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Abstract: The purpose of this research is determine how well the Youth Program Quality Assessment 
(YPQA) process considers the elements of youth development programs that strengthen the cultural 
identity and awareness responsiveness of youth programs. These evaluation questions were explored 
through a youth participatory evaluation, the Youth as Assessors project, that engaged youth as full 
partners in the quality improvement process. We found that the YPQA tool occasionally captured 
elements of cultural responsiveness that were seen as less impactful by youth and adults, and that 
observers in this process were unable to identify YPQA measures that captured significant cultural 
elements that were identified as critical to growth in cultural identity for participants and demonstrated 
culturally responsive processes. 
 

 BACKGROUND 
The Youth as Assessors Project is a process that engages youth as full partners in the 
quality improvement process using the Youth Program Quality Assessment (YPQA) tool. It 
was implemented in the Urban 4-H Office (Urban 4-H) of the University of Minnesota 
Center for Youth Development to help identify the effectiveness of the YPQA tool in 
measuring the elements of culturally responsive youth programming in the 4-H programs 
in Ramsey and Hennepin County.  
 
The Center for Youth Development has been utilizing the YPQA tool to observe 4-H clubs 
and programs as well as work with volunteer and staff leadership to strengthen the quality 
of experiences for young people. Using observation and objective notetaking as the data 
collection, this tool was designed by the David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality 
for out-of-school programs to assess the quality of the learning environment through four 
indicators; safe environment, supportive environment, interaction and engagement.  
 
The Urban 4-H Office works to improve the learning and leadership of urban young people, 
particularly those youth who live in at-risk conditions. One important component of this 
work is culturally responsive youth programming. Urban 4-H staff began conducting YPQA 
observations in 2011 and despite quality improvements in programming that have 
resulted, there was a noticeable gap in the elements of quality youth programming that 
strengthen cultural competence and understanding.  
 
The goal of YPQA observations and dialogue around those observations is to enhance 
program effectiveness, yet cultural identity is not specifically addressed in the YPQA tool 
currently utilized by Minnesota 4-H. Kennedy et al. define cultural competence as the 
ability to work and respond in a manner that acknowledges and respects individual’s 
culturally-based beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and customs. The cultural competency of the 
youth development programs within the Urban 4-H program is acknowledged by staff as an 
important programmatic goal. Program accountability to goals around cultural competency 
require program accountability which can come from effective assessment processes. The 
assessment process currently utilized by Minnesota 4-H is the YPQA. This study will 
explore how the assessment process is working to capture the important area of cultural 
competence. 



PROJECT DESIGN 
Seven youth from 4-H clubs in Hennepin and Ramsey County were selected and partnered 
with Urban 4-H staff members to serve as trained YPQA Assessors to observe 4-H clubs, 
collect observational data, and use the YPQA indicators to have a dialogue with the 
programs observed. These youth were selected through a voluntary application process, 
which asked youth about their leadership experience and 4-H involvement.  Youth were 
paired together and partnered with a 4-H staff member to observe youth development 
programs at sites throughout the Minneapolis and St. Paul.  The youth and adults 
completed 10 observations over the course of 3 months.  All teams used the YPQA to 
observe programs, met to co-score and shared the data from the observation with the 
program they observed.  As a part of the process, teams also worked with the programs to 
determine action plans in a collaborative process called, The Discovery Process. 
 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 
The purpose of the evaluation was as follows: 
 
 Measure to what extent the YPQA tool measures the elements of the program that help 

strengthen the cultural identity of the youth involved in 4-H programs. 
 Evaluate whether the YPQA tool is effective in assessing the elements of cultural 

responsiveness in youth program. 
 

Semi-structured group interviews were conducted to investigate which elements of 
culturally responsive youth programming were present, which impacted the perceived 
quality of the program and whether these elements were able to be captured on the YPQA 
tool. Two semi-structured group interviews were held after the YPQA observations had 
been completed. One group interview brought together 3 adults who had worked closely 
with a pair of youth to conduct a YPQA observation as well as a Discovery Process with the 
program that was observed. The second group interview brought together 6 youth who had 
worked closely with an adult and another young person to conduct a YPQA observation 
and Discovery Process with the program that had been observed.  
 
Interviews were recorded and notes were taken during the sessions to ensure the fidelity of 
the qualitative data collected. One adult could not participate in the group interview 
process and provided a typed response via email to the interview questions.  
 
