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Abstract
Researchers have doaumented postive effects of volunteering uponadult volunteersCpersonall
health, yet no similar research hasfocused uponyouth volunteers. Theresearchers developed a
mixed-methodobgyto investigate knowledgeandattitudinal changes among 43 teen volunteers
teachingin a cross-peer, cross-generational programdesigned to educate 5-to-12-year-old
youth aboutobesity, fitness, andnutrition. The quantitative data showed an averagegain of
approximately .11 points between the pretest andthe pogtest, resulting in a small effect size of
.2. Two overarching themes resulted fromqualitative data analysis: (1) teen volunteer teachers
increased knowledge regarding fitness and nutrition; and (2) teen volunteers learned more about
themselves asteachers of younge youth. Theresearchers suggest that beyondtheteaching
activity success of theteen volunteers, the program also was successful in impading postively
theteen volunteers themselves regarding obesity, fitness, and nutrition.
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Introduction

For decades, managers of volunteers,
medical researchers, and nonpofit
organizationshave espousd the postive
effects of volunteering uponavolunteer@
mental, emotiond, and/or physcal health.
Asearly as 1991, Graff reported on a project
fundel by the Ontario Ministry of Health
tha explored relationships between
volunteering and health. Sheconduded tha
O/olunteering can generate a heightened
sense of self-esteem, . . . reduce heart rates
and blood pressure, increase endoiphin
produdion. .. boos immunesystem and
nervoussystem fundioning, reduce life@
stresses, and overcome sodal isolationQ(p.
il). Luksand Payne (1992)synthesized
medical and scientific doaumentation
suppoting the health benefits of
volunteering uponvolurteers, induding a
heightened sense of well-being; improved
inomMnia; a stronge immunesystem; and
speedier recovery fromsurgery.

Amongmedical cliniciansand
researche's, Kawachi and Kennedy (1997)
Gillies (1998, and Lomas (1998)all
conduded tha an individudsOvoluntary
involvement in sodal, civic, and/or
volunteer organizationswas correlated
postively with both improved persond and
public health. More recently, Li (2004)
explored relationships between volunteering
and hedlth at different stages of adulthood.
Shecondudd tha formal volunteering
exerted abeneficia effect on adult
volunteersQdepressive symptomsiin later life
stages, especially amongolder widows.

However, at least onecontempaorary
study has conduded tha volunteering may
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actudly be detrimental to a volunteer@
health (Ziersch et al., ascited in the British
Broadcasting Corporation, 2004). Based
uponasurvey of morethan 5S00Audralian
adultsinvolved in voluntary groupsand
volunteer efforts, researchersfrom Flinda's
University in Audraliafoundtha
respondets who did volunteer work linked
it with negdtive effects on thar health.
According to thelead researcher,
QVolunteer] involvement may notbe
bendicial forindividud hedlth, andtha for
theindividudsinvolved [in thestudy] there
is some evidence that thisinvolvement may
in fact be detrimental for their own healthO
(Ziersch, 2004 paa. 11). Theresearchers
did recognize, however, tha therelationsip
between individua sOvolunteer activities and
organizationsis Q . . complex, and. . . there
may be hidden differences between types of
civil sodety group(para. 12).

While limited, the published literature
suppots overwhdmingly the postive
relationships between an individud®
volunteer activities and he/his persond
health. However, tha majority of data
reported in theliterature are either purely
anecdotal or collected in clinical contexts.
Valid andreliable empirical soda science
research is needed to investigae such
possible connestionsbetween volunteersO
activities and thar hedlth, for both adult and
youth volunteers.

Youth Obesity in North Carolina

In North Carolina(N.C.), five of thel0
leading causes of death and disability are
linked to dietary factors (North Carolina
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Prevention Partna's, 2005) The epidemic of
obesity (and the chronic diseases tha often
accompany it) will lead to more
hogitalizations require more medications
and undelie the premature maiming and
killing of more people than any other
condition currently known. The state@
increase in overweight and obese youth has
far exceeded tha of other states. Mohad,
Serdula, Dietz, Bowman, Marks, and
Koplan (1991)indicated that North
Carolina® children ranked 11" in the nation
in therate of overweight and obesity at the
beginning of the21¥ century, with 25% of
youth ages 12to 18, and 20%ages 5 to 8§,
being overweight

In additionto obesity, poordietary
qudity amongNorth Carolina3 children and
youth isaconcern. The2002and 2005N.C.
Prevention Partne's Report Cards (North
CarolinaPrevention Partners, 2002 2009
showtha North Carolinaearned F@Oin
nutrition both years. Thereports suggested
tha thisfalling gradewas theresult of a
statewidediet highin foodstha are highin
fat, suga, and caloriesandlow in
consumption of fruits and vegetables and the
protective nutrients contained therein.

