Troop Leaders Frequently Asked Questions

Do I have to have attended Dog Scout Camp, or does my dog have to have passed the Dog Scout Test to start a troop? 

While it is extremely helpful to have attended camp, to have fully experienced the “Dog Scout way” and the spirit of our organization, it is not a necessity.   However, you DO need to get the Dog Scout title on your dog before you will be issued a troop number. 
“How Do I Get Troop Members?” 

Obviously, you will need members if you want to start a troop.  The trick is in finding people that are as excited and motivated as you are! Troops can be started with as few as three members, but additional members are encouraged.  

Putting up signs that let people know you are starting a troop is a good first step.  Be sure the signs tell people a bit about what Dog Scouts is all about because most have probably never ever heard about it.  Perhaps they will assume it’s a kid’s group, or maybe they will think it’s for service dogs or search and rescue dogs.  They might also assume it is for well-trained dogs only.  Of course those people and dogs are welcome, but DSA is not that exclusive-- all are welcome! Creating a sign that has a pocket for your business cards or a sign with the little rip off strips at the bottom or even a QR code is best.  Just be sure to get approval of your printed material before you get it printed if you plan to use the DSA logo or photos. 
Places you can hang your signs once you get permission are: Pet Supply stores, Vet’s offices, Training Centers, Dog Daycares, Dog Parks, Dog Related fundraisers, Shelters, Grooming Shops, and anywhere else you see dogs and/or their owners congregate.

Also be sure to keep a stack of business cards or brochures handy.  You can give them to every dog owner you meet! And give some to your troop members to hand out for you.

A classified ad in a local dog paper (if your town has one) or even in the main newspaper might also generate some interest.  If you are the first troop in your area, contact the media to see if they would be interested in doing a story about it! Make good friends within the media, they will come in handy for promotion of various troop activities and events.

“Where can I hold a meeting?”

If attendance is small, you could hold it at your house or the house of a willing troop member.  If you have a Dog Daycare in your area, contact them about using their facility during the weekends (most are closed during the weekend).  Some vet’s offices have training or conference rooms.  Check with your local training centers about the availability of space.  If the weather is nice, you can have your meetings at a local park.  You may have to think ‘outside the box’ to come up with a suitable location.  Fenced or indoors is best, but any area where the dogs will be safe and welcome will do.  Regardless of where your meetings are held, be sure everyone cleans up after their dog.  Troop members should always have at least two clean up bags on them for each dog they have with them.  If you meet in an indoor location and the dogs leave a noticeable amount of hair that should get cleaned up as well.  

“Should I charge troop dues?”

This is up to you.  Running a troop, particularly in the start up phase does have some expenses.  Paper for flyers, printer ink or printing costs, space rental, booth rental at fundraisers, supplies for meetings/games/activities, postage, etc. can really add up.  However you may not charge more than $12/yr.  Troop dues are in addition to the DSA dues, which have to be paid by troop members to participate at the troop level.  You will need some way to keep track of troop dues, which are handled at the local level as well as the DSA membership status of each troop member. DSA posts the membership list 9without contact info) on the “Join Us” page of the website and it’s updated monthly.   

“What can my troop do?”

 The troop can be as active as you like.  Many times, it depends on the desires and participation of the members of the troop.  Ask them what they are interested in learning or doing.   If it is an activity that you are not familiar with, look at it as a learning opportunity.  Do some research or ask a guest speaker to teach or present the activity.  Here’s a list of things that other troops have done: troop meetings (Including socialization, games, and learning), group walks/hikes, fundraisers (bell ringing for Salvation Army, bake sales to buy police dogs bullet proof vests, participation in charity events held by other organizations), swim days at local parks that allow dogs, therapy visits by all therapy certified dogs in the troop, in-school programs (reading to dogs, bite prevention, pet care, etc.), participation in local parades, fun runs or competitions for various dog sports (rally obedience, agility, herding, etc.), campouts, river trips in canoes or kayaks, parties, bike rides, get together to watch videos on dog training or dog related movies, earn badges, any other activity your group can do.

“What’s the deal with the badges?”

The DSA badges are a way to show that your dog has learned an activity using positive training and that you as the owner care enough about your dog to take the time to exercise his or her mind without force or compulsion.  Earning badges is not a requirement, but it can be fun and help people find out what their dogs are interested in doing.  It also helps teach the dog to learn and the owner learns a bit more about his or her dog and about dog training in the process as well.

DSA strives to maintain a high standard for the testing of badge activities.  It is our goal to have each dog tested in the same way and by the same high standards as the next dog.  We don’t let just anyone earn or administer the badges.  All participants in the program have to prove that they fully understand the standards by which the badges are earned.  Dogs and handlers are welcome to work on as many different badge activities as they would like at any time.  They can also get tested by a certified Dog Scout Evaluator for various badges.  

