
F
or the past thirty-five years
I have been an active leader
with Scouts Canada in vari-

ous section levels. I have been
privileged to work with many
youth with disabilities and I con-
tinue to learn much from these
v e ry gifted children. The Scouts
Canada policy re g a rding mem-
bers is one of full inclusion of 
all re g i s t e red youth. Disabled
youth enjoy the same opport u n i-
ties for fun, challenge, and ad-
v e n t u re in the activities whether
indoors or outdoors to the de-
g ree of their abilities. In some
legitimate instances, pro g r a m
adjustment allowances are cre-
ative methods of ensuring all
youth may be able to part i c i-
pate. I thought I would share
with you some basic ideas that
have worked well with chal-
lenged members.

When I was a Cub leader last sea-
son, we had several Cubs who
demonstrated an overabundance of
e n e rgy and were identified as having
Attention Deficit Disord e r. It became
a p p a rent at times that a youth would
be asked to sit out an activity for a
couple of moments as their re s t l e s s-
ness was disruptive to the other chil-
d ren. They often experienced gre a t
d i f ficulty remaining focused. Rather
than have the child feel that he/she
was being treated in a punitive man-

n e r, it was important to give the mes-
sage that it may be an idea to do an-
other small activity in a separate part
of the meeting hall. A leader would
then hand the child a simple, short
c ro s s w o rd puzzle game that they
could fill out on their own and bring
back to a leader when it was complet-
ed. It had a Cub type theme and was
v e ry brief in re q u i red completion
time. 

A lot of the Cubs found this re d i-
rection opportunity interesting. It
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gave the child a chance to slow down the pace, with the
end result seeing him/her rejoin the others in a very
s h o r t period of time. If a cro s s w o rd puzzle was not of in-
t e rest, an opportunity to draw and colour in a Cub type
colouring comic was given. Often the best activity for the
“timed-out” individual was
to have another leader sit
quietly with him/her
(separate in the meeting
room) and inquire as to
how their day had been at
school, if they had any
pets at home, and how
many siblings did they
have. Often a youth would
d i rect the quiet dialogue
exchange to a topic of
their keen interest. In no
time the youth would
then be asked by the
leader if they were now
feeling ready to rejoin the
g roup. In most instances
this technique will see
s u c c e s s .

I vividly recall a recent incident with a Scout tro o p
w h e re a young autistic lad was of f to the side in his own
world, tossing a rubber ball up into the ceiling ductwork.
Another well-intentioned leader approached the Scout and
encouragingly suggested that this was not a good idea
and the exchange ended here. After a brief moment, an-
other leader went into the Scout storage room, re m o v e d
a card b o a rd box, folded the flaps inside it and placed the
box against a wall out of the way of the group of Scouts.
The leader then called the autistic boy over, asked to bor-
row the ball from the lad and shot it into the box from a
few yards away. He then asked if the Scout could do this
task. The child took up the challenge and continued to
play with the ball in this way. The technique of positive
re d i rection was a complete success and the Scout was
able to see immediate gratification each time the ball land-
ed in the box.

Dealing with homesickness
Some children also experience occasional emotional

d i fficulties. Sometimes at Cub camps, I found that a youth
who fully enjoyed the pace of the camping experience
would become homesick when all of a sudden he was ly-
ing in his bunk and the fun-filled activities of the day had
come to a halt. The ideal technique that I have re p e a t e d
successfully when dealing with a homesick child is to
have a leader spend five to ten minutes with the child on
a one on one basis while another leader quietly observ e s
o ff to the sideline. The leader should begin a quiet, calm
dialogue with the Cub asking him if he has any pets at
home and which one is his favorite one. Talk about this
pet with the child. Or you can ask him how many bro t h-
ers and sisters he has. You may want to ask what mom
and dad do in the way of work and if he has ever been to
his parents’ work place. 

You could interact with the Cub re g a rding the “bed
friend” that he has brought along to camp and has next to
him. Usually, the friend is a stuffed bear/animal and you
can find out why the child likes this friend the best. By far,
a popular notion re g a rding homesick children is to avoid
any mention of home to the child whatsoever! This is in-

deed a fallacy in my repeated experiences. Remember to
keep the time brief, to remind the child about the neat and
fun things that are going to take place tomorrow and that
on Sunday early afternoon, he will be re t u rning home to
be with his family.

My experience with
youth over numero u s
years has seen me in-
volved not only as a
Scouter with Scouts Can-
ada but as Camp Dire c t o r
with disadvantaged chil-
d ren for a period of four
years. These simple ideas
that I have shared with
you do work in most in-
stances. Do not be afraid
to take the plunge and 
t ry intuitive and cre a t i v e
ways that you may have 
in mind when working
within your group. There
a re no steadfast guide-
lines that work for every-
one in this re g a rd. But do

demonstrate an optimistic and encouraging mannerism
when you are met with a challenge to find a new way 
of interacting with youth who may not all act the same.
Remember that each youth brings unique gifts to us for
us to grow together with them.m
– Michael H. Burdo is a youth and family counsellor, and
Troop Scouter for the 72n d St. Mark’s Scout troop in Ot-
tawa, Ontario.
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Do not be afraid to take the
plunge and try intuitive and
c r e a t i ve ways that you may 
h ave in mind when wo r k i n g

within your gro up.


