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The Minimalist Den Leader 

Prolog

I have taken a few liberties here and tried to make the writing light, but real.  I also tried to keep this simple enough so that you could get away with only pencil, paper, and maybe a ruler (not for hitting with).  Computers are quite prolific now days, but they still are a luxury item and prying them away from the kids is a crime in their minds.

I was really never a Den Leader, but as a Cubmaster I tried to visit each of my dens at least once every three months and attended just about every one of my son’s den meetings.  I even played substitute Den Leader from time to time.  I certainly learned from the best.  I have been fortunate to have had some great Den Leaders in the packs that I have been involved with and I have meet many more at roundtable and District events.  There are a lot of them in this document.
I believe that anyone can be a Den Leader no matter what they think is keeping them from this role.  They are missing out on a wonderful opportunity to be a role model for their children (scouts and siblings) and they are missing out on a most rewarding time.  Those of you who have decided to give it a try, Welcome and Enjoy.  I hope I have given you some things that will make your time a little more well spent and a lot more fun.

The most important things you need to know about being a leader are:

Job 1 is to find your replacement – You life may take you in a different direction so don’t leave your scouts without a leader.
KISMIF – Keep It Simple and Make It Fun

KISS – Keep It Simple, Stupid

Don’t let the job become more that it needs to be.  Always be looking for helpers (your replacement) and don’t go beyond your own comfort level.  

At your service,

Roy Hollis

rbhollis@qwest.net
(602) 989-4065

The Minimalist Den Leader

There are lots of ways to be a great Den Leader.  The tools you use determine your scope (comfort level), but not your ability to satisfactorily manage your Den and ensure its success.  This document will discuss the essentials, what you really should have to make sure that you won’t miss the mark of successfully getting your scouts from zero to their rank badge and a little beyond.  It will also talk about some of the other things that really need to happen to ensure that you can take on the basic requirements (we will list those too!)  A computer is helpful, but some paper and pencil is sufficient.  Get trained, use your resources, have some fun, and you will look back fondly on this time in your life.
Basic Requirements

· Make a Plan

· Keep your scouts interested

· Get all your scouts to their rank badge

· Keep your parents informed

· Keep your Cubmaster and Committee informed

· Enjoy what you do

Pretty simple list.  That’s because you shouldn’t sweat the little stuff.  Having a plan saves a lot of time and gets everyone on the same page.  More on this later.
If your scouts are uninterested you will not enjoy yourself and will soon not have a den.

They must achieve their respective rank.  That’s important.  The scouts need to increase their skills to be better prepared for the next steps in scouting and in life.  They also need to see rewards for their work.

If you don’t keep your Parents informed than they will not bring their scouts prepared for your planned activities or maybe not even get them their at all.  The Parents still miss these marks from time to time, but if you informed them, then it’s not your fault!
Cubmasters and Committees should be concerned about your Den and you.  Not all of them will understand this responsibility, so help them understand.  They should be your lifeline.  Don’t be afraid to tell them the good things and the bad things.  Don’t surprise them as they can’t help you after the fact.  Meanwhile, just a little update will help them keep their pack meetings and committee meetings efficient, taking up less of your time and with much less effort on your part.

Enjoyment is contagious.  Don’t take your position as work.  As you plan your activities, think about what you would like to do and what you would like to achieve as a parent.  Kids like to see adults enjoying, participating, and smiling.  The kids will be happier which makes you happier.  Kids generally will go along with your own ideas just as well as the book ideas as all they want to do is actively participate.

From Here To There

Now that I have told you what to focus on, its time to look at how to get there with the least amount of effort.  Sorry, it will take some effort, hopefully mostly upfront and only a couple of hours of it, then the upkeep will be minimal and maybe even done by someone else.

If you want to know how to be the Super Model Den Leader see my next book.

Administration

A few lists and logs will make all the difference in the world in keeping up with your den.  A computer is helpful, but there are other ways to get this done, and in fact, you really don’t want to have the computer on during Den meetings and you won’t have the computer handy when you need stuff so we will focus on making some simple forms and then just keep them up by hand.

