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Adapting Events 
Lifejackets for Special-Needs Aquatics 

The National Special Needs and Disabilities (SND) Committee has published 

two additional modules in the Inclusion Toolbox addressing Camp Aquatics. 

Both are available on the ablescouts.org web site under Tools>Inclusion 

Toolbox. This article is excerpted from these new modules. 

A Scout that completes the BSA swimmer-level test in a clear pool may not 

be ready for an open water experience where the bottom is not visible or is 

not smooth.  The difficulties can be mental, as well as physical.  We expect 

that beginners and non- swimmers will be on calm water and wearing porta-

ble flotation devices, usually called lifejackets. A Scout with a disability may 

have other risk factors to assess in case he or she goes into the water unex-

pectedly.  Some lifejackets are designed to help turn a person face-up in the 

water and others are not.  It is good to know if the Scout with limited mobil-

ity is capable of turning face-up and floating while wearing a lifejacket. 
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With the Scout’s consent, this can be evaluated in shallow water by turning 

the Scout face down in the water and seeing if the Scout will need assistance 

to turn face up.  This also tells you whether the Scout is likely to panic if he 

or she ends up in the water.  Understand that if a Scout is not able to turn 

face up without assistance, that does not disqualify the Scout, it just means 

you need to account for that in your planning. 

A lifejacket assessment has other potential benefits and you may want to 

implement it with all of your Scouts.  With or without a disability, some 

Scouts have little prior experience being in open/murky water or using a lifejacket. If a Scout has anxiety with 

being in murky water, a lifejacket assessment will reveal 

this. The assessment is also a chance for the Scout to 

learn to trust that the lifejacket works, and to become 

more confident about going on the water. Additionally,  

your interest and professionalism in conducting a life-

jacket assessment gives the  supporting family members or caregivers confidence in you and your program. 

 

Tantrums Versus Meltdowns 

A Scout is upset and acting out. Is the Scout having a tantrum or a melt-

down? Many parents and leaders use these terms interchangeably, but 

they are different behaviors that require different approaches. Here’s 

how to tell one type of behavior from the other. 

A Tantrum 

What it is: 

• It is an angry or frustrated outburst.  

• The Scout might yell, cry, lash out, and hold their breath.  

• The Scout typically has some control over their behavior during a tantrum.  

• The behavior tends to stop when the Scout gets what he or she wants, but tantrums can become 

overwhelming and evolve into meltdowns. 

What triggers it: 

• A desire to get something, to avoid something, or to elicit a specific reaction.  

• Frustration.  
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Managing Subscriptions to Abilities Digest 
Abilities Digest is designed for any leader who would offer a Scouting program to youth who have special needs. 
Any Scouting volunteer or professional may subscribe. 

Subscribing by email. Send a message to specialneedschair@scouting.org, with “SUBSCRIBE” in the subject line. 
Indicate your name, email address, and council in the message text. 

Unsubscribing by email. To decline future issues please reply and enter “REMOVE” in the subject line. We will  
remove the subscription within the next two weeks. 

Receiving Multiple Email Copies. If you receive Abilities Digest at more than one email address, choose the one to 
be removed and reply with “REMOVE” in the subject line. Include a message requesting that we re-move only that 
email address. 

Duplicate Email Copies. If you receive more than one copy of Abilities Digest at the same email address, please  
reply to all but one of them with “DUPLICATE” in the subject line. 

Address Change. If you want Abilities Digest sent to a different address, reply and enter “ADDRESS CHANGE” in the 
subject line. In your message, enter your council name and the email address you prefer.  

Subscribing online. Visit the web site ablescouts.org. The page's lower left corner displays a small gray rectangle 
with the word “Follow” and three dots. Click on the word “Follow” and enter your email address. You will receive 
an email whenever a new Abilities Digest appears, plus an email when articles are republished. 

• Sudden changes in routine or expectations.  

• Not being able to communicate needs and wants. 

Signs you may notice: 

• You know what the Scout wants or is reacting to. 

• The Scout is choosing to engage in the behavior.  

• The Scout pays some attention to what’s going on around her or 

him.  

• The Scout watches other people’s reactions and adjusts the behavior to match it.  

• The Scout may be trying to bargain for a solution while yelling.  

• Behavior ends once the Scout gets what he or she wants or realizes that acting out won’t work.  

A Meltdown 

What it is: 

• It is a reaction to feeling overwhelmed.  

• The Scout might yell, cry, lash out, run away or shut down and withdraw.  

•  

mailto:specialneedschair@scouting.org
https://ablescouts.org/
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• The Scout cannot control their behavior during a meltdown.  

• The behavior tends to stop when the Scout wears themself out or 

when there’s a change in the amount of sensory input they are 

experiencing. 

