Check List for Troop Formation

The Troop Leader program was developed to encourage more Troop Leaders around the country, and around the world.  The purpose of the troops is to further promote the goals and mission statement of Dog Scouts of America.   Our mission is to promote responsible dog parenting and the human/canine bond.  We encourage the use of positive training and education that helps to reduce the miscommunication between dogs and humans.

Dog Scouts of America offers many opportunities to talk to people about how to develop and maintain a loving bond with their dog, but starting a troop is the ultimate way to impact people and dog’s lives in a very positive way.  Troops allow parents and dogs to socialize and gain knowledge.  Troop members can work cooperatively to help organizations through fundraisers of various kinds.  By bringing together people and dogs of all ability levels, it allows everyone to help each other learn new things.  Besides, troop activities are FUN! 

Your troop can be as active as you and the troop members would like it to be.  You could have meetings once a month, once a year or any time frame in between.   Group walks or hikes are a fun way to get together, socialize and show others how great it is to have a dog as your best friend.  Other troop activities include (but are not limited to): Volunteer community clean up days, Fundraisers, swim days, therapy dog visits, educational meetings or seminars, parades, games, in-school programs, rally fun runs, agility or other sporting activities, campouts, river trips, bike rides, video nights and so much more! If you think others in your area would like to join or help with a troop, here’s what you need to do:

The following list contains the items or duties required for everyone that wishes to become a troop leader.  It is the goal of Dog Scouts to have troops that all work toward the same goals, the missions of Dog Scouts of America.  For this reason, there is a lot of information available on the Dog Scouts website.  If you are missing any of the items below, please contact the Certification Program Director (CPD). 

_____ Be sure to fully read all the pages available to you on the Dog Scout website and the pages of this guide regarding the starting of a troop.  Troop leaders are not required to become certified to administer the Dog Scout test, but it is encouraged.  A person in the troop other than the leader can take on the responsibility if you prefer.  Every leader is encouraged to learn as much about positive dog training and better human/canine communication as possible.  Presentations of this information to your troop members are encouraged and can be based on information you learn from the DSA website. 

_____ Be sure you are willing to only use reward-based training methods when you are in public and especially when representing DSA.  As more people learn about your affiliation with DSA, you become a representative of the organization anytime you are in public.  DSA does not support the use of choke chains, electric collars or any punishment or correction based training. If you are not familiar with reward based methods, there is a lot of information on our website to help you.  We have had to inform people they could no longer be a troop leader based on reports about the methods they use, so we want to be sure this position is clearly understood from the start.

_____ Contact the Troop Dept and voice your desire to start a troop.  This will make DSA aware of an interest to start a troop in your area, allow us to get your contact information so you can be added to the private contact list (to get updates and info related to troops) and give you a person to ask questions of if you need help or clarification.  You may also be directed to contact the troop leader nearest to you as an additional support person. As the program and organization grows, there may be changes to the materials on the DSA website.  The Troop Dept. can keep you up-to-date on any new developments with the program if you are in the database.

_____ If you have not already done so, we encourage you to join the free DSA discussion list and encourage your troop members to do the same.  Simply visit: http://pets.groups.yahoo.com/group/DSA_TalkList/
_____ Announce your intent to start a troop in your area to the DSA talk list.  You can contact the DSA webmaster to add a note about your new troop on the DSA blog as well. And you can post on the DSA Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/DogScouts  This reaches people who already have an interest in DSA that might be willing to join your troop and help you right away.

_____ Determine the level of interest in your area by checking the membership database on the “membership” page of the DSA website.  If there are no members in your area, you’ll need to tell people about DSA to get them excited about it as you are and to encourage them to join!  This can be done by hanging signs and posters asking people to contact you if they would be interested in participating in a troop, print and hand-out business cards, offer to present info about DSA at a local dog club’s monthly meeting and talk to every person you meet about it!  Maintain a contact list of anyone who expresses interest so you can let them know about activities you plan.  Flyers can be hung at groomers, vets, dog day cares, dog parks, public social events, dog training facilities, supply stores, shelters, etc.  You can also contact breed rescues in your area and tell them about Dog Scouts.  Then they can tell the people who adopt dogs from them.  Providing a flyer for them to include in their “adoption packet” may be the best way to get the info passed along. Just be sure to get approval for use of the DSA logo on anything you distribute before you have it printed/made. 
_____ Once you have the 3 or more people that have joined DSA and want to join your troop, you can submit to the Troop Dept:

· Your contact information (email, phone, address) and the locations your troop serves (if you haven’t already done so) If your troop has a website, let the CPD know that too so it can be included in the on-line listing for your troop.

· The names of at least 3 paid members to be verified with the DSA membership department and 

· Your answers to the Troop Leader’s written test (link to that test is found on the “start a troop” page of the DSA website.)  This test is used to be sure you have read the info on the DSA website and especially in the start a troop manual.  It’s “open book” and meant to encourage you to look over the info available.

