"So you want to go sailing with the 'Big Dogs?”

by Skipper Tom Ballew; 2007 National Flagship


The following "ah-ha" great ideas have all been implemented over the past several years using our proven Sea Scout Ship 1942 as the beta-test site.  They may not be our Skipper’s original idea; just executed to an exact science and proven to work.  Ship 1942 won the highest award in all of Sea Scouting by becoming the Sea Scouting - BoatUS “2007 National Flagship.”  The Ship 1942 has been operating as a high performance unit for several years [being the runner-up Ship to the National Flagship awardee for both 2006 and 2005.  They continue to turn out many Quartermasters each year, numerous SEAL graduates, and routinely send their teenage Sea Scouts off to colleges on major 4-year scholarships.  These “ah-ha’s” are all posted on our “Ship 1942” public side of our website homepage (for everyone to see and use).  Trying any of these "ah-ha" ideas will add some real immediate ZIP to anyone’s Sea Scouting program.

Big Dog "ah-ha" Item # 1:  "U.S. Power Squadron Training Courses brought directly to your Sea Scout unit"

A "trade secret" of our Ship 1942 success over the past several years - U.S. Power Squadron training courses brought directly to our Sea Scout Ship 1942.  We need to "update" what we teach in our "SeaBadge" adult courses, as some of the stuff is getting stale.  This would be one of my updates as an "ah-ha" idea to add some real ZIP to any Sea Scouting unit, located anywhere.

When our national organizations of the BSA and the U.S. Power Squadron signed "letters of mutual support," I personally leaped onto this idea like a drowning man climbing into a Coast Guard rescue helicopter lift basket.  All our youth are "strongly encouraged" to become youth Apprentice members of the U.S. Power Squadron.  Everyone WILL and does complete the "Squadron Boating Course" in our Sea Scout Ship (youth or adult).

Our Sea Scout unit is Chartered by a local church but the Northern Virginia Sail and Power Squadron is our closest Power Squadron chapter - everyone thinks we are actually chartered by this Power Squadron because we have developed such close ties with them (that's a very good thing).  I made "best friends" with the Power Squadron's "Squadron Commander" and their "Training Officer".

We have more of a winter period up here than you do in Dallas, where we basically shut down boating from November through the end of March (we do have exceptions where we are on-the-water but they are usually exceptions).  I was looking for a "better way" to keep up our nautical skills over our winter months in our Sea Scout unit.  What I had the Power Squadron do for our Sea Scout Ship was to completely "re-package" their various courses of instructional sessions into 4-hour blocks of instruction, vice their normal two-hours they are used to presenting to the general public.

I'm sure you are familiar with the normal Power Squadron course instructional methods:  Go to a local high school on a particular school night during each week over several weeks and complete a course (course length varies as to course).  This could take over 10 weeks to complete a class.   This is a NON-STARTER for teenagers in high school on a school night.  Even if you could get them to initially "sign-up" they would not see a course through to the bitter end, due to their normal academic high school load pressures with papers and tests.

What I've been able to do is get the Power Squadron to bring their various courses to us at our Charter Organization's Church (we use the Sunday School class rooms) on Saturdays and they teach the courses in 4-hour blocks of instruction.  In other words, you can get a 20-hour course completed in 5 weeks and then schedule the required written test the 6th week.  Much cleaner and faster and we're having great success doing this.  Our youth are completely "sucking it up" like vacuum cleaners and loving it.

Matter of fact we almost stopped having separate Sea Scout Ship meetings over the winter months due to the fact we are together so much.  I still run the monthly Quarterdeck meetings with all the elected officers but we now hold winter "mini-meetings" during the lunch hour between morning and afternoon Power Squadron classes.  If a youth did not sign up for a Power Squadron winter training course, our Ship website and the many Skipper e-mail's keep the families all informed about what is happening.

Every month (12 months a year) we have some sort of over night in our Sea Scout Program.  It could be the Northeast Regional Ball in March in a hotel in New Jersey, but it's still an over night.  We know these dates well in advance, so our Power Squadron courses just have these "built in" NO CLASSES SCHEDULED that weekend, if we are in the middle of a course session.

