New Parent’s Guide to Camping with a Scout Troop

As a parent, you have always been there for your son.  You are the one who he relies on for food, shelter, warmth and comfort.  As a scout, your son is embarking on an adventure - one which will teach him responsibility for himself and others.  You have an important role in this adventure and your involvement in scouting is critical to it’s success.  It is important that you understand this role, especially when camping with the Troop.  

Why Scouts go Camping - Scouting is a game, played by boys under the supervision of men.  Nowhere is this game better played than in the outdoors. There, a boy is separated from the comforts of home and he must provide his own shelter, warmth, food and entertainment. He learns to take care of himself and to make decisions that may affect others.  The outdoors provides the challenge in which these decisions must be made.  As a parent camping with a troop, you must be independent from this process. You must allow your son to make his own decisions, right or wrong. You must allow him to see the consequences of his own choices. You must allow him to fail.  You will not be seen a bad parent as a result of this.  And, he will not be seen as bad scout - everyone makes mistakes.  And, by seeing the direct result of his actions, your son will learn how to make the right choices - which is the very reason why he is in scouting.  We understand that some mistakes are avoidable and if big enough can harm others or spoil the fun.  Through their experience and training, the youth and adult leaders of the troop will help steer the scouts away from these bigger mistakes.
Why Parents want to camp with the Troop -  Some parents are curious as to what camping with a scout troop is all about and would like observe it for themselves.  Others are thinking of becoming an adult leader in the troop and would like to start learning about the program first hand.  Some just love to camp and will take any opportunity to enjoy the outdoors and the fellowship of other adults.   These are some of the  right reasons why a parent would want to camp with the troop.  Unfortunately, there are some parents who want to camp for the wrong reasons - without even realizing it.  Don’t go if you feel your son will spend more time with you than with his fellow scouts.  He must learn to rely on them and his Scoutmaster instead of you.  Don’t go if you know you are the kind of person who must be in control of things to maintain order or you get frustrated when you see others not performing to your standards.  Your son and the rest of the scouts need every opportunity to make decisions on their own and practice their leadership skills.  Don’t go if your son says he’ll only attend if you go too.  You must foster your son’s self reliance so he can take his first steps towards adulthood.  Give your son the courage to take that first step.  Don’t go because you are uncomfortable leaving your son with “strangers”.  Take the time to get to know the troop’s leaders beforehand.  You must place your trust in their years of experience and training.  And, you must realize that from the adult leader’s perspective, you are the stranger.  Being allowed to camp with the troop is a privilege which they extend to you -  one which can be revoked if you fail to follow the BSA rules and troop guidelines.                 

Safety in Camp - It is said that Scouting is a safe place; that the consequences of a scout’s wrong decisions should not cause harm to himself or others.  Youth protection is first taught by you, using the pamphlet in the Scout Handbook.  Scouts are taught early how to properly handle knifes, axes and saws.  Fire safety is one of the first things a scout learns. The official BSA safety regulations are published in the Guide to Safe Scouting.  All uniformed adult leaders must understand and follow these regulations,  many of which are based on common sense and practical reasoning.  As a parent camping with the troop, you are an extra set of eyes and ears when it comes to safety.  If you see a situation you deem as unsafe or violates the youth protection guidelines, you have the right to immediately intervene without question.
Why Scouts are organized by Patrols - As a member of a patrol, a boy learns to work with others and about being a team member.  As a patrol leader, a boy learns how to lead and make the right decisions regarding his fellow scouts.  This organization of a troop into patrols is known as the “patrol method”.  A patrols camps and cooks in it’s own separate area, away from the adults.  Meals are planned and prepared by each patrol.  Adults are invited to share a meal with one of the patrols, but they do not help cook this meal.  Keeping patrols separated from each other and the adults is essential to teaching group thinking and leadership.

How a Troop is Organized - The Senior Patrol Leader is always in charge of the Troop.  He leads the Patrol Leaders Council, which makes all the decisions regarding the Troop.  He or his Patrol Leaders tell the Scouts what to do.  If  a Scout has a problem or a question, he asks his Patrol Leader for help.  If a Patrol Leader has a problem or a question he asks the Senior Patrol Leader for help.  If the Senior Patrol Leader has a problem or a question, he asks the Scoutmaster for help.  In order for the scouting program to work as it should, and for the boys to learn the most about leadership, parents should not intervene in or disrupt in this “chain of command”.   

Why we use the Equipment we use - The patrol boxes and what’s in them are part of the patrol method.  Some parents ask, “Wouldn’t it be easier if we bring this or that - like when we family camp?” The answer is yes -- but it’s not part of the patrol method.  The ultimate of easy would be bringing an RV, or staying in a hotel. But, there is no challenge in easy.  Other than a tent and your own personal items, parents must refrain from bringing other camping gear - it’s too temping for the boys not to use it.  We use the gear that works best in the scouting program.  It helps teach the boys scout skills.  It’s been tested in the outdoor laboratory called “scouting” and has been proven to work in all situations. We are aware that the camping industry is always moving forward with new and improved gear - please let the troop leaders decide on trying out and adopting new equipment.
What you may not do while Camping - You may not:  interfere with the operation of the Troop, which includes giving a direct operational order to any scout or scouts, including you own son;  bring extra camping equipment for your son’s patrol or Troop to use;  carry troop, patrol or personal equipment to and from the campsite other than your own;  help in the setup of the patrol areas; help in the setup of patrol tents;  help the scouts prepare or cook their meals;  give advice or skills instruction to any scout or scouts - unless approved by the Scoutmaster; use profanity or sexually explicit language; smoke within sight of a scout;  consume any alcoholic beverage; share a tent or be alone with a scout other than you own son.     
What you can do while Camping - Like your son, you are with the troop to learn.  Your extra set of eyes and ears are needed to help keep the adult leaders informed.  If you see a situation or a problem happening with the boys (other than safety related), please let the Scoutmaster know what is going on.  Try not to intervene, as the boys will learn best by solving their own problems.  This applies even to your own son as you must foster his sense of independence and self reliance.  If he is constantly coming to you for help and you provide this help,  then it is defeating the purpose of him being there.  It’s OK to touch base with him once in a while to see how he’s doing.  And, you might do something together later on if there is free time.  But, other than that,  he must be on his own.  Being in a separate adult area will help with this.  There will be some activities that everyone can participate in.  Other than that, take a nap, read a good book, go for a long hike, or converse with your fellow adults around a good campfire.    
