Show and Do for Troop 002

SWC 2018

Knot Tying practice and the Scoutmaster's Challenge


3 years ago I was finally fed up with dining flys falling during meals and hammock ropes that had to be cut because the knot had pulled so tight it couldn't be untied.  The Scoutmaster's Challenge was born.

Equipment required: A bag of rope pieces.  I use ½ inch nylon braided rope so it is large and easy to handle.  The rope is cut into 5 ft lengths.  I have about 20 pieces in my bag.

This activity takes place at every meeting with the following steps:
1. I ask for a volunteer at the beginning of the meeting (after flags but while we are still assembled for the opening).  When we first started volunteers were scarce, and I often had to select one of my older scouts.  Fear of the challenge went away after a few weeks, and I have no trouble with volunteers. Sometimes as much as half the troop will volunteer.  I try to pick in a random fashion.
2. Toss the volunteer a piece of  rope from the rope bag.  I do not tell them what knot they are tying until the scout has the rope and is ready to try.  I select a knot from the six required rank knots with a couple of extras thrown in:

1. Square Knot

2. Bowline

3. Two Half Hitches

4. Taut Line Hitch

5. Sheet Bend

6. Clove Hitch

7. Timber Hitch (not required)

8. One Handed Bowline (not required)
3. The scout attempts to tie the knot.  If successful, all of the scouts are exempt from practice for that evening.  When we first started the Scoutmaster's Challenge I only had one scout in the troop who could consistently produce the correct knot.  The scouts have improved dramatically over the last three years.  I call on a scout who I am reasonably confident will tie the knot correctly about once a month so the scouts get to enjoy the occasional victory.  The rest of the time I challenge scouts who I know need practice, so the troop as a whole continue to get the practice they need.
4. Knot tying practice takes place after Patrol Corners and takes about 5-10 minutes.  A Troop Guide or other senior scout uses the EDGE method to demonstrate and coach the other scouts on how to tie the knot.  I occasionally help do this myself.  We emphasize the EDGE method in our instruction, and we have different instructors every week.  The amount of time required for the activity has dropped over time.  Many of the scouts tie the knot without instruction.
5. Every scout is required to produce the knot and show it to a senior scout or an adult leader. Once a scout has tied the knot he is released to move on to the next activity.

The benefits of this program manifest in a number of ways:

1. Knot tying has improved greatly.  I could not tell you the last time I helped a scout who was not a First Year tie something up.

2. Fear of public spreaking has dropped dramatically.  Scouts are not afraid to jump out in front of a group and lead an activity.

3. The Scoutmaster's Challenge has blurred the age lines within the troop.  A second year Scout can lead the knot tying activity and the high schooler's participate just like everyone else.

4. The scouts are not afraid to fail.  Scouts in the beginning were afraid to volunteer out of fear of failure.  Over time they came to see that everyone would get a chance to fail in front of the group without stigmatization.  All of the scouts and leaders are rooting for the volunteer to succeed.  

5. Reinforcement of the EDGE method has translated into better instruction for our younger scouts.  The EDGE method is used for everything we teach: cooking, fire building, lashings, etc.)

6. Youth leadership has improved.  All of the above benefits translate into better youth leadership. The scouts listen to each other better than they did 3 years ago.  They all know they are part of the same program and work to help each other.