I have our Power Squadron offer us no less than four (4) courses each winter this way.  We hold two courses at the same time in the morning from 8:00 AM to noon (taking 5-10 minute breaks each hour).   We then conduct two different Power Squadron courses in the afternoon, so we're using the Charter Organization all day on Saturday throughout the winter.

Here's an example of what we did this past 2006-2007 winter:

 1.  Squadron Boating Course (8:00 AM to Noon).

 2.  Seamanship Course (8:00 AM to Noon).

 3.  Marine Electronics Course (1:00 PM to 5:00PM).

 4.  Piloting Course (1:00 PM to 5:00PM).

You can see from the above that if you have already completed the Squadron Boating Course, you can take more than one course at a time and I have many that do so.  I had many doing the "Seamanship" and "Piloting" courses at the same time this past winter and 3 of those youth are heading off in great nautical skills shape to different SEALs Courses this 2007 summer.

We also open up all these Power Squadron courses to the general public and to any of our adult Sea Scout volunteers (not just youth in Sea Scouting) to bring the numbers of people up to a more normal course level.  This encourages our Sea Scout volunteers to join the Power Squadron - just to take these great courses.  Many of our members do, and also stay on as Power Squadron members, so our two organizations benefit (win-win).

This new younger adult membership into the Power Squadron is a good thing and believe me they need it.  Look around any Power Squadron chapter and Lee Popham (Miami SEAL Director) and I are the "younger guys" - but Lee's year around Florida boating tan makes him look much younger than I.

We now set the training Sea Scouting-Power Squadron course offerings a year out in advance.  Next winter we'll drop the "Electronics" course and substitute the "Cruise Planning" course.  This keeps my older Sea Scouts coming back every winter by changing one of the more advanced courses each year.  I've gotten about 1/2 dozen of my more motivated Sea Scout youth through the "Advanced Piloting" and "Marine Engines" and "Marine Electronics" courses - a huge achievement for any adult, let alone a youth.

My current youth Boatswain has as "his personal goal" to complete the Power Squadron's "full ticket" of all their possible courses before he turns 23 (which is the age they have established that Sea Scout youth turn into adults in the Power Squadron).  I'm sure they established that older "youth" age 23 to "bridge" most of them over their college years, when they don't have any money.

I'm personally more than qualified to teach every one of these Power Squadron courses, but insist on bringing "different adults" in over the winter to conduct each of these Power Squadron offerings.  It's important for our youth to see there is more than one good way to do safe boating and meet other boating adults along the way.

We even now do a version of our Sea Scout "Land Ship Ceremony" for the Power Squadron when they hold their annual Power Squadron "Change of Watch" each year.  You don't think those "old salts" don't love it when we pipe them aboard the Power Squadron Landship and have "side-boys" for them at their adult ceremonies.  Great source of new youth membership too, as these Power Squadron boaters usually have "grandchildren" of Sea Scout age.  Our unit also writes a "Sea Scout" news article for the monthly Power Squadron Newsletter to let them know what we are doing on-the-water.

I've also "enlisted" a couple of super Power Squadron boating adult women over the years, when I was short of adult females for our earlier on-the-water co-ed programs (just hand them a BSA Joining Form and train them).  You'll be glad you did.

************************** 

Big Dog "ah-ha" Item # 2 - "Build your own Feeder Units"

We also have both a "Boy Scout Troop 1942" and also a "Girl Scout Mariner Ship 486" within our overarching "Sea Scout Ship 1942".  Our Sea Scouting effort is our overarching unit.  I got this "ah-ha" idea of forming the Boy Scout "feeder" Troop from attending the Southern Region SeaBadge course taught by Walt Whitacre (SR Region Commodore) years ago.

Many small towns in the south have one high school and compete against one another for the same teenagers in the same age group, if you wanted a BSA Troop, GSA Troop, and a Venture Sea Scout Ship its all the same kids (why not just have one size fits all?).

This has turned out to be a wonderful idea and we've "implemented" it to an exacting science.  Our "BSA Troop 1942" exists only to recruit boys that are 13 and above, and want to go out on sailing boats (they are NOT in a "dirt scouting Troop").  I must also say that I had ten very enjoyable years as a "dirt Scout Leader" where both my two Eagle Scout sons grew up in, so I have lots of land adventures and experiences along with "dirt" training (WoodBadge).