First things first: Before any badge forms can be turned in, the dog and handler need to have passed all the requirements of the Dog Scout certification and get ‘checked off’ (tested) by a certified Scoutmaster (in person or by video).  Then the handler submits the Dog Scout Badge form and the badge fee to DSA.  It is a good idea to have someone in the troop that is a Scoutmaster.  Otherwise, you could arrange for a Scoutmaster that is near you (if there is one) to visit your troop on at least three different occasions to meet any dogs/handlers that want to be evaluated for the Dog Scout certification and then the Scoutmaster can evaluate those dogs/handlers. Or you can help with the video recording at troop events.
Specialty badges: Once the dog is certified as a Dog Scout, he/she can earn other Dog Scout badges.  When dogs have completed all the steps in the check off sheet for a particular badge, their handlers will need to find a Dog Scout Evaluator (DSE) certified to administer that badge evaluation (or submit a video).  DSE’s do not have to be Troop Leaders or Scoutmasters, but they can be.  You might come across a DSE certified to administer the Agility badges at an Agility trial for example.  Or perhaps there is someone in your troop that is well trained in one or more particular badge activities.  That person could become a DSE for those badges.  

Once the dog/owner is ‘checked out’ for the requirements of a particular badge and the DSE signs the badge form, the owner will submit the form to DSA along with the badge fee.  The fee covers all the development stages of the badge (and future badges) including art work and design, filing of paperwork and record keeping, postage for the badge, any equipment needed to offer the badge at camp and the cost of the patch itself (and ordering of new patches).   Learning badge activities is fun and provides great learning experiences for both the dog and the handler.

If you or anyone else in your troop is interested in becoming a Scoutmaster or Dog Scout Evaluator, the DSA Certification Program Director (CPD) should be notified.  The CPD will keep track of that person’s progress through the steps of certification for the position/title he or she desires.  More detailed information can be found on the “Scoutmaster-Evaluator” pages of the Dog scouts website.

“What else can I do with my troop?”

Some troop’s maintain a troop newsletter, others have a talk list, message board or Facebook page set up and having a troop website is encouraged.  You can give troop members different positions and duties within the troop.  You can put someone in charge of financing/fundraising, record keeping, meeting/seminar topics, activity organizing, etc.  The more you can delegate, the easier it will be on you.  A co-leader is also encouraged to take your place if you are ill or unavailable and to help with difficult decisions.   

“Is the troop automatically a non-profit group?”

No, each troop will need to apply for it’s own non-profit status with the government (if you choose to do so).   Keep in mind that non-profit groups have to cover a large portion of their expenses through fundraising and donations (dues don’t count for this).  You will also need to maintain records to show that you are meeting the requirements of a non-profit group.  If you are interested in pursuing non-profit status, look at the pages on the website related to this.  

“Can I open a bank account?”

If you want to open an account for the troop, you will likely need to either apply for non-profit status, or apply for a DBA (Doing Business As) number.  Counties and states vary in their requirements, so your best bet is to ask at your bank about how to open a troop account.

It is recommended that more than one person have access to the account, just in case something were to happen to you.  

“What about liability at troop events?”

DSA insurance is very limited in it’s coverage of members.  It can only be used after ALL other forms of insurance have been exhausted (homeowners, health, facility insurance, etc.).  Having members (and the general public if they are involved) sign waivers of liability when they participate in troop events is a good idea.  One troop has created a waiver of liability for the top of the sign in form used at each troop event.  It is up to you if you want to create and use liability waivers or not, but using them is strongly encouraged. You might also want to contact Sportsman’s Insurance to look into a policy for your troop.  Very few insurance agencies will cover “dog groups”, but Sportsman’s has been one that will. 
“I don’t feel like I know enough about dog training to teach anyone else”

Part of being a Troop Leader is teaching.  As the Leader, people will be looking to you for answers to all kinds of dog questions and problems.  You should take every opportunity you can to learn new things and expand your own education so that you can provide useful information to your troop members.  You should be well versed in positive training and be able to help others with training issues using positive methods.  The DSA website is a great place to start!  There are lots of videos, books and websites devoted to positive training.  Other leaders are also a wealth of knowledge and willing to help.  If you would like to join the private talk list, just contact the DSA Troop Dept.  If you have not learned positive training, attending a positive training class with your dog is encouraged.  If you don’t have a dog that can go to a class, consider making arrangements to take a shelter dog to class.  Many shelters offer classes as well for very reasonable rates.  