Theproblem of poordietary qudity is
compounde by thelack of physcal activity
amongyouth. North Carolinahas oneof the
mog sedentary popuktionsin thendion.
According to the United States Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (2002,
nearly 40%of the state@® youth are not
getting the recommended amountof
physcal activity needed for goodhealth. As
aresult, North Carolinayouth scored 12D
15 % bdow the naiond averagein heart-
lungfitness tests. Thehighlevel of physcal
inactivity, coupled with poordietary qudity,
trandatesinto atroubling statistic for the
state as awhole: North Carolina@ children
and youth are two to three times more likely
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to beobese and pootly nouiished than
children naiondly.

TeensasVolunteers

Teensneed to beengaged actively and
meaningfully in thar communities through
volunteerism and service. Onesuch
oppotunity would be engaging teensas
volunteer teachers of younge youth in
community-based nonformal eductiond
settings Such a cross-peer volunteer
program ddivery modd has proven
successful both historically (Smith,
Havercamp, & Waters, 1990)and more
contemporarily with variouscontent fod
and ddivery settings In Nevada high-risk
teens served successfully as volunteer
teachers of younge latchkey youth (Smith
& Havercamp, 1997). Groff (1992
developal the NC 4-H Teens Reaching
Youth (TRY) program to, among other
gods, empower teensto make a difference
in thelives of others (especiadly younge
youth) throughteaching oppatunities.

Safrit, Scheer and King (2001)nated

tha Ofeensare morewillingto . . . seek
greater responsbility in deciding wha
volunteer projectsto condud. Volunteer
oppotunities can enhance theteen@ career
exploration, provide an oppatunity to learn
aboutthemselves, and beinduded as a pat
of building a strongcollege application or
jobresumeO(p. 19). Subsquently, Safrit
(2002)described the need for managers and
administrators of teen volunteer programs to
recognize and practice the Four EGOof
working with teens empahy, engagement,
enrichment, and empowerment. L ee,
Murdodk, and Paterson (2002)conduded:
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Teenagers can be extremely effective
teachers of youngchildren. Children
respondwell to teen teache's. Teenagers
can be postive role moddsfor
youngchildren. Using teenagers as
teachersis efficient. A team of eight
teenagers can teach 60 or more children
organized in small groups (p. 2)
The authors also noted, Ofeenagers
themselves benefit from beng teachers.
Attitudes toward teachers and school can
improve Self-confidence and a sense of
accomplishment can increaseQ(p. 2).
Regarding critical aspects of successful
youth service learning programs, Jundk
(2004)encouraged such volunteer programs
to focusupontrue community problems
rather than issues of thesponsring
volunteer organization, while making adult
mentors available to suppot the youthsD
service initiatives. Safrit, Gliem and Gliem
(2004)described theimportance of cross-
generationd volunteerism, statingtha Qhe
mog effective infrastructure for youth
volunteerism and community service may be
throughyouth-adult partnerships i.e., youth
and adults working togeher as equd pears
to address throughvolunteerism the serious
chdlenges facing ther communitiesO(p.
39).

The Cross-Peer, Cross-Generation Teen
Volunteer Program

North Carolina(N.C.) 4-H Y outh
Development is the youth-focused program
of the Coopeative Extenson Service. In
4-H, community-based youth development
professionds manage adult and youth
volunteers who guide experientialy based
educiond programs for youth ages 5-18.
TheN.C. 4-H program is administered by
the Department of 4-H Y outh Development
and Family and Consumer Sciences at North
Carolina State University, and North

CarolinaA&T State University, and seeksto
create hdping relationdhipsto enable youths
to become responsble, produdive citizens