Interviews were transcribed and a content theme analysis was conducted on both adult and 
youth interview responses. The semi-structured interviews focused on questions related to 
observations of program elements that strengthened cultural understanding and cultural 
identity along with how these elements impacted program quality and in what ways the 
YPQA tool was able to capture them. The content that interviewees identified as 
strengthening cultural understanding were compared with the responses outlining the 
elements captured on the YPQA tool. Each individual interviewee’s responses were 
compared, in addition the group responses were analyzed.  
 
The themes identified that related to culturally responsive program elements were 
individual growth through direct experience with cultural difference in a safe and 
supportive environment, identity development, self-reflection related to discussions of 
cultural content, and cultural elements of social relationships. Themes identified that 
related to elements recorded on the YPQA tool included cultural dress, language, identity 
based on shared cultural context and increase in knowledge of specific cultural practices 
or contexts. Consistently the strong program elements were personal investigations of 
cultural difference or intercultural understanding whereas the elements gathered by the 
YPQA tool were elements of shared cultural context or intracultural contexts.  
 
 



FINDINGS 
Through qualitative analysis of interview responses of both youth and adult participants in 
the Urban 4-H Youth as Assessors project we found: 
 
 The elements participants identified as the strongest in building cultural understanding 

among participants were not measured by the YPQA tool. These elements included 
individual growth through direct experience with cultural difference in a safe and 
supportive environment, identity development, and cultural elements of social 
relationships.  
 
Both youth and adult observers identified domains within the YPQA that are impacted 
by the program components that strengthen development of identity and deepen 
cultural understanding. However, consistently observers were unable to identify 
specific measures where these components could be captured.  
 

o “I would just say because it is an ethnically homogenous group, they feel a 
level of safety, belonging and shared identity with their fellow club members. 
This is just my ‘hunch’ though. I did not come to this assertion through the 
use of the tool.” (quote from adult observer.) 
 

o “The YPQA is not assessing the culture or the youth as individuals [for 
example] what does it mean to create a supportive environment in the 
culture in which they live?” (quote from adult observer.) 

 
o “The entire lesson was about cultural identity. The [YPQA] captures the 

learning for them rather than the cultural parts of it.” (quote from adult 
observer.) 

 
o “The more diverse the program is the better the learning experience. Even 

though they learn the thing they are teaching you guys or you guys are 
doing, you learn about other cultures and other people and from the 
differences that you guys have.” (quote from youth observer highlighting the 
importance of direct experience with cultural difference.) 

 
 The YPQA observations measured occasional intracultural program elements (for 

example, speaking a similar non-dominant language or cultural dress). Measures of 
belonging and engagement within the YPQA tool were identified by participants as 
effective measures that ensure a safe environment where participants belong and feel 
comfortable engaging with important cultural content.    
 

o “I saw language as being an important part of programs. With this 4-H club, 
many people came from the same ethnic background. They spoke Hmong to 
each other and felt comfortable doing that. So even when they were doing an 
activity and preparing for Showcase at different stations, they were speaking 
the same language. And the youth who were assessing could understand 
because they were also Hmong.” (quote from adult observer.) 
 

o “They speak their language to each other. I wrote that under interaction.” 
(quote from youth observer.) 
 

o “Being able to speak Somali was likely helpful to the program leader to carry 
out and support the youth as that is the language he is most comfortable 
speaking.” (quote from adult observer.) 

 
o On elements of cultural identity observed in program: “In the way young 

people dress, particularly the young girls, who wear hijabs.” (quote from 
adult observer.) 



 
o “When you have people of the same culture around you there is a sense of 

belonging. There is similarity there. You can relate. That often ties into 
engagement. Where if you didn't like connect with some of the people of 
different culture but did with the people from your same culture there is 
more engagement." (quote from youth observer.) 

 
 Intercultural elements (for example, building understanding among participants related 

to divergent cultural values and beliefs), was identified as a critical component to 
effective and culturally responsive youth programs by both youth and adult 
participants. Participants were not able to identify measures that related specifically to 
these elements within the YPQA tool. 

 
Observers identified program content that addressed racial identity, historical racial 
injustice, as well as generalized program practices that encouraged informal 
discussions of racial, ethnic and religious diversity as influences on the cultural 
competence of the youth development programs they observed. Measures within the 
YPQA tool to specifically address cultural content or practice were not identified in 
interview results.  
 

o “Yeah, it would harder to learn [without a diverse group]. Because you would 
only relate to each other and not learn the differences and like about your 
lifestyles and stuff like that.” (quote from a youth highlighting the 
importance of experience with cultural difference. This youth did not 
identify any way in which she was able to capture this program element in 
the YPQA tool.) 
 

