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Notes for How to Plan a Successful High Adventure Activity 

Some reasons for high adventure trips are to keep older boys involved in Scouting by means of 

motivation, excitement, providing challenging experiences, and establishing goals. 

The theme of this course is not only to provide the common information that one finds in BSA 

literature, but also to emphasize the importance to share leadership and planning activities with the older 

boys of a Scout Troop or Venture Unit. One of the unique characteristics of the Scouting movement from 

the start was to provide an opportunity for boys to both learn about leadership, and to provide an 

opportunity practice leadership. 

When leadership is shared, what happens is that the boys tend to “buy into” the key elements of 

discipline which provide for safety that is a common theme as to why the concept of “Qualified 

Supervision” is so embedded into all the BSA training activities. You probably all are, or should be 

familiar with the contents of the BSA publication, “Guide to Safe Scouting”.  After all, if you have ever 

submitted a BSA Tour Permit, by your signature, you have indicated that you have read, and are familiar 

with the contents of the “Guide to Safe Scouting”! 

On the last page of the Guide to Safe Scouting you will find the statement that “Scouting Safety 

begins with leadership”. Also shown is a diagram of the “Scouting Sandwich” which shows that   the 

meat of SAFETY, is surrounded by bread of Qualified Supervision and Discipline.  

By experience, I have learned that a lack of training upon which qualified leadership is based, or 

of discipline, either one, can lead to a bad experience. In my view, training for the adult leaders alone is 

insufficient. It should also involve the older boys. Safety, inherently involves the discipline to follow 

rules. It is when the rules are broken such as to fail to observe the buddy system and preparing a safe 

swim, or to allow a weak swimmer to participate in a downriver canoe trip, that accidents happen! 

The advantage of including all boys, and especially the older boys, in the training, planning, 

safety requirements, and execution of a high adventure trip is that helps them to “buy into” why the rules 

are necessary, and this helps substantially into the maintenance of the discipline to assure a safe trip that 

all will enjoy. 

Benefits of a High Adventure Activity 

A High Adventure Activity is usually conceived as one involving older boys and more 

experienced scouts. This does not necessarily mean that younger scouts do not participate. It can involve 

all that the unit and its leadership chooses. Limiting the activity usually applies to the more physically 

demanding efforts such as would apply long backpacking trips, white water canoe trips, or strenuous rock 

climbing activities. Touring trips such as visiting a historical site might be considered a high adventure 

experience, and for this, each unit must set the criteria for participation. A criteria that could be used, is to 

require that all participants be at least a First Class Scout. The value of such a limitation would be to 

encourage and to award advancement. 
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No matter what the definition of participation used, the following benefits generally apply to 

having a high adventure activity: 

• Build Unit spirit 

• Motivate advancement 

• Develop youth leadership capability 

• Establish unit reputation to foster recruitment 

• Have fun! 

High Adventure Activities 

Here are some recognized high adventure activities: 

  Hiking     ATV Trip 

  Water Sports     Winter Sports 

   Canoeing    Winter Camping 

   Rafting    Snow Shoeing 

   Kayaking    Alpine Skiing 

   Sailing     Nordic Skiing 

   Scuba     Snow Boarding 

   Water Skiing    Ice Skating 

   Skidoo Riding    Snowmobiling 

   Fishing   

  Rock Climbing   Shooting Sports  

  Rock Climbing/Rappeling   Archery 

  Land Navigation/ GPS Cache Search  Rifle/Shotgun 

  Caving/Spelunking    Hunting    

  Horse Riding and Packing   

  Bicycle Touring/Mountain Biking 

Some of these could be organized as troop activities including younger boys but are generally 

in the realm of High Adventure. These may be experienced on trips that are locally planned within the 

unit, and by participation in Baden Council activities sponsored at Scout Camp. Here are some of the 

location and trip options that you could consider: 

 Historic Tours—Philadelphia/Gettysburg, Washington, NY City/USS Intrepid 

 Adirondacks – Canoeing, Hiking, Backpacking 

 Catskills – Hiking, Backpacking, White Water Tubing, Kayaking 

 Delaware River – Canoeing, Kayaking 

 Lehigh River – White Water Rafting, Kayaking, Canoeing 

 Finger Lakes Trail – Hiking, Backpacking 

 Appalachian Trail – Hiking, Backpacking 

 White Mountains – Hut to Hut Hiking 

 West Virginia – Caving, Spelunking 

  

The BSA document “Passport for High Adventure” (BSA Pub 4310), which may be obtained at 

Scout Headquarters provides a listing of many local council options that you could investigate and 

join. It provides a listing for 69 Local BSA Council High Adventure trips with a summary of each trip. 