      What triggers it: 

• Sensory, information, or emotional overload.  

• Intense frustration.  

• Sudden changes in routine or expectations.  

• Not being able to communicate needs and wants.  

       Signs you may notice: 

• You may not know what the Scout wants or is reacting to.  

• The Scout doesn’t seem to have control over their behavior and appears panicky.  

• The Scout is shutting down or trying to escape.  

• The Scout can’t process what’s going on around them.  

• The Scout doesn’t respond to people’s reactions or attempts to talk to him or her.  

• The Scout loses the ability to problem-solve and negotiate solutions.  

The Scout needs time to calm down and recover, even after a situation has been resolved. 

Transportation Safety and SND Scouting 

National SND Committee Chair Warren Wenner was inspired 

by BSA’s Transporting Scouts Safety moment to compile these 

recommendations. These focus on Scouts who regularly travel in 

a wheelchair, including those whose lack of muscle control   

obliges the use of safety straps in a wheelchair.  

In my experience at camps and camporees, too many of these 

Scouts are transported improperly. For example: 

• Scouts were placed in the bed/back of a pickup truck without restraints and their wheelchair alongside 

them. 

• Scouts traveled in a golf cart or UTV with no restraints, including seatbelts or headrests. 

 

https://www.scouting.org/health-and-safety/safety-moments/transporting-scouts-safely/
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Do we put any Scout in the back of a pickup truck? NO! In The Guide to Safe Scouting, any transport of 

people in the bed/back of a pickup truck is prohibited. This is regardless of whether a Scout has special 

needs or not. In the National Camping Standards, all BSA UTV operators must have online and hands-on 

training through the Recreational Off-Highway Vehicle Association (ROHVA). 

How can we help keep special needs Scouts safe when transporting them? 

•   All special needs Scouts should wear a helmet when they are transported. 

•   If the Scout has a headrest, a headrest is needed in the golf cart or UTV. Head restraints (also 

called headrests) are a safety feature attached or integrated into the top of each seat to limit the 

rearward movement of the occupant’s head. A few questions should be asked:  

   Does the Scout have a head restraint on their wheelchair when they travel? For example, 

my son does but, we take it off when he is out of the van. So, the camp may not know that. 

   Does the Scout have control of their upper body and neck? If not, they must be buckled in 

not just at the waist but at the upper body too. The best would be a 3-point belt. 

Knowing how to load and unload a special needs van or bus is essential.  

•   Understand how to lock and unlock a Scout into the van or bus. 

•   Learn how to properly use the ramp safely when loading and      

unloading. 

•   Use the vehicle’s flashers when loading or unloading. 

•   Understand how to adjust the headrest properly. 

•   If a custom chest harness/vest is used on the wheelchair, it should 

be secured. 

•   Ensure the wheelchair brakes are locked. 

•   A great resource is the SAFE Transportation Checklist and Pre-Trip Inspection for planning 

transport and completing a vehicle pre-trip inspection.  

   The SAFE Transportation Checklist and Pre-Trip Inspection are available here. For ques-

tions, you may have about supporting Scouts with disabilities in your council, email:                                           

specialneedschair@scouting.org. 

 

https://www.scouting.org/health-and-safety/gss/gss11/
https://www.scouting.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/2021-NCAP-Standards-430-056-Official-1.pdf
https://t.email.scouting.org/r/?id=h2260cc06%2Ce538051%2Ce5c2cb3
mailto:specialneedschair@scouting.org
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Enhancing Awareness 
The SND Language Conundrum 

The special needs and disabilities (SND) community is incredibly diverse. It is 

hard to find wording everyone understands and is also universally acceptable 

to the SND community. When writing articles, training materials, and the like, 

the NSNDC (National Special Needs and Disabilities Committee) does its best, 

but we haven’t yet found a way to please everyone.  

Here are challenges we face: 

Language changes over time. The 1977 National Jamboree offered an 

event called the “Handicapped Awareness Trail”.  At the time, the word handi-

capped was broadly acceptable and was commonly used to reference our 

community and inclusion. Fast forward into the 21st century, there is a growing 

recognition that there is a variety of “invisible disabilities” that are not included in the ADA definition of disa-

bility but do require supports and accommodations.  Rather than label them disabilities, which has a legal 

meaning, the next generation of advocates presses for calling them special needs.  The NSNDC aims for lan-

guage that is widely understood, even if it is not at the leading edge of what is used within the special needs/

disabilities communities. 

Language is used differently by different professional groups. For every type of special need/

disability, there are several types of support people for that need. Think of medical, therapeutic, educational, 

social services, advocacy, family, and the general public.  Each one of these groups develops its own rich, de-

scriptive preferred forms of address.  The NSNDC communications translates technical words into everyday 

language that everyone can understand and act upon. 

