
In a study entitled “What Matters Most,” Newsweek asked 506 
parents with children ages 0-3 what their most important goal 
was as a parent. Forty-eight percent of the parents responded 
that they wanted their children to grow up with strong moral 
values (McDaniel, 1998). However, changes in society are mak-
ing it more and more difficult to instill good morals and values in 
our young people. These changes include the growing number of 
single-parent families, peer pressure, and the negativity of media. 

Many organizations try to give young people stable environ-
ments and character education. Two such organizations are 4-H 
and FFA. Young people who participate in these two organiza-
tions have the opportunity to learn about the Six Pillars of Char-
acter, which include:

◆ Trustworthiness
◆ Respect
◆ Responsibility 
◆ Fairness
◆ Caring 
◆ Citizenship
One way young people learn the importance of character 

development is through the raising and showing of livestock 
projects. They need the support and guidance of the adult leaders 
and parents who work with them. In preparation for that impor-
tant role, leaders and parents should be familiar with the stages of 
development each child goes through. They should give positive 
reinforcement, inspire young people to pursue lifelong learning, 
and emphasize the importance of setting goals.

The stages of youth development. 
Erik Erikson, one of the most noted educational theorists of 

all time, developed a theory based on eight stages of develop-
ment. Erikson’s main goal was to determine how an individual’s 
personality and character develop in each of the eight stages. 
When an individual successfully progresses through the eight 
stages, his or her emotional, intellectual and physical growth are 
appropriate (Boeree, 2006). If this order of personal development 
is disrupted, it will inhibit the rest of the developmental process. 
Adults must recognize that children go through the stages at dif-
ferent rates. The more adult leaders and parents understand about 
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how young people develop, the better they can provide character educa-
tion. The following table illustrates Erikson’s eight stages of development 
and the roles adults play in each. 


Table 1. Erikson’s eight stages of development and the roles adults play in 
each. (Boeree, 2006). 


Stage Age Adult roles Psychosocial 
virtues


Oral - Sensory 1 to 1 ½ years • Gain the trust of children.
• Provide a loving and safe 


environment.


Hope


Muscular 1 ½ to 4 years • See that children have a 
balance of freedom and 
protection so they can safely 
explore new surroundings.


• Support children as they try 
new activities and help them 
learn from their mistakes.


Willpower


Locomotor 4 to 6 years • Support children’s initiative 
and exploration.


• Allow children to use 
imagination without too 
much formal education.


Purpose


Latency 6 to 12 years • Find a balance between 
formal education and letting 
kids be kids.


• Encourage children to keep 
trying new tasks, whether 
or not they are successful.


Competency


Adolescence 12 to 18 years • Be a good role model and 
mentor.


• Gain the respect of young 
people.


• Give young people information 
about career options.


Fidelity


Young 
Adulthood


20’s • Encourage teamwork.
• Support cultural and gender 


differences.


Love


Middle 
Adulthood


20 to 50 years • Support individuals as they 
go through each stage of 
development.


• Be a mentor and role model.


Caring


Maturity 50 years and 
older


• Share your wisdom with 
young adults as you are able.


Wisdom
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Lifelong learning
There is no question that nurturing and education go hand-in-hand 


when it comes to youth livestock projects. As adult leaders, we sometimes 
forget about the “whys” and just concentrate on the “hows.” But when 
young people understand why an animal should look a certain way, they 
find it easier to do the “how.” For example, which of these teaching meth-
ods do you think is better? 


A. Providing an exam review, but covering only the material that will  
 be on the exam.


B.  Providing an exam review that is conceptual and covers all topics  
 from the subject matter.


Example B would be a better way of explaining and teaching the 
details. With a conceptual review, students will study the whole subject, 
rather than just specific information. As a result, they will learn more. 


Young people who participate in livestock projects should understand 
why they do what they do when working with their animals. Which of 
these teaching examples is better?


A. Demonstrating to an exhibitor how to set up a steer properly. 
B.  Demonstrating and telling an exhibitor how to set up a steer, while  


 explaining why it is important for the steer to look a certain way. 
Example B is better. Adult leaders must do more than just demonstrate. 


If young people do not understand the importance of the techniques they 
are taught, they are less likely to perform them correctly. Exhibitors need 
to know that setting up a steer on all four corners produces a more visually 
appealing and muscular animal.


When young people learn in a comprehensive way, they are more likely 
to see the value in continuing to learn throughout their lives. 


Building confidence through positive reinforcement
One of the most effective ways of helping young people learn and grow 


is positive reinforcement. As they mature, young people need positive re-
inforcement to gain confidence. Lussier and Achua (2001) define positive 
reinforcement as “a method of encouraging continued behavior by offering 
attractive consequences (rewards) for desirable performance.” However, 
successful character education can not rely solely on rewarding young 
people for specific behaviors. Research shows that young people identify 
rewards with specific actions rather than with the character traits they may 
represent (McDaniel, 1998). 


When young people raise livestock, they may face many obstacles. It 
is the adult leaders’ responsibility to provide positive reinforcement so 
these obstacles do not become roadblocks. According to Martin Seligman, 
president of the American Psychological Association, “Psychology is not 
just the study of weakness and damage; it is also the study of strength and 
virtue. Treatment is not just fixing what is broken; it is nurturing what is 
best within ourselves” (McCormick and Boleman, 2007). So it is important 
for adults to focus on the positive aspects of a young person’s effort. 
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Young people sometimes become frustrated and apathetic while rais-
ing livestock projects. When this occurs, positive reinforcement can help 
them stay interested and motivated to work hard. Positive reinforcement 
should always emphasize the positive things first, then follow up with 
things that can be improved. Here are some examples of appropriate posi-
tive reinforcement: 


◆ Chris, you set up the back two legs of your steer very well, but the 
front two legs could be a little more square.