Start with a three ring binder (preferably with little pockets on the inside covers) with the following:

	Plastic see through or windowed pencil holder, the kind with three holes that into the binder (get tow of them).  Fill one with Pens, a black marker, paper clips, a mechanical pencil or two, small scissors, and Tylenol (for you)
	10 or more page protector sheets (clear insert type and three hole punched)
One or more Baseball Card holder sheets (also three hole punched) for your training cards and Parent business cards

	About 50 sheets lined three hole punched paper
	

	A set of dividers with tab inserts (5 is sufficient)
	


In this Binder will go:
Scout Roster

Attendance Sheets

Advancement Sheets

Your Pack and Den Calendar

All your notes

Copies of Parent Communications (Newsletters, Emails, etc.)
Scout Roster

This is simply a list which includes the Scouts Name, Parents Name, Address, Phone Numbers, Email, and an emergency contact and phone number.  Is there probably more information your could have, yes, but really you only need to know who he is, who is parents are, where do I have to pick him up or drop him off (only if absolutely necessary, bad habit to get into, and you be surprised how many kids don’t know there address and don’t know there way home from your house), what number do I call when the parents don’t show up to get him, an email for communications, and finally who else can I call if the parents don’t show up to get him.

Sounds a bit negative, but it happens.  Hopefully you never use this information except to email a newsletter or to remember a parent’s name (or scout name).

Rosters should be updated at least once a year by every scout in the den and should be given out to all Parents once a year or if changed.  Add scouts as you receive their application.  Don’t wait and turn in the application quickly to ensure that the scout gets registered properly.
Attendance Sheets
Knowing if a scout missed a den meeting or pack meeting helps you keep track of who missed what.  You check the attendance at the end of the Den or Pack meeting and make a quick follow up list to contact the Parents of the scout and get them anything they missed or to let the Parents know what to help the scout with so he is ready for your next meeting.  Communication is key to success and sanity.  If they weren’t there they didn’t hear it and they didn’t do it.

Attendance is easier than you think and one of the Leader tricks to keeping scouts interested.  Give the sheet (or your binder) to a designated scout to take attendance at each meeting.  Maybe you will designate a scout to be the “Scribe” for the month or you select the first scout who arrives.  Review after your meeting for accuracy, but you won’t have to take your attention from the boys for this task.  You can always assign it to a parent as well.
The simplest form has the scouts name printed on the left and boxes across the top to write in a date.

	
	4/3
	4/10
	4/17
	PM

	Scout Name 1
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Scout Name 2
	X
	X
	X
	

	Scout Name 3
	X
	
	X
	X


A pen, ruler and lined paper make a quick form.  Scout handwriting isn’t the best but generally readable.
Advancement Sheets
These can be as complicated as you want, but a simple format is to make up a blank form somewhat similar to the Attendance sheet above.  The “Date” box becomes a requirement number and letter based on what ever you did at that meeting.  This sheet would grow over time.  At the first meeting you might work on one or two requirements, then add one the next week, tow more next week, etc.  Mark X’s for the boys that pass the requirement.  Boys absent for that meeting wouldn’t have an X for that requirement.  If the parent tells you that they did that requirement at home (and hopefully signed their book), then you can add the X as appropriate.  You would review this sheet after each meeting (probably fill it out rather than review it).
	
	2a
	2b
	4d
	6f

	Scout Name 1
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Scout Name 2
	X
	X
	X
	

	Scout Name 3
	X
	
	X
	X


You might eventually purchase one of those big Advancement sheets from the Scout Shop or make up something similar that lists the requirements in order so you can track their progress toward rank, but  you can also just pull it all together when your Advancement requests advancement information.

A Note About Books

The scout’s book is his true record and the one his parents will trot out for the scout’s scout.  Filling them out at each meeting takes time.  It is best if you can set aside a specific meeting, like the first meeting of the month and tell the boys to bring their books to that meeting.  Collect the books and tell them that they will get the books back at the next meeting.  If you are organized enough or lucky enough to have another leader available (more on this later) you might get them done during the meeting, but don’t feel that you have to, a week later will be fine.
Your Pack and Den Calendar

What, your pack didn’t do any annual planning!  You didn’t make an annual plan!  Shame on you and shame on your pack.  It is amazing what a pre planned list of dates will do to ward off those missed meetings, advancement holes, and planned for 8 and had only 4 show up overspent blues.  We are talking primarily about dates here, not necessarily about what is planned for those dates, though you will see more in the Annual Planning section.
Newsletters and Other Communication

Counting on your word making it from your mouth to Scout ear, into some memory location in the scout’s brain, and then regurgitated in some coherent fashion to the Scouts parent in a timely manner is like playing the Lotto.  We dream about winning, but it’s really another buck given flying out of our pocket.  To play it safe and come up with a way of communicating regularly with your parents.  Computers are always nice, but even a hand written note photocopied will do wonders.

