Merit Badge Counselor Guidelines

Troop 409, Sandia District, Great Southwest Council

Thank you for volunteering to serve as a Merit Badge Counselor.  Through the Merit Badge program, many Scouts have been introduced to a life-long hobby or even a rewarding career.  They have discovered new abilities, increased their self-confidence, and become expert in subjects that have enriched their lives and ability to serve their community.   This self-paced program provides opportunities for boys to develop into young men by being responsible for their own advancement.  In many cases, these individual accomplishments are preceded by ‘false starts;’ those times when a boy begins with the best intentions, loses interest, loses records, will ‘do it tomorrow’, and then gets to start again at a later date.  With the responsibility resting on the boys’ shoulders, he learns valuable lessons for the future. 

(How many times have we adults done exactly that; delaying, I’ll do it later etc.,  and in doing so we have learned from it, and still sometimes continue to put things off. This should be no different for the boys. Although we can encourage them, remind them and try and push them along in some ways we can not do it for them!)

The majority of the information presented below is courtesy of Mr. William Troutman, who conducts Merit Badge Training for the Great Southwest Council.  It will provide you with a basic understanding of the Merit Badge Program.  Merit Badge Training is offered several times throughout the year and is certainly worth attending. Additional comments have been added to reflect the implementation of this program within Troop 409.   Additional Merit Badge counseling resources are also listed below. 

Thanks again for offering to work with these boys.  We invite you to enjoy sharing your unique knowledge and experience on these diverse topics in a fun environment – not in an extension of the classroom environment.  It should be a lot of fun for you as well.  

Four Steps to Scouting Advancement

· A Scout learns.

· A Scout is tested.

· A Scout is reviewed.

· A Scout is recognized.

Objectives of Merit Badges

· Acquiring new skills – there are bunches!

· Exploring new fields – hobbies and professions

· Developing personal discipline and responsibility

· Developing self-confidence – meeting and dealing with new/unfamiliar adults (other than parents, teachers, etc)

· Scouting advancement – Merit Badges are required for Star, Life, and Eagle ranks.  

Merit Badge Flavors

· Required Merit Badges - The 12 Merit Badges that a Scout must earn as part of the requirements for becoming an Eagle Scout.

· Elective Merit Badges - All other Merit Badges; more than 100 badges exist 

Merit Badge Basics

· There is no limit on the number of Merit Badges that a Scout can pursue simultaneously.   However there is some wisdom in focusing a Scout’s efforts on no more than several at any one time.

· Merit Badges can be earned in any order.

· There is no limit on the number of Merit Badges that a Scout can earn from one Counselor.   However, encouraging Scouts to work with many counselors supports the objectives of the Merit Badge Program.  

· You may counsel your own son, ward or relative in the course of offering Merit Badge opportunities to a larger group of Scouts.  Counselors are expected to offer Merit Badge opportunities to the Troop at large.  Counselors may not offer Merit Badges for just their son nor just because their son may need that Merit Badge.

· Scouts not yet to First Class rank may also work on and earn Merit Badges, although they should be encouraged to make their first priority their advancement to First Class.

Merit Badge Counselor Requirements

· At least 18 years old and of good character

· Registered BSA Merit Badge Counselor (adult application)

· Willingness/availability to counsel

· Knowledge in the field

· Patience… patience… patience (Highly important requirement)
· Listed with the District (optional)

· Merit Badge Counselor training offered by Sandia District is strongly encouraged.

· Merit Badge Counselor training offered by Troop 409 is even more strongly encouraged.  Trained counselors make better counselors.

Counselor Guidelines

· Scouts must use the buddy system when meeting with Counselors.  A buddy may be another scout, or a parent.  Any one-on-one meeting between a scout and his counselor is against BSA Youth-Protection policy.

· Group meetings are efficient, but each Scout is tested individually.

· Scouts must meet all of the requirements for the Merit Badge as they are prescribed.    You cannot waive requirements nor make them easier.   You cannot invent new requirements nor make them harder.  You may share your knowledge or experience that will make the counseling more interesting and valuable.

