MAKING THE BEST BETTER – CALIFORNIA DISTANCE 4-H HORTICULTURE TRAINING
Educational Objectives 
[bookmark: _GoBack]   The California distance 4-H Horticulture training program was developed to prepare California 4-H members who had qualified to represent California in the national 4-H Horticulture contest who lived in various California locations.  These members qualified by being among the top senior division individuals in the California 4-H Horticulture contest.  As California is a large geographic state, getting the qualified youth (each one is usually in a different county) and coach together to prepare/practice was both time and logistically challenging, with the most extreme distance youth attending training over the past 4 years being 870 miles away from me as coach, and the closest about 500 miles.  I actually don’t meet some of the team members in person until at the national contest.
   Initial training attempts in 2022 when I started as California 4-H Horticulture team coach used slide projectors with slides projected on a wall with the computer camera attempting to capture the visuals via zoom, followed by a few additional zoom meetings for distance training.  Slides were used as this is what was I had available that fall from previous in-person trainings conducted in 2017 in another state.  
   The slides were not highly impactful via zoom as youth had a hard time seeing the details on their computers/phones and did not have in-hand materials to examine.  The need existed to develop a different and more effective training system.
Program Activities 
   During fall 2022, several informational hand-outs were developed focusing on landscape ornamental tree identification, with these being shared with the members via e-mail, and were a replacement for picture flash cards used in previous small group trainings.  The hand-outs, in combination with a weekly zoom review session, were considered beneficial by the members.
    The identification section of the horticulture contest consists of 25 plants from 45 types of plants from each of 4 identification sections (vegetables; flowers/indoor plants; landscape ornamentals; fruits/nuts/berries).   Any species a plant type could be a seed, leaf, twig, fruit, flower, bulb, etc., thus making the identification section of the national contest extremely challenging.  For example, oaks have many leaf shapes, various flower species have multiple types of blooms, etc.   
  To develop useful educational materials during 2023-2025 to cover many of the plants, over 300 pictures of various plants/plant parts were taken showing some specific and necessary details to separate various types of plants.   These pictures were then utilized to develop plant identification hand-outs, 4 x 4 matching training/learning materials and multiple “Horticulture Connections” review/testing games (each with 30 picture clues, similar to “Jeopardy” with categories).  During 2023-2025 over 60 such educational pieces were developed, including practice/review materials to help youth gain confidence and subject matter mastery.

Teaching Methods
  Due to the complexity of plant materials, meeting only a few times to learn/review materials was not efficient in mastering plant identification, partially due to too much material in too short of time.  In 2023-2025, the philosophy for training youth was to master a bit at a time (spoon feed) rather than throw too much all at once at youth.  
  To accomplish this, “daily doses of horticulture” were shared with participants via daily e-mails, consisting of 1-2 focused horticulture handout subjects (ex: landscape ornamentals that have alternating leaves with toothed edges, nightshade family vegetables, etc.).    These were accompanied by organizing a weekly Zoom session for ~ 6 weeks prior to contest. 
   The weekly zoom sessions consisted of reviewing previous ‘daily doses’ to help all members master various plants and plant parts, including practice/review materials to help youth gain confidence and subject matter mastery.  Questions were answered.  One of the fun activities was to challenge the participants with ‘Horticultural Connections” at the end of sessions to see what they retained, their logic skills, and also help me to identify identification problems to be addressed in the near future.  An occasional individual session was held when requested.
Results and Impact
   When comparing the identification portion of the much more challenging national contest with their scores from the state contest, marked improvement was noted during 2023-2025 of 64.6%.  In 2022 the increase was 21%.   Average percent of correct specimens of California 4-H participants in the national contest in 2024-2025 when daily doses of horticulture were more fully developed are almost 20% higher than in 2022 when daily doses were not available to be utilized.
   These results indicate that these distance training materials and activities are effective, as the difference between the California average individual identification score and median correctly identified specimens from all other 4-H contestants at the national contest have increased from 6.7 in 2022 to over 40 specimens in 2025, double the median identification (35 correct) sans California scores (75.25).  

Table 1.  California national 4-H Horticulture Contest participants scores at state contest, national contest, aggregate percent increase, average team specimen identification contest increase from state contest (of 100 specimens/person), and average national identification scores (sans California)
	Year
	% Correct at Contest
(of 100 specimens)
	Percent increase from state contest
	Average specimen increase per CA 4-H member from state contest
	Median # specimens correct at National 4-H Horticulture contest without California scores

	
	California (state contest)
	National 4-H Horticulture Contest
	
	
	

	2022
	47.7
	57.7
	21.0%
	10
	51

	2023
	35.7
	68.7
	92.5%
	33
	42.5

	2024
	44.0
	76.8
	74.4%
	32.75
	48

	2025
	59.75
	75.25
	25.9%
	15.5
	35


· Past 2 years California average score at national contest almost 20% higher than average scores than 2022 (distance training materials and daily doses started being developed in 2023).  
  During 2023-2025, three different California 4-H members who participated in distance training have been the top national 4-H horticulture contest individual.  Three (3) individuals have placed in top 5 each of the past 2 years, leading California to 2 consecutive national championships.

Table 2.   California individual member placings in national 4-H Horticulture Contest 2022-2025
	Year
	Top CA 4-H member
	2nd high CA
4-H member
	3rd high CA
4-H member
	4th high CA 
4-H member
	CA 4-H Team Placing

	2022
	4th
	7th
	22nd
	
	3rd

	2023
	1st
	5th
	10th
	
	2nd

	2024
	1st
	2nd
	5th
	11th
	1st

	2025
	1st
	3rd
	5th
	10th
	1st


· Distance learning and materials were developed primarily after 2022.

   California 4-H members are including these national placements in their college enrollment and scholarship applications.  

Additional Benefits/Observations of Distance Training Materials
  The zoom sessions/distance training materials are allowing additional youth beyond the 4-H team members to be involved, with additional youth across California interested in horticulture attending multiple sessions and receiving daily doses in 2025.  Some materials have been shared with other states, such as with some Arizona 4-H youth and 4-H/Master Gardener leaders with the University of Nevada.   
   The distant training sessions are also allowing previous national contest the opportunity to keep their skill sets sharp, while also offering the opportunity to be involved to assist, thus contributing to their feeling of being wanted/needed while also helping to potentially develop future coaches.  
     While technology exists to allow many people to receive materials, educational effectiveness at distance trainings and involvement of each individual at sessions was noted to decrease as more people were involved.  This was due to fewer individual opportunities to answer questions/identify specimens, especially when more than 12 people attended.  
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