In addition, this document is also a good resource document for the key issues of:  Who will go; Trip 
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planning; Travel, Budget, and Insurance; Promotion and Preparation; Equipment; Skills; Trail 

procedures; Safety; and Leave No Trace Considerations. It is a valuable document! 

The ultimate High Adventure activity provided by BSA is to attend one of the National Scout 

Bases. These are located at: 

• Philmont Scout Ranch – Cimarron, NM: Rock Climbing, Horseback riding, Rock 

Climbing 

• Florida Sea Base – Florida Keys, FL: Scuba, Tall Ship Sailing, Sea Exploring 

• Northern Tier Canoe Base – Ely, MN: Canoeing, Cold weather camping 

 

The Sweet 16 of BSA Safety 

Within the Guide to Safe Scouting and also prominently displayed on the Scouting Safely page 

of Scouting .org is the Sweet Sixteen of BSA Safety. These are the following. Note that the last but not 

least is Discipline! Reading the definition of these at Scouting Safely is worthwhile! 

• Qualified Supervision 

• Physical Fitness 

• Buddy System  

• Safe Area or Course  

• Equipment Selection and Maintenance 

• Personal Safety Equipment 

• Safety Procedures and Policies 

• Skill Level Requirements 

• Weather Check 

• Planning 

• Communications 

• Permits and notices 

• First-Aid Resources 

• Applicable Laws 

• CPR Resource 

• Discipline 

    Generic Outline of Key BSA Safety Courses 

     A generic outline that applies to the planning of virtually all high adventure activities is the 

following: 

• Qualified Supervision 

• Physical Fitness 

• Planning 

• Equipment 

• Communication 

• Monitor Conditions 

• Discipline 
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  The courses that follow this outline are now available online at MyScouting.org. It does not    

require much time to complete these courses, and I advocate taking them. They are:  

• Physical Wellness 

• Safe Swim defense 

• Safety Afloat 

• Climb on Safely 

• Trek Safely 

• Weather Hazards 

In addition to these all leaders planning to go on strenuous activities should plan to have at 

least on, preferably two or more adult leaders who carry an ARC first card. For activities at remote 

locations it is desirable that someone has taken wilderness first aid which is a 16 hour course.  It is 

required for Philmont contingents. To really prepare for high adventure activities it is desirable for 

the adult leadership to engage in the Woodbadge and powder horn experiences. 

Physical Wellness primarily deals with personal health. Safe Swim Defense and safety Afloat 

are the long term courses that deal with the long term BSA standard for swimming activities for both 

established swim areas and ones that a unit must set up at a remote site. Climb On Safely and Trek 

Safely are appropriate if you plan strenuous climbing or hiking activity. The weather hazards course 

is relatively new and provides a valuable lesson for what must be considered with regard to 

monitoring weather. Too often tragedy occurs when people follow advanced planning despite 

unexpected weather patterns! 

Here are some Safety/Good Camper Watch Words: 

• Stay together/Practice the Buddy System at all times 

• Monitor fatigue/Illness/Dehydration 

• Respect Wildlife 

• Follow proper waste disposal procedure/Leave No Trace 

• Watch for hazards (Poisonous plants, water treatment, bad weather, etc.) 

Qualified Supervision 

What does qualified supervision entail? It requires at least two adults, one of which must be 

21 years old. On may be at least 18 years of age. There must be at least one female advisor for coed 

groups, and at least one male advisor for the male participants. In addition, training must be adequate 

for the planned activity. 

