Helpful Information for Troop Leaders from the DSA Director:

How you run your troop is completely up to you, as long as you conduct yourself in a way befitting Dog Scouts of America and follow the DSA guidelines of the Troop Leaders Guide.  We are a group that is trying to make the world a BETTER place, through education.  

Meetings and activities:  If you are trying to establish your troop in a sparse “dog person” area, you may have to attract members from further away.  This may make regular meetings difficult.  When you do have meetings, the people are going to want it to be something “worth the trip.” You may think about what kinds of educational programs or field trips you could organize as a group.  Backpacking is one activity that is healthy, gives high visibility, and enables people to work toward their packdog titles, in addition to having a fun outing with other people who treasure the company of their dogs.  

Meeting Place:  Finding a place to meet regularly could also be challenging.  If you schedule such activities as backpacking, water safety training, a “dog day” or a picnic in conjunction with your meeting, you can use a chunk of grass or some picnic tables to congregate.  During inclement or colder weather, you may be able to get permission to use a public building, such a dog training center, pet store or community building (such a 4-H barn or arena or a building at a fairgrounds).  You may be surprised at how much support you might get from your local dog training clubs and schools, once they realize that you are not there to compete with them, but to work with them.  

Testing practice:  You may want to periodically conduct Dog Scout “tests” for practice.  This will help the leaders get more experience evaluating, and the troop members get more practice.  It will also help you to get an idea of which dogs “need more work,” and should be referred to a local positive training organization for some remedial manners and control.  If you are interested in becoming a Scoutmaster, you can hold practice tests and videotape them as part of your training process.  

Some of the elements of the Dog Scout Test that are not required of dogs in some of the other tests (like Therapy Dog, Canine Good Citizen, or Temperament Test) are the “Leave it” and the “Plays Well With Others.” Many community dog-training classes do not place emphasis on these points, either.  Therefore, it may be necessary to help your troop members with some sessions on “Leave it” and some structured play activities where the dogs can safely interact.  The dogs do not have to actually “play,” but must show that they are safe around people and other dogs.  

We have developed a patch for each level of being a Dog Scout.  There is a patch for the Junior Scout (for kids), Dog Scout and Honor Scout.  If you wish your test to count as testing for the Scoutmaster title, contact the DSA  Certification Program Director for all the particulars.  

Non-Profit Status:   DSA is a non-profit organization, but unless you file the IRS required info and fees through DSA to become an official non-profit sub-group, your troop is not a non-profit group.  Becoming a non-profit troop is optional.   

You must make it clear that while the national organization is an educational and charitable 501 (c) (3) non-profit foundation, your local troop is affiliated in purpose only, and any funds you raise for YOURSELVES is not a tax-deductible donation unless you can document your purpose as a charitable organization with the same goals as the Central Organization (and are an official sub-group).  If you choose to do a fund-raiser for one of the DSA national projects (like our Hike-A-thon), you may inform your donors that their contributions are tax deductible.  If they want a receipt, one will be sent to them from the national office upon receipt of their check and request.  

If you are conducting a fundraising drive for another worthy cause, like VEST-A-DOG (bulletproof vests for police K-9 units), find out if that organization is recognized as a charity, so you can inform your donors whether or not their donation is a tax deduction.  

Business Sense:   For your group to succeed, everyone needs to be aware of the common goal.  Make sure you clearly state your goals and objectives, so that people know what they are getting into.  If everyone is pursuing the common goal as part of a team, it will be a lot easier to get volunteers for various tasks and positions.

Delegate:  Don’t be afraid to delegate work or authority.  Most people are happy to help out as long as it is not always the same person who is doing all the work.  While you have this common goal in mind, there may be some people who prefer to do some things more than others.  Some of your members may wish to involve themselves with such things as developing a therapy dog visitation group, while others want to develop a “game night” for fun and to practice valuable “life skills” with the dogs.  Still others may be more interested in fundraising, and others in the backpacking outings.  As long as you all realize that you still pursue a common goal of promoting the human/canine bond, and responsible dog ownership, you can work well together within your group.  

Dues:  Whether you charge troop dues (of $12 or less per year) or not is up to you.  You may want to consider what your expenses will be.  If you put out a newsletter or other services to members, a membership fee would not be out of line.  No one is expected to operate in the “red,” and a few bucks won't break anyone.  Of course, there are always fund-raisers to help subsidize your activities, too.  All your troop members also need to be members of DSA. 
Troop rules:   Dog Scouts is open to all breeds and mixes of dogs and all types of people and as such, troops should be as well.  