Attending DSA leadership retreats and camps is another way to gain significant training knowledge and presentation experience.  Until you feel confident, you may want to “buddy up” with someone who is knowledgeable about the subject you want to learn.  Ask a clicker trainer if you can be a helper during his or her classes.  Attend seminars if you can.  Many training clubs have guest speakers come in and give presentations.  Some seminars will require travel and hotel expenses, but are more than worth every penny.  Expand your horizons and take every opportunity that you can to learn new things.  Also look into ways to improve your teaching abilities.  Some people have a wealth of knowledge, but are very poor at passing the knowledge to others.  If this is you, do everything you can to practice and improve your presentation skills.

OK, say I start a troop—what are my obligations to Dog Scouts of America? 

Our main requirement is that you conduct yourself in a way befitting the organization.  You must agree with our mission statement, and promote responsible dog ownership, positive training and the human/canine bond.  You must encourage all of your troop members to obey the Dog Scout Laws and use positive training.  Management wise, you can run your troop any way you see fit.  You can meet as often as you like, have a troop newsletter, charge troop dues, or anything else you feel would be a good plan and follows the guidelines set forth in the Troop Leader’s Guidebook.  You will also need to collect data and submit annual reports to DSA at the end of each year to show that you are still an active troop and meet the minimum requirements for active troop status. 
Do we have to pay anything to DSA? 

No, there is no fee to start a troop
Can members (humans) earn the merit badges? 

No.  It’s the dogs that earn the merit badges (with the human’s help), and they must have passed the Dog Scout Test.  The members are the dogs’ companions/handlers/owners, and their membership shows their support of the organization and its principles, and entitles them to participate in member activities, like Dog Scout Outings, national contests, local troops, and other membership activities or programs.  Members and their dog(s) can participate in the Pack Dog Titling program, and earn a certificate of title for the three Packdog levels (PD, PDX, and UP).  

If I am a member, and my dog passes the Dog Scout Test, then can we earn merit badges? 

Yes.  All the badges can be earned outside of camp by submitting video and here are a few badges that only require a log-sheet, like Community Service, Clean-up America, Temperament Tested, Therapy Dog, IMPROV, Letterboxing and Geocaching.  You can earn the Packdog titles by log sheet as well.  Each DSA camp offers all the levels of the core badges: Agility, Water, Trails and Shaping (Obedience).  Each camp also offers a few of the specialty badges but you will need to check with the camp director to see what specialties will be offered (based on instructor availability).  

Another option is for you or someone in your troop to get certified to be a Dog Scout Evaluator (DSE) for one or more of the specialty badges.  Start by reading the DSE info on the Dog Scout website if you are interested in pursuing this option.  If you get a chance to go to a camp and want to become a DSE, let the camp director know so that, if possible, you can instruct that badge activity.  If you have enough scouts wanting a particular specialty badge, you may be able to get a certified Dog Scout Evaluator to visit with your troop to do the testing.  

My dog has advanced agility titles through several sanctioning organizations.  Wouldn’t that qualify him to get the agility badge? 

Sorry no.  We could not give you the badge saying that you have passed agility training to OUR standards, unless you have passed through our testing authority.  This would be like AKC automatically giving you an agility title because you have a title in UKC.  Though the standards for testing may be similar, each organization is responsible for administering its own test and conferring its own titles, degrees, certificates or badges.    

Are there a lot of troops in the US? 

On the web site, you will find a map with a list of the troops.  There are no “geographical restrictions” on troop locations.  So even if there is already a troop near you, if you don’t get along with the leader, you may start your own troop and members can choose to participate in both troops.  Our program is growing, and we hope to someday have troops all over the country in most communities and all over the world.  

What qualities are desirable in a person who is “leadership material”? 

Anyone who firmly believes in our cause will have the dedication to help us make the world a better place by setting an example and educating people about the joys of responsible ownership.  No one is an “island”, and it helps if they work well with others and can delegate tasks to allow everyone to work together for a common cause.  You don’t have to have a lot of time to devote to this, but if you’re truly interested, you’ll make it a priority.  We prefer people who are education oriented, rather than achievement oriented.  We prefer that you become a leader to help demonstrate the importance of pet dogs in our society, and not just because you want to earn a bunch of badges, as evidence of your diverse training skills.  

What happens if the Leader has to move away, or for some reason can no longer be the leader of the troop? 

This is a good reason to have a co-leader who is in training along with you.  This person would be the natural choice to continue with leadership of the troop.  If you don’t have anyone who is able or willing to take on the leadership role, and no new person wants to begin the leadership training, then your troop would dissolve.  This would not affect the individual members.  Their dogs would retain their status as Scouts (if they passed their test), and they would still be members of the national organization (if they keep their dues current).  They could still meet on a regular basis for hikes or training or whatever, on their own.
If your questions were not answered above or in the Troop Leader’s Guidebook, please contact the Troop Dept.
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