· Scouts earn Merit Badges; parents do not; counselors do not.  

· Counselors provide opportunities for Scouts to earn Merit Badges; counselors are not responsible for ensuring that a Scout completes a Merit Badge. Completing the Merit Badge is the Scout’s responsibility. 

· Counselors must be willing to allow Scouts to fail, to lose interest, and to start over again. Some of our most important lessons have been learned by those ‘unfinished’ tasks.  (Once again as an adult think about the unfinished tasks.)
· Occasionally a Scout will not be able to finish a Merit Badge with the original counselor.  In these circumstances, he can find another counselor.  However, the new counselor is not required to accept previously completed requirements.  The new counselor has the authority to require the Scout to repeat any requirements prior to signing off on them.   When the counselor signs the ‘blue card,’ they are certifying that the Scout has met the requirements to the new counselor’s satisfaction. (I believe the key here is work with the scout and make sure he has done the requirements, if this means redoing them so be it, you’re the new counselor.)
· Sandia District policy supports Counselors in requiring Scouts to complete all of the Merit Badge requirements within one year of starting.  Thus, the counselor can require retesting of requirements beyond one year old.

· There is a difference between ‘learning’ for a Merit Badge, and ‘testing’ for it.  The learning process is the responsibility of the scout and can take many forms, including the use of worksheets, classes, home study, friends, family, the Counselor, etc.  Furthermore, there is no restriction on when, where, or how a scout might learn the material.  It is only the testing process, however, that is uniquely under control of the Counselor.  

Merit Badge Process

· Scouts develop interest in a subject.

· Scouts obtain a Merit Badge Application (blue card) from the Troop’s Advancement Chairperson.

· Scouts contact the Scoutmaster for approval to begin the Merit Badge.   Scoutmaster signs the ‘blue card’ certifying that the Scout is qualified to begin working on the Merit Badge.

· Scouts contact approved Merit Badge Counselor to start the Merit Badge.   

· Scouts may not test for a Merit Badge without a ‘blue card’ signed by the Scoutmaster.

· Counselor sets meeting schedule with Scouts.

· Initial meeting is used to establish Counselor expectations and to set the schedule for the Merit Badge process.

· The Counselor instructs, guides, leads or shows.  However it is the Scouts’ responsibility to seek out the Counselor for any counseling the Scouts desire.

· Scouts study and practice.

· Scouts are expected to meet the requirements, as they are stated – no more, no less. If it says ‘show or demonstrate,’ that is what the Scout must do.  Just telling about it isn’t enough. The same thing holds true for “make,” “list,” “in the field,” “collect,” “identify,” and “label.”  (bolded)
· Scouts demonstrate, show, tell, prepare, list, make, do, describe, define, present, etc.   Scouts do not watch, stand near, or copy.  When working in a group, each Scout must individually satisfy each requirement.

· The Counselor determines if the requirements have been met as stated in the Merit Badge Booklet.  Completing a worksheet during the learning process does not constitute passing a requirement.  Only a Counselor’s satisfaction with testing the Scout constitutes completion of a requirement.

· Counselor signs the Merit Badge Application to indicate successful completion of all requirements.

· Scout has a unit leader sign the Merit Badge Application and then returns it to the Troop’s Advancement Chairperson.

· Scout is awarded Merit Badge by the Troop.

Counselor Resources

· Boy Scout Requirements

· Merit Badge pamphlets

· You can purchase at Scout Shop

· Scouts can purchase at Scout Shop

· Troop library

· Application for Merit Badge

· Troop contacts and resources

· Personal contacts and resources

· The internet, for example, www.meritbadge.com 

Sandia District

· Troops are expected to collect and submit MB Counselor applications and information sheets.

· Troops are periodically asked to confirm continuing participation of MB Counselors.

· Counselors can change information by submitting new information sheets.

· District maintains an electronic list by Troop, MB and name. 

· www.davespages.com ( Sandia District ( Merit Badge Counselor.

· District periodically distributes printed lists of Counselors by MB.

· Some Counselors choose to serve only one Troop while others make themselves available to all units in the District.
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