◆ Jenny, you swept up the aisles in the barn well, but the pens could 
use some more cleaning.


◆ Christy, your showmanship skills have improved greatly, but there 
are still a few things we can work on to make them better. 


Young people typically behave as their parents do (McDaniel, 1998). 
The environment parents and other adults create is very influential. The 
best environment is one that helps the young person resist the pressure to 
engage in unethical practices, whether in raising and exhibiting livestock 
or in any other activity. 


Parents have the most influence when their children are young. By the 
time people are in their mid- to late twenties, a role reversal begins to take 
place as they become mentors and role models for their own children and 
others. Children who are taught the importance of ethical behavior will 
teach their children the same thing.


Setting goals
(Quality Counts, Chapter 4 - Lesson 1, Activity 3)


4-H and FFA promote youth development and the learning of life 
skills. One important life skill is learning to set goals and express them 
in clearly written statements. A goal is the result or achievement toward 
which one is striving. It is the primary driving force that stimulates us to 
take action. Goal statements can be written for individuals or for groups, 
such as 4-H clubs and FFA organizations. According to Locke and Latham 
(1990), four things are important when setting goals:


◆ Goals must be specific.
◆ Goals must be challenging. 
◆ Goals must be attainable.
◆ Individuals must be committed to their goals. 
In addition to these four conditions, it is imperative that young people 


learn to write down their goals. Writing goal statements improves the 
chance that goals will be achieved. Parents and adult leaders should help 
young people learn to set goals and write goal statements. Give them real 
life examples to show how goal setting can be effective in their everyday 
lives. Support them and give them helpful feedback as they learn to write 
goal statements. Help them develop a vision for the tasks they want to 
accomplish so they will be motivated to strive for success (Claassen and 
Nagy, 2007). 


It is easier for young people to develop and write their goals if they 
first identify their strengths and weaknesses. This allows them to priori-
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tize their tasks and write goal statements that help them progress. It is the 
responsibility of parents and leaders to demonstrate how to achieve goals. 
To be successful in this process, adults should demonstrate


◆ Respect (let young people select their own goals)
◆ Patience (give them time to make decisions)
◆ Encouragement (support their decisions and recognize their initia-


tive)
According to Locke and Latham (1990), there are four positive out-


comes associated with the goal setting process:
◆ Increases attention to the immediate task
◆ Increases the effort expended on activities
◆ Increases persistence by decreasing the temptation to quit once a 


goal has been clearly established
◆ Increases motivation and performance by encouraging the devel-


opment of specific task strategies
Parents and community members are instrumental in helping 


young people learn to set goals—an important life skill. 


Summary
Adults involved in 4-H and FFA junior livestock projects have an op-


portunity to nurture young people in the learning process. By understand-
ing Erikson’s stages of development, adults can help young people grow 
emotionally, intellectually and physically. Using positive reinforcement is 
an excellent way to help young people progress through each stage of de-
velopment. Adults should also practice lifelong learning and demonstrate 
its value. Lastly, adult leaders should help young people learn to write 
specific, challenging and attainable goals, and commit to working toward 
their achievement. Nurturing young people in these ways helps them de-
velop good character and learn important life skills.


These activities are found in 
Chapter 4, Lesson 1 of the 
Quality Counts curriculum:
• Activity 3 – Writing 


Personal Goals
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Helpful Highlights


Understanding the Stages 
of Youth Development
◆ Adults should understand the stages of devel-


opment young people go through.
◆ Adults must be able to identify and work 


with young people from each of the stages of 
development.


◆ Adults must understand how each of the 
stages of development affects behavior. 


Building confidence 
through positive reinforcement
◆ Giving positive reinforcement to young peo-


ple working with livestock projects promotes 
character development and helps them learn 
life skills.


◆ Positive reinforcement helps young people 
gain confidence. 


Setting goals
◆ Goals stimulate people to take action. 
◆ Goals must be specific, challenging and at-


tainable, and people must be committed to 
their goals. 


◆ When helping young people learn to set goals 
and write goal statements, adults must be 
patient, respectful and encouraging. 


 
This template can be used by young people and 
adult leaders when setting goals for livestock 
projects. 
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 Livestock Project Goals  Date: _______________
Goals:
1.  ________________________________________________________


2.  ________________________________________________________


3.  ________________________________________________________


4.  ________________________________________________________


5.  ________________________________________________________


Exhibitor’s signature: ________________________________________________


Parent’s/Guardian’s signature: _________________________________________


County Extension agent’s and/or ag. science teacher’s signature: _______________________________


Notes:
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_____1. The educational theorist who helped define the 
stages of development 


_____2. The result or achievement toward which effort is 
directed


_____3. This stage involves a balance between formal 
education and letting kids be kids. At this stage, 
adults should encourage young people to keep 
trying regardless of their success


_____4. Determined by an individual’s progression 
through the eight stages defined by Erikson


_____5. At this stage of development young people need 
information about career options and need good 
role models and mentors


_____6. A method of encouraging continued behavior 
by offering attractive consequences (rewards) for 
desirable performance


_____7. During this stage people should be encouraged to 
learn teamwork and support cultural and gender 
differences
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A. Adolescence


B. Positive reinforcement


C. Erikson


D. Young adulthood


E. Latency


F. Goal


G. Youth development


1. C     2. F     3. A     4. G     5. E     6. B     7. D
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