Language is used differently in different parts of the country.  It isn’t surprising that when you have 

so many distinct communities with all different types of needs and all different support professions involved, 

sometimes new words and new ways of using words will crop up in one part of the country, but not others.  

Those that understand the regional vocabulary tend to assume that everyone uses words the same way while 

everyone else wonders what the new words mean. The NSNDC uses the most widely understood version of 

terms so we can use the same messaging nationwide.  

Language tells how we see ourselves.  In recent years, we are seeing a tension emerging between the 

person-first language that has been the accepted mode of writing for many years and identity-first language.  

The difference between the two is that person-first people have a self-image where their condition does not 

define who they are.  They want to be defined by their other characteristics instead.  Identity-first people see 

their condition as an essential attribute of who they are for example gender, race, religious/cultural identifica-

tion, etc.  While the NSNDC supports the right of individuals in the Scouting family to be referred to in the way 

they want, we need ways to talk about people as a group and ways to identify specific needs or conditions. 

The NSNDC continues to use person-first language in most situations when discussing groups, while recogniz 
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ing and making exceptions for subgroups where identity-first language appears to be the dominant preference of 

members of that group. 

Language IS important! We know that. Be assured the NSNDC is trying its best to write in inclusive language. 

If you would like to add to the discussion, please start a conversation on the No Scout Left Behind Facebook 

page. 

 

Scouters With Their Own SND 

Here are observations by Janet Kelly, a member of the NSNDC and Woods     Ser-

vices honoree.  

It’s one thing to work with a Scout who has a disability, but it’s another thing to 

work with a Scouter who has a disability. The difference between skill sets is 

very different.  

I am a Scouter with a profound hearing loss. I am pretty sure I have, over the 

years, opened up a few hearts being who I am. On the other hand, I have proba-

bly closed a few doors as well. Having a disability can get in the way of anything, 

but where there’s a gentle will there’s a way. 

As adults, we should be role models for self-advocacy. Aggressiveness is not the 

answer. I’m talking about behavior that is calm and rational, but assertive. Our 

role is to help youth understand the difference! It is especially helpful when an 

adult who has special needs role models this positive, self-advocating behavior.  

When we are our own advocates, we calmly and positively state our needs. For example, because I don’t hear 

very well, one of the things I need is to be near the speaker, watching his/her lips in a well lit room with minimal 

background noise. I can also position myself throughout the event so that I am in clear view of the speaker. I can 

get up in front of the crowd and explain my needs. This is most helpful, as now everyone knows what’s going on 

and there will be many more people willing to assist. 

A person with an invisible disability, mostly goes unnoticed. Take for example an assistant Scoutmaster who has 

dyslexia. The Scouter could ask for assistance in proofreading an important letter to parents or have someone 

jot down notes during a meeting. What about the volunteer parent attending a district campout who has celiac 

disease? Well in advance of the event, that person could provide educational information to those involved with 

food prep as to what exactly that person needs nutritionally.  

The point is, if we don’t explain and educate, no one will learn and be helpful. We can’t expect others to bear 

our responsibility, even if they know our needs. I am always reminding and jumping in to help myself hear 

better. No one minds; they understand, because I have helped them to understand.  

That is self-advocacy.  
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It requires patience, teaching, flexibility, working alongside others, and getting involved so all get to know you 

and your needs. Being a Scouter who follows the Scout Oath and Law, you will need to understand the param-

eters of the event in which you’re participating, and seek out those in charge and help them to understand 

your needs. Reminding, teaching, flexing, researching, and brainstorming will help you move forward. 

Above all, remain positive and cheerful through it all, knowing good will come out of it. You have no idea how 

many Scouts and Scouters will be moved by you.  

SND Training Resources on Scouting.org 

After months of updates and reviews, we are pleased to report that the 11 

essential training presentations developed by the National SND Committee 

are again on-line and available for general use. Each consists of a ZIP file   

containing a PowerPoint presentation plus supporting materials and 

handouts. They are posted on the Special Needs and Disabilities page: 

scouting.org/resources/disabilities-awareness/. 

 

 Here is a list of the training modules.  

• SND 100 (BCS 113) – Essentials in Serving Scouts with                   

Disabilities 

• SND 101 (BCS 118) – Serving Scouts with Special Needs 

• SND 110 – Inclusion, The Key to Disabilities Awareness 

• SND 120 (CED 714) – Special Needs Scouting, ADHD 

• SND 130 (CED 715)– Special Needs Scouting, Autism 

• SND 140 – Allergies 

• SND 200 (CED 713) – Advancement for Scouts with Disabilities 

• SND 210 – Program & Planning Strategies for Working with Scouts with Disabilities 

• SND 220 – Camping Considerations for Scouts with Disabilities 

• SND 230 (MCS 322) – Advanced Special Needs Scouting 

• SND 300 – Council Special Needs & Disabilities Committee 

The SND numbers are recommended for use in local volunteer training, for example, at a council’s “University 

of Scouting.” The numbers in parentheses are used by Commissioner Colleges. 