What Parents Need to Know

If it’s not on the parent’s calendar way in advance, it won’t happen.  Giving the Parents an annual calendar of meeting, event, and activity dates is terrific, but a monthly listing will serve as great reminder and ensure that they actually look at the calendar.  A weekly update with a quick note about what we did and what we will do next week would be tops.
“We completed requirements 4b,c and d in their books this week.  Next week we plan on tackling requirement 5.  Don’t forget to bring their books next week for updating and they also need to bring a large paper grocery bag (2 or 3 would be helpful) to the next meeting.  The Pack meeting is the week after next.

Your Humble Den Leader”
This is always tough and the scout that wasn’t at the meeting will not get the missive.  That’s why a couple of minutes spent on the phone is helpful.  Even better, develop a phone tree or enlist another parent to make weekly phone calls.  You make one call to the designated parent then they pass the word to every one else.  Remember, we are only talking about 6 to 8 calls or less a week depending up you den size.

Communication is a key element in keeping the scouts all on the same page (and generally all advancing at the same pace) and getting parents involved.

A Typical Meeting - about 2 to 2 1/2 hours of Your day
	Prep
	30 min

	Gathering
	(part of the 30 above)

	Opening
	2-5 minutes

	Activity 1
	15 minutes

	Activity 2
	15 minutes

	Activity 3
	15 minutes

	Closing
	2-5 minutes

	Leaving
	15 minutes

	Review and Record
	10 minutes

	Plan
	5 minutes

	Relax
	Whew!


The actual meeting is a little over an hour long.  The rest is for you to keep it simple and enjoyable.

All these processes will overlap and sometimes a step can be skipped, but this is the complete formula.  If you look at the Program helps and the training videos, they basically boil down to this same tried and true, easy to follow guide to controlled chaos.

Prep
‘Nuf said.  We’d all love to be ahead of the game, but let’s be realistic.  This is where your resources, Den Leader Box and knowledge that the scouts and parents are simply happy you are giving up your time for them.  Don’t panic.

Okay, but really, try and take at least a ½ hour to prepare, get your binder out, place things where they can easily be reached, take a deep breath, and get to it.

Gathering and Leaving
As scouts arrive and as they leave there is the attendant Parent wanting to grab you and tell you their life’s story, meanwhile there are now two kids (yours and the arrived scout) wanting to be entertained.  This works in the reverse order when the meeting comes to a close.  While a nicely planned game or activity is suggested, unless you have a clone, things may not quite go as planned.  Have some fairly safe things for the kids to play with, things that they have been told early on are OK to play with when they come to meetings.  Generally we are talking about a toy box of small, nerf or wiffle type balls and similar equipment (plastic bats, golf clubs, racquets, etc.)  that will do the least amount of harm to the surrounding room.  Unsupervised play in your back yard may be OK, but I wouldn’t recommend your front yard or street, nor playground equipment unless you ensure supervision.  Use your parents well and enlist scouts to take attendance, prepare openings, and set up to keep them busy.
Opening and Closing

There are two types of openings and closings to me: the standard and the practice ceremony.  The Standard is the pledge of allegiance followed by the Scout Oath and/ or Law with a closing of Scout Oath and or Law.  The Practice Ceremony is for those times when you have been assigned to do something special at the pack meeting (or maybe a community event).  The Practice Ceremony is planned, usually involves some form of written dialog and some steps that will need to be practiced.  These will take a little more time  and may constitute both opening and closing or an activity, but feel free to let it do just that and don’t feel that special assignments are in addition to the Standard opening and closing.  Note that spicing up your openings and closings from time to time will improve interest and keep things from getting stale.  Mix in a history lesson, a different formation (ring versus straight line), or change up the subject with a moral story.
A Note on Prayer

Duty to god is part of the Scout Oath, but what that 
duty is different for each scout (and parents).  I like to have a closing prayer, but some may like an opening (and a closing) prayer.  Keep in mind the preferences of your scouts.  If you do have prayer as part of your meetings make sure that scouts and parents understand that a specific prayer given by a scout is a reflection of their own beliefs and the scout is not speaking directly for all the people in the room.  The prayer should be taken as a generalized sentiment.  It is a good thing for scouts to share and I recommend letting the scouts take turns, but beware that Parents and Scouts can be sensitive.  Having everyone understand that we are simply sharing cultural differences and not making a statement with prayer at the meetings will go along way to soothing misunderstandings.  This all said, having a generic prayer that is uttered each time will be safer.  My favorite is “Oh Great Cubmaster in the sky, please help us to live by the scout oath and law and see us safely home after the meeting, amen”.  Sort of fits just about all religions as it doesn’t fit a specific name (god, Allah, Jesus Christ, Buddha, etc.) to our supreme being.
Activities