o “They did a lesson plan around leaders and important impacts. One thing 
was interesting because these are young people who are perceived as black 
in this society and have to check the box as black but they often do not 
associate with African American culture because that history has come 
through slavery in America. There is often quite a lot of tension around 
that…It was really fascinating to watch them react to this lesson and figure 
out how to relate it. Most youth did not know the individuals who were being 
talked about. Youth were figuring out, ‘this my history too’”. (quote from an 
adult observer.) 
 

o “It was a powerful conversation because it was new information for a couple 
of people. There was a heaviness, and one of the kids really articulated a 
sense of despair but another youth spoke back to that to say we are drawing 
noise to it.” (quote from an adult observer highlighted an element that they 
were not able to capture in the YPQA tool.) 

 
 Observers’ understanding of which cultural elements impact the quality of programs is 

significantly influenced by the program structure they are most familiar with. Our 
Youth Assessors expressed a strong bias toward the programmatic elements from 
youth programs of their past when assessing whether the program they were observing 
contained effective elements to build the culture identity of its participants. 
 

o “In Heritage park we all grew up knowing each other but we never liked 
judged each other for the color of our skin, or culture background, like our 
religion and stuff. We had everything Asian, black, Mexican, Somali, 
Ethiopian everything in one block. We used to judge each other when we 
were younger.” (quote from a youth observer.) 
 



o “We thought we were really different so did not accept our difference. Like 
we would never have become friends if it were not for this.” (quote from a 
youth observer.) 

 
o “Once you get older and you are not like around different types of people, 

different cultures. You don't really understand it so you turn away from it.” 
(quote from a youth observer.) 

 

LIMITATIONS 
Limitations of this research include the very small sample size. The project included 7 
youth observers and 4 adult observers. This project had a small number of participants 
because it was a pilot project run on a limited budget and project timeframe. The small 
sample size could result in regional or organizational bias because all participants were 
from the same program in the same metropolitan area. The research only has application 
for very localized audiences within the Urban 4-H program. More research is needed to be 
able to apply these results outside the local context.  
 
Analysis of interview results sheds light on elements of youth development programs that 
youth and adult participants in the Twin Cities identify as critical to help strengthen 
cultural identity and cultural understanding of youth program participants and their 
understanding of gaps in the YPQA tool in being able to consistently measure these 
elements, however, it did not identify specific YPQA indicators that contain bias nor 
determine how these observations related to recommended program practice. Further 
research should be done to determine if program elements identified by youth and adults 
in these observations are consistent outside this region, how they relate to related research 
on research based practices and specific measures that could be used to capture these 
strengths.  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
As a result of our research from the Youth as Assessors project, we recommend the 
following to David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality and future quality 
assessment tools. 
 
 To effectively respond to the elements that are most influential in building cultural 

understanding, indicators in quality assessment tools should include specific measures 
for culture and diversity.  
 

o Quality assessment tools should include a space to measure intercultural 
program elements, such as verbal and nonverbal communication  

 
o Indicators to measure the freedom for youth to speak their own language 

with others and comfort expressing religious identity 

 
 Modify indicators to not only include the learning process, but the cultural aspects of 

the program and be built throughout quality assessment tools where: 
 

o The diversity of backgrounds is honored and recognized. Program leaders, 
volunteers, and staff support, understand, and appreciate a youth’s culture 
and background. 

 
 Provide training beyond the YPQA assessment tool and process that strengthens 

observers understanding of bias and culturally responsive youth work.  
 
 



CONCLUSION 
Cultural competence and an understanding of the dynamics of difference and power within 
youth development programming are receiving attention in youth development research as 
practices that are important to learning and development. Despite programmatic 
recognition of the importance of culturally responsive youth programming, the assessment 
process used by Minnesota 4-H does not effectively capture important programmatic 
elements that help young people strengthen cultural identity and deepen their 
understanding of the dynamics of culture.  
 
The assessment process is particularly ineffective at measuring the learning and 
development that occurs between diverse cultures in youth programs. In order to more 
effectively assess programs for this important element of program quality, there is value in 
evolving assessment tools and processes need to train observers to recognize and identify 
practices that build cultural competence.  The benefits for greater attention and awareness 
on cultural aspects of program quality would benefit a diverse community of participants, 
and in the 4-H project, work with youth and adult stakeholders to embed indicators of 
culturally responsive programs throughout their assessment and action planning process., 
Finally, if we can evolve a broader set of practices that expand our current process to 
understand and improve program quality we offer that we will provide a broad 
understanding of cultural competence that includes both intra and intercultural elements 
for those who are involved in youth programming in 4-H. 
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