In 2002 in direct collaborationwith
Nationd 4-H Counal, Safrit, Edwards and
Flood (2005 developad Oreens Reaching
Y outh throughlnnovaive TeamsO(TRY -
IT!) asthenext generation of an origind
Cross-pesr, cross-geneationd teen volunteer
program (Groff, 1992). TRY-IT! utilizes
innovdive Web-based learning modules to
strengthen and expand community-based
teen volunteerism and service through
effective teen-adult patnerships In TRY -
IT!, teens (ages 13-18) work with adult
volunteer coaches to teach curriculato
younge youth (ages 5-12). County 4-H
TRY-IT! Teams are organized by county 4-
H Y outh Development professionds, and
attend two, three-day state level face-to-face
training retreats. Thefirst retreat empowers
teen and adult Team members as leaders,
chdlenges them to work as an effective
teen-adult partnership, and prepares them to
be effective and safe teachers of younge
youth. The secondretreat trains Team
membersin the specific curriculato be
taught

In February 2005,the authors received a
$7,500 competitive grant for the six-month
period April throughOctober, 2005to
nurture successful and postive teen and
adult partnershipsthroughactive teen
leadership and citizen involvement in N.C.
countes, targeted toward educating youth
aboutseriousissues of youth obesity and
oveweight Specific objectivesinduded: 1)
to establish and train County 4-H TRY-IT!
Teams (each congsting of an averageof 3-4
teen and 1-2 adult volunteers) to teach
health, nutrition and fitness curricula; and 2)
for the teen and adult volunteersto
collaborate to teach obesity, fitness, and
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nutrition curriculato a minimum of 500
youth ages 5-12. The overall program god
was to strengthen both theteen volunteersO
and youth participantsCknowledgeand
attitudes toward relationships between
obesity, prope nutrition and fitness so as to
address theissue of youth overweight
Thirteen county 4-H TRY-IT! Teams were
trained, comprised of 43teen volunteers
(ages 13-18) and 17 adult volunteer leader
coaches. As of Octobe 7, 2005 the 13
county 4-H TRY-IT! Teams had taught 70
individud educationd sessions(conssting
of 278ingructiond hours) to 1,579youth
between the ages of 5-12.

While the program@ true sodietal
impact would have been best doaumented by
assessing resulting knowledgeand
attitudind changes uponthe 1,579youth
taught(Safrit & Merrill, 1998 such an
impact evaluaion modd was notpossible.
TheN.C. State University research
Inditutiond Review Board expressed
seriousconarnsaboutsubject (i.e.,
youth/minors) protection and test
administration conddering the project@
widespread outreach. With parental conent
requirements and expressed conarns about
minors (teen volunteer teachers)
administering the surveysto other minars
(session paticipants), logistical and
protective redlities madethislevel of daa
collectionimpossible for this short-term
project.

Subsequently, theresearchers collected
guantitative daa describing program inputs
(Safrit & Merrill, 1998)focused upon
program activities (e.g., numbe sessions
taught total hourstaught etc.) and program
paticipaion (eg., number youth ages 5-12
taught numbers of teen and adult volunteers
teaching, etc.). They also collected
quditative data describing program
paticipantsO(e.g., youth ages 5-12, teen
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volunteer teaches, etc.) initial reactionsto
theteaching sessions These data satisfied

the program funde® basic stipulationsfor
required formative and summative project

reports.

However, theresearchers also soughtto
develop an outcome-focused impact
evaluaion modd largdy on knowledgeand
attitudechanges affected by the program
uponthe program@ teen volunteer teachers
rather than the 5to-12-year-old youth they
taught While nat theideal impact
evauaionfocus such impact daawould be
extremely useful in doaumenting valid and
reliable outcomes of theprogram upona
targeted stakeholder group(i.e, theteens
actively engaged in the cross-peer cross-
geneationd program).

Purpose and Methodology

Thepurmpo< of this exploratory study
was to assess theimpact of teensO
paticipation as volunteer teachers of youth
ages 5-12in acommunity-based obesity and
overweight education program upontheteen
volunteersCknowledgeand attitudes
regarding obesity, fitness, and nutrition. The
researchers developed an exploratory mixed-
methoddesign (Creswell, 2003 udnga
written questionnare to collect quantitative
daa(deVaus 1996, and an interview
schedule to collect quditative daa (Marshdl
& Rossman, 1999)