I am going to be very generic here.  Kid’s attention span is a maximum of 15 minutes.  It is less for lecture and greater for games.  Make sure that you break up lecture type (sit and listen or watch) as much as possible.  Keep straight talk to 5 minutes punctuated with a change of pace or move to a demo, etc.  At least one of the planned activities should be an activity like a game, or practicing a skit.  Do something to get the scouts off their butts and getting the blood flowing back up to their brains.  As much hands on activity as possible is the best bet.
Did I mention that anytime that you can move your meeting outside is a good thing?  Even better . . . Field Trip.  Going someplace one a month or at least one a quarter will definitely endear you to your scouts.  These can be turned into family outings and this will endear you to your parents.  These can also be done on a weekend as opposed to the regular Den Meeting day.  Even the Museum will be such a change of pace that the kids will actually return home feeling enlightened and satisfied.

Review and Record

This is where you review the attendance sheet and either review or create (or update) the Advancement sheet.  These 5 to 10 minutes are very important.  Don’t leave them until tomorrow as our memories fade.  This is also where you pick up the phone and call the boy who wasn’t there and tell the parents (or the answering machine) what was missed and what’s coming up next week.

Plan

You know what you just did so pick up the Scout Book and look up the next requirement or two.  Take out a sheet of lined paper and jot down what you want to do and some notes on how you are going to do it.  Make a to do list of things you need, things you need the scouts to bring and what parent you want to call to help you secure these items and help set up.

Relax

I’d better not make suggestions here.  You know what to do.

Securing Leadership and Other Miracle Workers

A Den of Den Leaders would be nirvana and you should never expect anything less.  Be relentless in your pursuit of help and merciless in giving out assignments.  I really mean this.  We leaders all too often are complete failures at delegation by the very nature of our title.  I have found that people are genuinely afraid of titles, but not afraid of work.  Most are really waiting to be led and want to be asked.  So ask!
The Golden Rule – Job #1 - Find You Replacement

You absolutely need to focus on finding some parent to prepare for your possible departure.  Your move, sudden changes in your life, whatever, nothing is predictable nor certain.  You need to figure out how your Den will continue on without you.  

Tricks

First and foremost, always have leadership applications handy and always had one out with a cub scout application maybe even two.  When it doesn’t return with the cub’s application, grab the parent and tell them that the application has no obligation (muffle the chuckle here).  For the paltry sum of $12 they will get a free magazine that will keep them up to date about what their scout is doing.  It’s a bit of a stretch, but it does inform them about the monthly themes.  You don’t even ask them what position they would like, just add the Assistant Den Leader code in after they give you the app.  The committee can recruit their own people!  Keep saying that there is no obligation.  Lure them in and let the monthly Scouting magazine help with the magic.

I recommend that you get the parents to agree to a weekly rotation as a helper (don’t use the word Assistant).  Each parent will take a meeting and plan on staying for the meeting and helping out. They are always welcome to stay anytime, but committing to about one meeting every other month is not a lot to ask.  If they ask about what to do with the other siblings, suggest that they contact one of the other parents in the Den to watch them for that meeting (or lock them in a closet you don’t care as long as they help out. [I’m kidding!]) 
Always ask parents to help during the gathering and leaving.  Not only to help for a few minutes while scouts arrive and while there are still a few remaining scouts, but ask them about planning on helping with the entire meeting next week.

Whatever you do, don’t let a parent stand around and watch at any meeting, event or activity.  Enlist them in something if only taking attendance or helping to set up.

Don’t run errands.  Set up a weekly rotation for snacks to be brought by a parent.  Call a parent and ask them to pick something up for you when they do their shopping or simply see if they ca run an errand for you during the week.  Offer to pay for whatever it is.  If they say yes, set the hook and lure them in.

You remember that romantic movie line when asked why someone married someone . . . “Because they said Yes” 

Annual Planning

Sometime soon after you become a Den Leader and annually every June or July you simply have to take a couple of hours and make up a calendar.  A simple listing of dates with a note next to the date of what is supposed to take place on that date is sufficient.  With a published calendar (given to parents) you will get better attendance and pre notice of conflicts.
Requirements - You will need:

Pack Calendar

School Calendar (your kids including the teenager and pre schooler)

Church Calendar (yours)

Regular calendar with holidays

Family Calendar (with Aunt Bertha’s birthday, Anniversaries, Divorce Anniversaries, etc)

The Basics

List all the meeting dates, the Pack meeting dates and all the planned pack activities like pine wood derby and such.  Get this in your parent’s hands as soon as possible so they can plan their lives around this calendar.  It can be tweaked as you go, but playing on a monthly basis will ensure disaster because parents made plans long before that.