During my 17 years of scout leading, I've found 13-year olds are the "lost age" - too old for middle school, and too young for high school.  So we formed this "feeder" Troop for younger teen boys to learn about boating.  We don't really treat them any different than our other Sea Scouts (except we don't promote them in Sea Scouting ranks before they are actually meeting the age and school requirements).  They anticipate in all our nautical training events however.  It just means I have to file another type of "tour permit" with the BSA Council for them, when we overnight.  We are "blessed" with almost a dozen adult volunteer leaders in our Ship that are also Eagle Scouts (so we know what we're doing with regards to this Troop).

This second hat I wear (as Scoutmaster) gives me the opportunity to promote boys all the way from Tenderfoot, Second Class, First Class Scout -  that I would NOT be able to put on the "Eagle Scout" trail, if I were only a Skipper in a Ship.  This has proven to be worth it's weight in gold as our current Ship 1942 youth Boatswain and the current NE Regional Boatswain were NOT in a Troop, before joining our Sea Scouts and they are both Eagle Scouts today - because of this "Troop 1942".

I was looking around for years about what to do for our girls along the same lines.  I actually "stumbled" upon the solution when an adult female friend told me about her Girl Scout youth experiences as a Girl Scout in a "Mariner Ship" (I raised all boys so what do I know about girls?).  GSA Mariners were formed as part of Girl Scouts in 1934 as a parallel to our all-male Sea Scouting program back then.  When the Sea Scouting program went co-ed in the late 70s - the "GSA Mariner" units collapsed overnight, and joined up with the boys in Sea Scouting.

The GSA however never took their "Mariner" program off the books and there were only a dozen "Mariner Ships" left in the entire United States when we formed up the first Girl Scout "Mariner Ship 486" in the last 25 years [3-1/2 years ago].  We are the only "high-adventure Girl Scout unit" in our Girl Scout Council of the Nations Capital by virtue of what we do on the water.  Our NCAC Wardroom Commodore Doug Yeckley has since formed another "Mariner Ship" but it operates differently than ours; his is more along the lines of a traditional Girl Scout unit.  Our group follows the "Studio-2-B" format (Girl Scout language).

************************************** 

Big Dog "ah-ha" item number 3:  Our "Merit Badges Afloat (MBA) recruiting tool"

Merit Badges Afloat (MBA) is an effective recruiting tool we use as our annual "open-house" to Boy Scouts in our area in the Spring.  We do the same for the Girl Scouts in the Fall time of year.

Our high energy open-house effort we call "Merit Badges Afloat" - its a merit badge weekend for Boy Scouts each Spring and our "Smooth Sailing Interest Project (IP)" for Girl Scouts in the Fall.  We don't hold traditional "open-houses" (in meeting rooms) when we make our recruiting pitches.  We do it on-the-water, when these possible new recruits are in our boats with our trained youth.

We invite 20 Boy Scouts from any troop in the area and run an intensive 2-day weekend training event we call:  Merit Badges Afloat (MBA).  In one weekend the boys earn four merit badges:  (1) Smallboat Sailing; (2) Motorboating; (3) Oceanography; and (4) Weather.  We have a 6 boat capacity issue of our 17-foot sailing craft so half the boys are on-the-water sailing under instruction, while the other half are ashore getting "Weather MB" instruction, etc.  We keep flip-flopping them in and out of our boats throughout the weekend.  Everyone gets (4) 1.5-hour sessions in our boats that weekend (all Sea Scout youth taught).

In the Fall we're doing essentially the same thing for the Girl Scouts.  They don't have a motorboating equivalent, so it's easier to do so we invite up to 40 girls at once.  They receive Interest Projects (IP) of:  (1) "Smooth Sailing"; and (2) "From Shore to Sea" (which boils down to a combination of environmental science, weather and oceanography Merit Badge).

We don't do anything for our normal recruiting beyond that every year - we've just pulled in 3 new male Sea Scouts from last MBA event.  We usually get 8 or more girls from our Fall outing with the girls scouts because there are more of them at once.