Theresearchers developal awritten
guestionnare based uponguiddines
described by Fowler (1988)and Dillman
(1999) Thequestionnare was congructed
based uponthefour condructsidentified as
the program@ major gods and induded
three sections Section | induded 10items
investigating teen volunteersOknowedgeof
obesity prevention and physcal fitness, and
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prope nutrition. Section Il induded 10
items investigating teen volunteersQettitudes
toward both obesity prevention and physca
fitness, and prope nutrition. Section 111
induded five items investigaing teen
volunteersOselected persond and 4-H
program traits and characteristics. Iltemsin
both Sectionsl| and Il used afive point
Likert-typescale (categorized as1 = Totaly
Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Undecided; 4 =
Agree; and 5 = Strongly Agree) to measure
respondantsOknowledgeand attitudes
toward obesity, fitness, and nutrition.

Theresearchers established the
ingrument@ face validity usng a pand of
obesity, nutrition, fitness, and volunteer
expetsin Coopeative Extenson, and
modified theingrument based uponinpu
fromthepand. Theresearchers calculated
Cronbach® alphaex-pog facto for the
ingrument (alpha=.78) as an indicator of
reliability. Nundly (1976 stated that for
purposes of exploratory research, a
Cronbach alphaof .60 or greater as a
measure of internd congstency is
permissible.

Theinterview schedule was developed
by the authors based uponMarshdl and
Rossman (1999) Safrit, Schmiesing, King,
Villard, and Wells (2003} and an initial set
of oper-ended questionsrequired by the
program funde. The schedule congsted of
five open-ended questionstha investigated
paticipaing county 4-H Y outh
Development agentsOperceptions of the
program@ successes, chalenges, and
impacts upontheteen volunteer teachers, 5-
to-12-year-old youth taught, organizationd
patners and collaborators, and the county 4-
H program. In Octobea 2005 the authors
collected quditative data usng theinterview
schedule. Dueto theresulting small volume
of quditative data collected (i.e., 26 doulde-
spaced pages), theauthors andyzed thedata
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usng themethodsdescribed by Creswell
(2003)

Theresearchers used a convenience
sample (n = 43) and thewritten
guestionnare to collect daa usng Campbdl
and Stanley® (1963)Separate-Sample
Pretest-Podtest Design (Design 12). The
pretest was administered at the beginning of
a Friday-Sundgy content training retreat
conduded in April 2005.The podtest was
administered at theend of thesix-month
grant funding periodin Octobea 2005,where
4-H staff members administered thewritten
guestionnare at find county Obesity TRY -
IT! Team meetingsfor the program.
Quantitative daa collection followed
procedures suggested by Kraut (1996)
McNabb (2002) and Rea and Parker (1997)
Theresearchers entered all quantitative data
into a persond computer and calculated
descriptive statistics for central tendency,
variability, and effect size (Cohen, 1988;
Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003)and inferential
statistics for comparing group means

Quantitative Findings

Thefindingsfromthe study were
summarized and are presented in Table 1.
Thedaa showed an averagegan of
approximately .11 point (C.l. [-.19<u <
41] =.95) between the pretest and the
podtest but was not statistically significant.
Thelack of statistical significance was likely
theresult of low statistical power
(approximately 10%) dueto thesmall
sample size. Cohen@d (1988)was
calculated and resulted in an effect size of
.2, which would beclassified as small.

Qualitative Findings

Theresearchers suggest two overal
themes resulting from andysis of the
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quditative data. First, theteen volunteer
teachers learned new basic knowledge
regarding fitness and nutrition. One
paticipaing county 4-H agent quoted oneof
her teen volunteers as stating, O learned
howto read labds. Thekids[we taughf
loved making low-fat ice cream sandwiches.
They learned howto movemore and eat
hedlthier. OAnother respondel, Orhey [the
teen volunteer teachers] also learned about
thenew [U.S.D.A.] My PyramidCand how
it can betailored to meet individudsOneeds
based on age and genda.OAnothe 4-H
agent respondeal that while oneof her teens
admitted, O need to changemy own eating
hebits! Q that overall her teen volunteers
Qeported tha theyouth they taughtreally
enjoyed the snack ideas that they gotto try
outOStill another county 4-H agent reported
that her Team Qearned nutition, howto
teach, the new food pyramid, and exercises.O
A sixth county 4-H professiond shared tha
her O'RY-IT! members and the youth [they
taughf shared wha they had learned with
others, many would ask ther own parents to
make the healthy snacks at home for them.O

