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Understanding 4-H Judging 

4-H JUDGING  
 

Having one’s accomplishments evaluated can be motivating and educa-
tional for 4-H’ers. When judges critique their work or performance, it 
serves as a guide for further improvement. The judging process can be 
more valuable than the award or recognition. To plan, practice, and pre-
sent a finished product is to “learn by doing.” To graciously accept con-
structive criticism of one’s work is a workforce preparatory experience.  
4-H’ers learn quickly that judging results reflect a personal opinion, and 
that evaluation will vary among judges.  
 

TYPES OF 4-H EVALUATION 
 

Project judging - The judge evaluates the finished products against a set 
of standards without the member present. The focus is the quality of the 
project itself and not the learning process. Comments are provided to 
the participant in writing, usually on a score sheet.  This method is often 
used at the 4-H Fair in the “home show” to judge stand alone projects 
like artwork, crafts, woodworking, models, technology, collections, can-
ning and baked goods, flowers and vegetables, educational exhibits, sew-
ing and needlework, animal products and geology, etc.  
 

Performance judging - The judge evaluates how a 4-H’er accomplishes a 
task or goal in progress. The judge looks for skills being used, as well as 
evaluating the end result. This type of event enables the 4-H’er and the 
judge to see how the performance directly effects the end product. Com-
ments are often provided verbally and occasionally in writing on a score 
sheet.  This method is often used to evaluate showmanship and other 
performance classes in the livestock, dog and horse arenas.  It is also 
used to judge public speaking and demonstrations as well as performing 
arts.  
 

Interview - The judge interviews the participant as he/she evaluates the 
product against a set of standards. The purpose of this judging is to de-
termine what the 4-H’er learned in completing the project. Comments 
are provided verbally and also in writing on a score sheet.   This method 
of judging is often used in large project or long term project evaluation.  
Fashion review and food shows can use this approach.  State reward 
trips are also awarded through both application and interview , where 
participants will be asked to discuss their 4-H experience as a whole.  
 

DANISH JUDGING IN 4-H 
  

Most 4-H  judging involves the Danish system. In this system, the judges 
do not judge one person’s work by comparing it to another’s. The evalu-
ation is made against a standard. A judge looks to see whether require-
ments are met. Often a score sheet is used, available from the county     
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4-H office. If the work meets high standards, it receives an excellent 
rating and blue ribbon (score of 90 to 100). A red ribbon signifies very 
good work (score of 80-89). A white ribbon signifies work meets 
standards well enough to be shown, but is only fair quality (score be-
low 80). One advantage of this system is that everyone whose work 
fulfills minimum qualification can receive a ribbon. If all entries are 
judged to be excellent, all receive blue ribbons. The purpose of using 
the Danish judging system is to give every 4-H member the recogni-
tion deserved for the work that was done. It also helps young people 
recognize the need to improve their skills and to “make the best 
better.”  
 

PEER COMPETITION 
 

While Danish judging focuses on set standards, other judging com-
pares the work of one 4-H’er to another. This is peer competition. This 
type of judging may be used to select 
the “best” projects within a class.  An 
example of this would be awarding a 
“Best in Show” rosette to the photo 
with the highest score in a photo 
judging contest.  In some projects, such as horse shows, participants 
are ranked against one another and given placings, such as 1st, 2nd, 
3rd place, etc.  
 

WHAT GUIDELINES DO JUDGES FOLLOW? 
 

Judges must know the rules and criteria agreed upon by 4-H partici-
pants, leaders, and staff. Each judge should be given information 
about the judging activity including scoring sheets. In addition, judges 
should be aware of and understand the philosophy behind the 4-H 
program and the purpose of evaluating 4-H’ers’ projects and perfor-
mances. An orientation for judges presented by staff helps to ensure a 
fair judging experience for everyone.  
 

When you are the judge: 
 

 Know and understand the UConn 4-H Philosophy 
 Consider both the finished product as well as the effort.  
 Know the standards and follow them carefully and consistently. 
 Judge each entry on its own merit, while considering the age and 

experience of the exhibitor. 
 Acknowledge all that was done well before making suggestions for 

improvement.  
 Written statements should be constructive but not harsh, with 

concrete suggestions for improvement.  They should also focus on 
the accomplishments to foster positive youth development. 

 Use judging as an opportunity to motivate children and help them 
grow and learn.  

A message to  4-H  

Leaders & Parents 
 

4-H is intended to be a positive learn-
ing experience.  Through 4-H young 
people and adults can grow and de-
velop into productive and contrib-
uting members of our communities. 
Through relationships and dialog with 
adults,  youth have the opportunity to 
understand the    value of 4-H and its 
evaluation process.  Evaluation of 
work should be a positive experience, 
designed to help the 4-H member 
improve and grow. Interpretation and 
dialog help 4-H members realize that 
their  4-H exhibit is not an end in itself 
and that it does not represent all that 
they have learned. The 4-H project 
exhibit is one part of 4-H and part of 
the total learning experience. The 
exhibit‘s score is only one measure of 
success and achievement.   Adults 
should help the member celebrate 
the entire process that led to the 
evaluation event and recognize the 
learning it represents, and should 
help young people interpret the judg-
ing experience in relevant and mean-
ingful ways.  

  Adapted from : https://nj4h.rutgers.edu/volunteering/lts/4.5__Understanding_Judging.pdf 
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