 

https://www.scouting.org/resources/disabilities-awareness/
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Awareness Events 
National SND Roundtable on Advancement 

When: Tuesday, December 14, at 6:30pm, Central Time 

Advancement is a key method in delivering Scouting’s aims and mission. Join us 

for a deep dive discussion in supporting Scouts with special needs and disabili-

ties on their advancement trail. Experts from around the BSA will facilitate the  

discussion, answering common and complex questions. They will also highlight 

resources and support available.  

 
Register at scouting-org.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZckc-Cqrj4jH9fQcQwEPe5HOblNpj8pvmju 
 
 

Keys Experience “Early Bird” Signup Deadline 

Those of you interested in the Keys Experience for Special Needs and 

Disabilities, from March 21-April 1, the “early bird” signup ends De-

cember 15.  

This year’s camp prices are being made available to any family that 

signs up by December 15, 2021. Florida Sea Base is also reserving its 

campsites specifically for SND campers through the 15th. Sign up to-

day at https://www.campspot.com/book/sfcbsa.  

Choose your dates from March 21 – April 1 and enter "KEYS EXPERI-

ENCE" in the additional information when registering. A member of 

the NSNDC committee will be in touch after registration to follow up 

for additional information to insure that the best support is available for your Scout. 

 

Northeast SND Conference: Save the Date 

The National SND Committee is planning for travelling in-person training sessions on Scouting with special needs 

and disabilities. The first will be hosted by Patriot’s Path Council in New Jersey on the weekend of October 28-

30, 2022.  

 

https://scouting-org.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZckc-Cqrj4jH9fQcQwEPe5HOblNpj8pvmju
https://www.campspot.com/book/sfcbsa
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About Abilities Digest   
Abilities Digest is the official e-letter of the Boy Scouts of America National Disabilities Awareness Committee. 

Its mission is to expand membership through helping parents and Scouting volunteers to improve their       

understanding, knowledge, and skills related to including and serving the special needs population. There-

fore, districts and councils may reprint articles from this publication. Our plan is to distribute four issues of 

Abilities Digest annually, but special editions may go out whenever there is important information to share. 

Feedback, suggestions, and letters to the editor are welcome at  disabilities.awareness@scouting.org. 

Recognizing Abilities 
The “Silver Beaver” for Special Needs Service 

Most Scouters recognize the Silver Beaver as the pinnacle of recognition for service to a 

council. Silver Beaver awards are given every year.  

Scouters who provide exceptional service supporting Scouting with special needs and         

disabilities are eligible for a similar award: the Torch of Gold. Each council may award one 

Torch award per year to a deserving Scouter. Use the official form (BSA #512-945), which 

must be signed by the council’s Scout Executive.  

Once the council has chosen the Torch of Gold recipient, the council should nominate the 

recipient for the national Woods Services Award, the “Silver Buffalo” of SND Scouting.       

Transcribe the Torch application onto the Woods Services nomination form (BSA #512-258). 

The Scout Executive should sign the form and send it to SpecialNeedsChair@scouting.org.   

Woods Services nominations must arrive by January 31.  

Helpful Links  

Scouting with Disabilities landing page: scouting.org/resources/disabilities-awareness/ 

AbleScouts: Abilities Digest articles posted online: ablescouts.org 

 

Links in Articles 

December Roundtable: scouting-org.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZckc-Cqrj4jH9fQcQwEPe5HOblNpj8pvmju 

Seabase Keys Experience: campspot.com/book/sfcbsa 

Torch of Gold Award: scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-945.pdf 

Woods Services Award: scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-258.pdf 

mailto:disabilities.awareness@scouting.org
http://www.scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-945.pdf
http://www.scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-258.pdf
mailto:specialneedschair@scouting.org
https://www.scouting.org/resources/disabilities-awareness/
http://ablescouts.org/
https://scouting-org.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZckc-Cqrj4jH9fQcQwEPe5HOblNpj8pvmju
https://www.campspot.com/book/sfcbsa
http://www.scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-945.pdf
http://www.scouting.org/filestore/pdf/512-258.pdf
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Social Media 

   Twitter: @AbilitiesDigest 

Facebook Abilities Digest:www.facebook.com/pages/Abilities-Digest/824105334298165 

Facebook No Scout Left Behind: www.facebook.com/groups/1967878213431320 

 

Email your comments and questions to specialneedschair@scouting.org. 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Abilities-Digest/824105334298165
mailto:specialneedschair@scouting.org