_____ You’ll need to earn the Dog Scout title on your dog before you can be issued a troop number. This gives you experience with how the badge earning process works so you can explain it to others and it helps DSA make sure you have the training skills needed to help others with at least basic training.  

_____ You’ll need to submit an annual report at the end of each year so DSA knows your troop is still active and meets the minimum requirements for “active Troop” status. 

_____ You can call your group anything you like, but it is recommended that you use the troop number and geographical location.   For example:  Dog Scout Troop #101-Northern Michigan.   Or you could add a familiar name, like Dog Scout Troop #101- Trail Blazers of Northern Michigan.  You could then refer to your group informally as the “Trail Blazers.”
_____ Troop members need to be members of DSA to participate at the troop level.  You will need to maintain a system for making sure all your troop members pay their dues to DSA and keep dues current (this is a good job for a troop member.)  If you need membership forms, you can find them on the DSA site.  If you prefer to mail-in your application and fees, look for the words “Printable Membership Application” on the membership page.  It’s ok to let new people visit 1 or 2 troop activities before they join if you choose.
_____ Your members must be willing to obey the Dog Scout Laws and be responsible dog parents, showing a good example for all to see but they do NOT have to earn the Dog Scout title on their dog before they can participate.   You will want to provide copies of the Dog Scout Laws to all new members of your troop.  They are also expected to help you with the running of the troop.  If there are interested people or DSA members who have not actually taken and passed the DSA test, you can conduct training classes to prepare them for taking the DSA test, or you can recommend that they take one or more reward based obedience class sessions, so that you have a reasonable assurance that everyone in your group will have a well behaved dog.   It is ok to have the dogs that will be representing your troop and DSA in public be approved to do so based on their and their dog’s behavior. It is vital for our public image to be one of, "I want a well-behaved dog like that!", or "I want to be more like that person." But activities and events like meetings, hikes, parties, etc. that are primarily for troop members only should be open to any person and any dog. Everyone should feel welcome and if you are unable to help them with a problem their dog has, try your best to find someone you can refer them to for additional training help, but don’t exclude the human from the private activities even if their dog might need more training before he/she is ready to participate.
_____ Strive to learn more about Dog Scouts and what you can do to pass that knowledge to your troop members.  Also make use of the knowledge of troop members or community members.  The use of all positive training should be encouraged and you, as the leader, will be expected to set a good example of the use of positive training methods.  Activities like fundraisers for local shelters, walks on local trails and troop meetings are great for troop building.  You can put troop members in charge of these activities.

_____ Your troop may want to conduct fund-raising activities to fund troop outings, or to supplement the members’ enrollment fees so they can attend camp.   It is entirely up to you which fundraising activities you engage in.   Many troops conduct fundraising activities to donate the proceeds to worthwhile dog organizations that engage in humane education (like DSA), house unwanted pets, or train service dogs for special tasks.  The DSA name and affiliation cannot be used to raise funds or otherwise support radical groups like PETA, HSUS or ALF. Also keep in mind that your troop is NOT a non-profit unless you file the optional paperwork/fee to become a non-profit subgroup of DSA and maintain the annual reporting to the IRS through DSA.  This is separate from the annual reporting DSA requires of all troops and future troops for maintaining “active status”.
_____ Your troop may also wish to have regular meetings or get-togethers.   One idea is to have a “game night” once a month, where the people get together and conduct fun, skill building exercises with their dogs.   These could also be incorporated into troop meetings.  Some examples would be: The “My Dog Can Do That” game, The Copy Cat game, Tic-Tac-Dog or IMPROV Obedience matches.  
_____ DSA encourages educational activities for both the membership and the public at large.   If your troop wanted to sponsor a speaker, and make it open to the public (as a community education event), or charge admission to anyone who is not a member (as a fund-raiser), that would be acceptable.   Having speakers come to your meetings and announcing these meetings in the local papers and inviting the public is good PR.  Don’t forget to inform DSA about your troop activities, so that they can be mentioned on the blog ahead of time, or written up afterwards with photos.  
_____ If possible, attend a leadership retreat or Dog Scout camp.  The best teacher is a hands-on experience in the beautiful North Woods of Michigan or a mini camp in TX or MD.  The Spring, Fall and Winter outings in MI are free to Dog Scout members (you provide some of your own food and pay for your lodging.)  The Leadership Retreats and camps are a wonderful way to sharpen your skills and learn new things in a positive environment.  All troop members that have a leadership role in your troop can attend the retreats too.

_____ If you would like to become a Scoutmaster (meaning you are certified to give the Dog Scout test,) contact the Certification Program Director and let her know.  Most of the guidelines and information about the Dog Scout test and Scoutmaster Certification is on-line and in the guide to the Dog Scout title. 
_____ Once you have some experience as a troop leader, you may be called upon to help others start a troop within a driving distance that you designate or through on-line or over the phone help.

_____ If you would like your troop to be a non-profit or plan to be asking for grants or raising more than $5,000, then you should look at the links related to becoming a DSA sub-group.  These pages will help walk you through that process and can be found on the “start a troop” page of the DSA website.