********************************

Big Dog "ah-ha" item # 4:  "Camp Able" 1-week advanced nautical summer training
No body ever makes "Able Sea Scout" in a week of instruction but during our annual "Camp Able" summer training week, they have been exposed to every requirement and have had a chance to do some hands on learning, hence the name of the camp.

Our "Camp Able" advanced nautical training camp idea is truly portable and easily exported to all the Sea Scout Regions around the country (I have in mind something like SEAL?).  Possibly offer it to all SEAL grads, the summer after they graduate from their respective SEAL courses?

After this 2007 summer, our Ship 1942 will have sent 17 youth off to SEAL.  The 14 SEALs that have proceeded my three this summer have all gone on and either advanced to Quartermaster Sea Scout, made Eagle Scout, or earned their Venture Silver awards.  What they also have in common is before they went off to any SEAL Course some where in the country, they also had completed "Camp Able" advanced training.  If you count the other 9 teenagers from other Sea Scout Ship units that also have completed our "Camp Able" and successfully navigated through their respective SEAL courses afterwards, that is a 100 % success record.

Since SEAL is set aside for those that have completed their "Ordinary" requirements, our "Camp Able" learning program we've developed in northern Virginia will help motivate Sea Scouts around the country and give them the opportunity to learn the much more advanced "Able" nautical skills.  Quartermaster is just the next step.

Another beauty of "Camp Able" is it also provides a venue for our top "Able" Sea Scouts to get all their six "Quartermaster" teaching requirements completed.  As a Sea Scout Skipper and BSA Scoutmaster for the past 17 years, I'm personally not happy at how few Quartermasters we are producing throughout the entire United States on an annual basis - we're not doing our collective jobs for these youth.

Three years ago I set as a "personal unpublished internalized" standard in our Ship 1942 - NO less than THREE Quartermasters per year.  I don't always make it, but that's the type of program and varied activities we're putting out there annually in order for our youth to be able to accomplish that level of success.

********************************** 

Big Dog "ha-ha" item # 5:  "Recruit at least one member of every family to become fully adult Sea Scout leader trained"

Every January winter at our annual Council's "Sea Scout Catoctin" training event - 250 Sea Scouts and adults head up for a 2-1/2 day winter training event in heated cabins.  I recruit several new adult family members to attend every winter (goal is at least one per family) in order for them to see what's going on in Sea Scouting?  Our unit averages at least 8 new adults per winter going through this winter training.  I also register these new adults to take the "Venture Adult Leader Basic Training" & "Sea Scout Leader (Specialized)" training courses that are offered that same weekend.  Many of these newly "trained adults" never go beyond just driving our youth to our many events - but they now have a complete understanding and knowledge of what our sea going Scouting program is all about.  It's way beyond just going out on-the-water in our boats.  It's about building better future citizens out of their teenagers and producing our country's next generation of leaders.

An informed and trained adult parent will go a LONG way in keeping their teenager involved in our Sea Scouting program throughout their high school years.

*********************************

Big Dog "ah-ha" item # 6 - actively "recruit Active Duty military members (all services) that have sailing / scouting experience"

I've recruited over 30 registered, completely trained, volunteer adults in our Ship alone that have sailing experience totaling hundreds of years.  We had only two boats and 8 Sea Scouts when I assumed the reigns of Skipper 7 years ago.  Now we're up to 20 sailboats and quickly approaching almost 50 teenage youth.  No problem - just recruit more adults and get more donated sailboats.

We are blessed in the Washington, DC area with having many Active Duty military from all the military services that love to sail.  We put them to work for us during their 3-year assignments here in town (to include Navy Captains and enlisted Navy Master Chiefs, Marine Colonels, Air Force LtCol, Coast Guard Lieutenants).  Our Army adult reps just retired.  When they leave the area for their next assignment, make sure you "take care" of them for their many hours of volunteer service and write them up for the active duty:  "Military Outstanding Volunteer Service Medal" (MOVSM)”.
Don't Give Up the Ship,

Tom Ballew 

Skipper, Sea Scout Ship 1942

Skipper, GSA Mariner Ship 486

Scoutmaster, BSA Troop 1942

"2007 National Flagship"
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