored higher than campers on all supports 
and opportunities in the YDSI survey. 



Finding: Youth staff reported higher outcomes than campers 
for three of the four outcomes measured. 

Graph 3:  Comparison of summative mean scores by outcome reported by youth staff 
and campers utilizing the ACA Youth Outcomes Battery. 



Research Question 

Teen staff members at 4-H camp have a markedly 
different experience than the campers. 
 

• What are the factors that enhance teen staff 
outcomes at camp? 

 
 



California 4-H Camps   

• Camps are locally planned, administered and 

largely run by volunteers. 
 

• The California 4-H program does not own camp 

facilities. 
 

• A typical camp session is 5-7 days. 
 

• Camp size is around 100 youth between 9 and 

15 years-old. 

 



California 4-H Camps  

• Camp programs include a range of activities. 
 

• High school-aged youth serve as staff and plan 

and deliver the camp experience with adult 

support.  Most of these youth attended camp as 

campers. 

 



Methods 
 

• Focus group interviews conducted with teen 
camp staff and adult chaperones at two camps 

• Questions focused on teamwork, responsibility, 
interest in exploration and affinity for nature. 

• Analysis through grounded research 
methodology with four reviewers. 

 



Our Findings 



Teamwork: 
Teens work in teams both before and during camp  

to create and deliver program. 

“For a portion of the planning meeting(s) you’ll 
meet in your special event group with everyone 
that’s involved…and you will plan it from start 
to finish before you even get to camp.” 

“If something doesn’t go well or as planned, 
everyone steps up to it.  Nobody tries to hide it.” 

“…It’s not one person just telling us what we’re going to do, 
we’re all giving suggestions and then we come up with 
something that we all like together…” 



Responsibility: 
Teen staff fill authentic leadership roles.  

“The planning meetings start in September.” 

“Adults are  mostly there as guidance for the staffers.  The 
staffers are the ones that are supposed to take charge, take 
the initiative, to help out the campers.  They’re (adults) just 
there to make sure everyone’s safe.” 

“I’ve learned not to push everything back ‘til the 
last minute, definitely that’s one of the things 
I’ve learned, and so plan ahead and everything.” 

“(We spend) 30, 50 hours or even more (preparing for camp). 



Responsibility 
Teen staff recognize themselves as role models. 

“I kind of looked up to staffers ‘cause I saw them 
as role models. I didn’t realize it at the time when 
I was a younger camper, but I saw them as role 
models—they were my role model—and I 
wanted to be just like them and that’s why I 
continued to be a staffer and now...”   

“I think our job is to make (campers) comfortable and make them 
happy when they’re here.  And I think if we do a  good job at that, 
like the staffers did when we were campers, that will make them 
want to come back…”  



Interest in Exploration 
New experiences  for campers were  primarily defined in terms 

of new activities in their camp program. 

 

“…and they brought telescopes, the men 
from NASA did, and everybody got to see 
Saturn and Mars and a cluster of 
stars…that was a new experience, I think 
for everyone at camp, not just the 
campers, and that was really incredible.  
I’m sure they’ll remember that forever.” 

“We did a new short course, we did speed stacking…” 



Interest in Exploration 
Teen staff identified new opportunities for  

leadership and self-discovery. 

“I’ve never done anything like this 
before and this year has been the 
year where I’ve broken out of my 
shell a little bit and I’m not that shy 
anymore and I’m feeling confident 
about speaking in front of kids and 
teaching kids and watching kids.” 

“I want to go and do elementary teaching and 
this has really made it straight that that’s what I 
want to do.  I want to deal with young kids and 
lead them and help them grow.” 



Affinity for Nature 
Teens recognize and appreciate lack of technology. 

 Not everyone likes or enjoys nature. 

“Yes, it does, because I’m always on my phone and I’m always 
looking at the computers or whatever…so I don’t have any 
service up here…so it took me away from technology and I 
would love to spend more time in nature because I like it…” 

“Just this morning I was saying in the 
canoe…I was thinking to myself, this is my 
little slice of heaven.  I just love it.” 

So the electronic thing, it’s good to be away from it…but being up here 
in the trees, the dust, the bugs…No, I’m being honest; it’s not my thing.  
If I had the option to do another camp two weeks from now I’d be like, 
no, but I’ll be at 4-H camp next year.” 



Supportive Environments 
Teens have strong relationships with adults. 

Teen staff are groomed to support campers and each other. 

“They don’t’ think they’re above us or 
anything just ‘cause they’re older…and 
honestly, I can say with a couple of the adults 
I’m best friends with them.” 

“I think the adults are awesome.  
And they participate.” 

“They’re there to help us out if we 
have kitchen clean up or we need 
something to (be done).” 



Teen Staff/Camper Comparison 

TEEN STAFF CAMPERS 

 
Are designers of camp program 
 

 
Are recipients of camp program 

Experience duration 5-10 months 
 

Experience duration 5-6 days 

Have  a multitude of ways they work in 
teams: 
•Building the program 
•Delivering the program  
•Making adaptations 
 

Have simpler teamwork opportunities: 
•Designing skits 
•Completing camp chores 
 
 
 

Possess authority and make significant 
program decisions: 
•Planning and leading activities 
•Overseeing camper well-being  

Take responsibility for personal decisions 
•Choosing some activities they attend 
•Planning group skit or song  



Teen staff experience greater intensity, duration, 
and breadth of experiences leading to a richer 
youth development experience (Chaput, Little, & 

Weiss, 2004; Fiester, Simpkins, & Bouffard, 2005).    

 

Programs that allow young people to shape their 
experience have more positive outcomes than 
programs that aim to serve young people as 
recipients of services (Gambone, Klem & Connell, 2002). 

 

Providing authentic leadership roles at camp 
increases outcomes for teamwork and 
responsibility.  Can we make this happen for 
campers?  

 

 
 

 

 

Implications and Questions 



Questions? 