Thesecondoverarching themeistha
theteen volunteers |earned more about
themselves as volunteer teachers of younge
youth. A 4-H agentreported tha her TRY -
IT! Team@ teen members learned that
Qiifferent age groupsrequire different
techniques to keep them interested in what
they are trying to teach them.OShe reported
tha several of her teen volunteers
commented that it took Onore effort and
energy to work with theyoungest youth, but
was gtill fun OAnother county 4-H agent
reported that, My TRY-IT! Team
discovered they could teach and reach other
youth.OFindly, athird county 4-H agent
reported that ha TRY-IT! Team members
Qi indicated that they developed leadership
killsO
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Conclusionsand Implications for
Volunteer Administrators

Thereade is cautioned about
genedizationsof the study findingsbeyond
the N.C. teen volunteer paticipants dueto
the study®@ exploratory naure.

Theresearch findingssuggest that
beyondtheteaching activity success of the
NC 4-H TRY-IT! obesity and overweight
education program as measured by number
of youth ages 5-12 taught(i.e., 278
ingructiond hoursfor 1,579youth), the
program also was successful in impacting
postively the program@ teen volunteer
teachers regarding the program@ targeted
knowledgeand attitudes regarding obesity
andfitness, and prope nutrition. This
finding is suppoted by both the quantitative
and quditative daa.

Theresearchers suggest tha athough
the data showed an averagegan of
approximately .11 point between the pretest
and the podtest tha was not statistically
significant, thelack of statistical
significance was likely theresult of low
statistical power dueto thesmall sample
size. Theresulting effect size of .2, while
congdered small, doesindicate tha theteen
volunteersOparticipation as peer teachersin
the program did have some effect uponthar
knowledgeand attitudes regarding obesity,
fitness, and nutrition. While the purpose of
this research was not to investigae possible
cause-and-effect relationships subsequent
research usng atrue experimental design
with alarger sasmple could further clarify
such possible causdlity.

Educators of adults (Bloom, 1976;Heck
& Williams, 1984 have commented
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abouttherole of theteacher of adults as part
of the hidden curriculum,Oor messages that
are conveyed by theteacher passively or
even sublimindly beyondformal content to
both students and teacher alike during the
learning experience. This phenomenon may
be described by the often-used clichZ Qhe
best way to learn somethingisto teach it to
others.OThus while knowledgeand
attitudind changes were not assessed in the
younge youth bengtaught they were
doaumented with methodobgical rigorin
theolder youth doing theteaching.

While thereader may well arguethat
theinitial gods of the TRY-IT! obesity and
oveweight eductiond program were notto
affect knowledgeand attitudein 43 teen
volunteer teachers, butrather todosoina
minimum of 500 5-to-12-year-old youth
taughtby theteen teache's, one narowly-
focused yet well-doaumented impact of the
program was the postive effectsit had upon
theteen volunteer teachersregarding the
program@ initia objectives for theyounge
youth.

Thestudy findingssuppot thepractice
of engaging teensas volunteer teachers of
younge youth identified by Lee, Murdod,
and Paterson (2002) By the actud design of
theN.C. 4-H TRY-IT! Program, county 4-H
TRY-IT! Teamstrained throughthe obesity
and overweight education program have
continual to teach obesity, fitness, and
nutrition curriculato 5-to-12-year-old youth
after thegrant period formally ended in
Octobe, 2005 Theteen volunteer teachers
will aso beinvolved in training new county
4-H TRY-IT! Teamsin theareas of obesity,
fitness, and nutrition. All 13 participating
couniesCOrespective 4-H agents indicated
tha the TRY-IT! Teamswill continueto
teach the curriculain the next six months (at
aminimum), and the State 4-H Office will
continueto collect and compile longitudind
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outcome and impeact data describing the
TRY-IT! TeamsQteaching activities. During
thenext 12to 24 months theultimate
impact of the program uponthe knowledge
and attitudes of the43 teen volunteer
teachersinvolved could be doaumented by
investigating actud changesin persond
fitness or diet habits based uponthe
knowledgeganed and attitudes formed
throughthe program. Theresearchers ook
forward to contributing to a healthier
citizenry in a state with youngpeople who
are physcally active, nutritiondly savvy,
and ready to share thar expertise with
others.
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