You should not make it a requirement to also be affiliated with any other group.  For example: “All members of this troop must also be a member of XYZ Training Club.” I would only consider approving a policy like that if it were the only way you could operate (for insurance purposes, for example).  We are not in favor of exclusivity.  

Group Dynamics:   People vary.  This is the motto that gets me through life.  There is always the person who you could pull out of the path of a speeding locomotive, and they’d still be angry because you wrinkled their shirt.  There’s just no pleasing some people.  Don’t take it personally.  Don’t let “toxic” personalities infect you.  You cannot control other people.  They are responsible for their own behavior, as you are responsible for yours.  EVENTS themselves can't cause anyone to become upset.  It is the person’s RESPONSE to those events that cause the OUTCOME.  Remember the formula: E + R = O (event plus your response to that event equals the outcome).  

If I tell you that you have green hair, and you know that you don’t have green hair, you won’t be bothered by the comment.  The outcome will be that you think I’m slightly confused.  If I tell you that I don’t feel comfortable around your dog in an off leash situation, and you get all defensive because you realize your dog isn’t perfect, but you think I’m a “b-i-t—“ for saying so, then the outcome will be that you’ll be annoyed at me.  And, depending on the phase of the moon, your biorhythms, and your psychological stability at the moment, you may even say something hurtful to me that you really didn’t mean to say.  But the fact remains that you could always have chosen NOT to get defensive, and not be annoyed at me.  Your response controls weather you get angry or not.  

When dealing with what I call “difficult people,” it is always best to remember that the quickest way to “disarm” them is to agree with them.  If they say that you did a thoughtless and inconsiderate thing, then agree with them and apologize for doing anything that THEY might have considered thoughtless and inconsiderate.  To disagree or argue with them is to “fuel their fire.” They’re looking for a disagreement, and the way to avoid it is to steal their “argument ammunition.” If you’re on their side, who are they going to be mad at? This usually diffuses a difficult situation.  Even if they are saying something totally off the wall, try to FIND a way to agree or take their side (this may take some effort).  

This doesn’t mean to let people walk all over you.  You can still be assertive, but you can do it without walking on someone else’s delicate toes.  Remember to always TRY to be KIND.  If there are people you must deal with who are incessant whiners or troublemakers, you might want to just address the issue face on! Tell them there is a no whining policy.  Or point out that what they’re doing is “Not the Dog Scout Way...” 

Expertise:   You may be just a normal, average person with a dog, or you may be the “dog person” or behavior expert in your local area.  All kinds of different people will want to join your troop.  Don’t be afraid to call on experts for help and advice.  Part of our training program involves being able to contact other troop leaders to pick their brains and find out what they did in certain situations, and what they found helpful.  We have a private talk list set up to do just that.  If you would like to join the list, just contact the Troop Dept.  You could also join the main DSA Yahoo Group that is open to both members and the general public.  

In it for What?   You may find that although you don’t think you are very experienced, the people wanting to join the troop, by comparison, may be VERY inexperienced dog people, who want to be a part of Dog Scouts because the idea sounds cool to them.  But basically they just want a Dog Scout Bandanna for their dog to walk around wearing, and are not really interested in being a responsible owner or changing the world, or any of that.  They may have even thought that you were going to provide free obedience training lessons.  You may want to refer these people to the local dog training school for some remedial work.  You could also give them a copy of the “Explanation of Dues” page.

Know It Alls:   You may also come across someone who has been training dogs for 25 years, and thinks they know more than you do.  But, it could very well be that this person has been using the same “fear training, command-based” method for all of those years.  Dog Scouts of America espouses only positive training methods, employing operant conditioning and positive reinforcement.  It’s your job to help EDUCATE them on why the DSA way is what is expected within Troop activities and if they want to continue to participate, they will need to use the accepted methods and equipment.  
HELP:   Help is right around the corner.  As mentioned earlier, there are other Leaders who have been where you are now, who are willing to help with suggestions and advice.  We’ve got some amazing trainers out there, and you should feel free to take advantage of their experience and knowledge.  If you have come across a problem, chances are that it has already been solved.  You don’t have to “re-invent the wheel”.

Share:   You can also help us, by sharing your experiences with us.  Some of our most inexperienced troop leaders have come up with some of the best ideas I’ve heard for troops.  So, when you come up with something that we haven’t thought of, be sure to let us know your ideas.  That’s how we got as good as we are.  One energized and inspired person at the helm of an organization full of lateral thinking people with great ideas! 

Also, if there are things which you think would be helpful to include on the “Start a troop” web page that are not already there, by all means—let us know! 

Thank you for all that you do,

Chris Puls
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