Involve the parents if you can.  Having a parents meeting to hack out this important document is the best way to get buy in and a flawless calendar, but having a pre-built calendar will save time and may even grease the way to getting this parent meeting to even happen, because parents are sticklers for time.

What to Watch Our For

Make sure that you can make all of the dates.  If you just can’t seem to get around a conflict then circle it twice and start getting another Den parent to take that date for you.  Parents will kibitz when they receive the calendar so be prepared for this and be a flexible as you can.  That there will be conflicts with somebody’s calendar is a sure bet.
Pay attention to Holidays, both religious and “governmental”.  Also pay attention to your scout’s school calendar because chances are all your scouts will be in the Science Fair, at Curriculum night, etc.

Review It

Have a 6 month Parent meeting to review the Calendar.   This will ensure that the rest of the year runs smoothly.  Review it your self monthly to make sure that there are no surprises luring in these plans made long ago.  You life moves at its own pace and you may now have a conflict that needs attention.
Den Budget

I am sure your parents would be very pleased if you provided uniforms, crafts, materials and snacks for their scouts.  Your credit company will be pleased with the interest and eventual late charges as you fall slowly into bankruptcy.  You volunteered you time not your pocketbook (but don’t for get Friends of Scouting!).

A good Pack might plan a Den budget into their annual planning for Dues and Fundraising, but generally they are only looking out for themselves.  That leaves you to figure out how to pay for all those crafts, activities, resources and fun.

What to Consider

Without going into detail here you need to consider that you will be doing crafts at just about every den meeting from simple drawing on paper with crayons to kits.  Plan ahead and you can have parents collecting and sharing resources and supplies.  You may want to plan for snacks unless you farm this out on a rotating basis.  The den will likely have a den flag and flag pole.  Maybe you will want to have a small American flag, pole and stand.  Think minutia and capture every expense you can.
Things most forgotten

Leader books, resource books, and other training supplies. Don’t forget the cost of getting trained.  What about the Binder I talked about earlier: the items to fill it with and re-supplying  it?  Table cloths to protect your dining room table or tables used at the school.  How about cleaning supplies?  Include that tote or box to keep all this stuff in.
How to do it

Dues

It’s very difficult to know what you will be doing each week as year in advance to set up a budget, but a good rule of thumb is about $5 per month per kid.  This is getting a bit outdated these days.  It used to be a quarter a week, but $10 a month would be nice.  This is over and above the Pack’s annuals dues and the Annual registration fees.  This is simply for the Den.
Fundraising

Yes, even the Dens can do a carwash or sell donuts on a Sunday or tow at one of their churches, etc.  Maybe you can convince the Pack to set aside some of the Scout-O-Rama ticket sales for the boys to put towards Den dues or even doing Trails End Popcorn sales at the Den level.

Pay as you go

This is not recommended as the only method.  Nickeling and diming your parents will not endear them to you.  There is likely to be some need for this method even if you collect monthly dues.  When a nice kit will make for a great way to pass a requirement or two while giving the cub a keepsake, you may need to ask for a little extra.  The farther in advance that you ask for a little more, the more successful you will be at getting it.  Be prepared to go to Plan B if the parents seem to resist or mumble a lot.

Collectibles – Not the Auction Kind

Lots of crafts and activity supplies are common items around the house that your parents have and may even routinely throw away.  Ask parents to donate supplies and collect items that can become future activity and craft supplies.  Each parent could easily give you a couple of pens and probably lots of crayons, printer paper and maybe even some craft paper they have laying around the house.  Create a list of things you need and will need.  Here is a list of some items to consider:
	2 liter bottles

Aluminum cans

Coffee cans

String

Yarn
	Toilet paper tubes

Paper towel tubes

Poster Board

Card Stock

Old Christmas and other holiday cards
	Storage boxes and bins

Glue

Rubber Bands

Old Large and XL T Shirts (Painting Smocks)


You get the idea.  Put out a list like this with even more ideas each year for your parents.  Don’t forget to let parents know when you have enough.

The Key

You simply must try to breakeven.  In other words don’t spend your hard earned cash on somebody else’s kid or you will be watching the other kid go to a nice private college while yours is stuck with Junior College.
Epilog
This is by no means the definitive work on minimalism nor an absolute guarantee for success.  It is by no means complete.  There are a lot of spaces that need to be filled in with some trial and error as well as some research on your own.  I have only tried to give you a fairly good overview with some methodologies that have been successful for many others.  There are lots of helpful books, training, and internet resources available to fill all of your free time and a whole lot more.  I believe you can be successful with armed with this information and I hope you will try what it preaches.
May your meetings always begin and end on time, a parent volunteer to help every meeting, and you and your scout(s) enjoy scouting together.
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