Physical Fitness  

Screening should be done so that participants have the physical capability, temperament to 

“fit in”, and training to qualify for the planned activity. For particularly strenuous trips, shakedown 

trips should be included in the training process. Alternatively, trips should be planned to grow 

progressively in severity. 
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Planning 

The following issues are of key interest in the trip planning process: 

Trip Selection Criteria: 

   Search/Evaluate Options 

   Evaluate interest of the group 

   Training/Skill Requirements 

      Leadership Skills 

      Membership Skills 

   Leadership Commitment 

      Commitment to train for skill voids 

      Commitment of leaders and families to commit vacation time 

      Evaluate and select best trip option 

Provide adequate lead time to accomplish the following: 

   Recruit support (Parents and Leaders) 

   Prepare the unit (Training and Physical conditioning for strenuous activities) 

   Establish a budget and fund raising plan 

   Establish a financial commitment schedule 

   Make required reservations 

Participant Selection 

   Who wishes to go? 

   Who is ready? 

   Define selection criteria 

   Pairing of participants (Buddies) 

   Acceptance of outsiders  

Administration Issues 

   Medical Forms 

   Permission Forms 

   Emergency communication plans for parents 

   Knowledge of land use requirements 

   Knowledge of permit requirements  

   Maps needed for trip navigation 

   Directions for participants 

   Establish a code of conduct for the unit and adhere to it 

Training Plan 

    Evaluate current skills (Paddling, Cycling, First Aid, Equipment Operation etc.)a 

    Form Training Plan 

    Execute Training Plan 

    Execute Conditioning Plan as required 

    Test Skills/ Conduct Shakedown Trips as required 
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Equipment 

Evaluate needs 

   Type of trip (Tour, Hiking, Cycling, Canoeing) 

   Clothing needed (Potential weather exposure) 

   Personal gear (Personal Check Lists, Bicycles, Skis, etc.) 

   Group gear (Cooking, Tents, Canoes, Bicycles, etc.) 

   Rental gear (Vans, canoes, etc,) 

Communications 

All leaders must be able to communicate effectively. Advance written requirements should be 

available to all participants including emergency communications to parents. Tour permits, medical 

and consent forms required should be apparent to all participants. Communications including 

information provided to parents should plan for the unexpected. Always define a plan B if Plan A 

cannot be followed! 

Monitor Conditions 

Monitoring anticipated of weather conditions or other conditions that might compromise the 

trip is of essential importance. Sometimes, although it may be inconvenient, it may be advisable to 

postpone or cancel a trip. For example, if a hurricane or blizzard is coming, stay at home! For a 

canoe trip, if water levels are excessively high or low, postponement for better conditions will be 

advisable. 

Discipline 

As defined in the subsequent section on styles of leadership and training, an important aspect 

of discipline is the concept of sharing leadership and cultivating the concept of having the boy 

leaders “buy into” the need for rules and discipline to assure safety. 

Here are some relevant concepts applicable to cultivating group discipline: 

Avoid giving unwanted correction and use the advice sandwich: 

The Advice sandwich 

Compliment/Advise/Compliment,or 

Take notice of problem/Tell & Correct/Pat on the Back 

Maintain Positive Group Dynamics  

Use positive reinforcement 

 

Good communications 

Preparation 

Monitor fatigue 

Conflict Avoidance 

Use the Golden Rule/Good Turn Daily 
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Principles of the Scout Law 

 Helpful, Friendly, Courteous 

 Kind, Cheerful 

Proper Pairing 

Tolerance/Sensitivity 

Habits/Hygiene 

Sharing of Responsibility & Leadership 

Minimum of Horseplay 

Leadership Development 

Cultivation of good leadership is important on the part of the adult and boy leadership. To the 

maximum extent possible leadership should be transferred to the boy leadership. A good list of 

leadership qualities is the following: 

• Keep your word and be consistent 

• Be fair to all 

• Communicate 

• Be flexible 

• Be organized 

• Delegate 

• Set the example 

• Give praise 

Styles of Leadership 

The following is a list of leadership styles that is useful for discussion purposes: 

Telling (Not yelling) 

      Leader directs all activities, Communication is 1-way 

Coaching 

      Communication is 2-way, Useful for demonstration 

Persuading 

      Leader makes decision and sells it,  

      Leader assigns and monitors tasks, 

      Leader helps as needed/Minimum supervision 
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Consulting 

      Leader gets ideas from group, then makes decision 

Delegating 

      Leader sets guidelines, 

      Within group, everyone has a task as assigned by leader, 

      Leader monitors performance with minimum supervision, 

      Leader praises good results 

Joining 

      Leader joins the group as an equal, 

      Leader participates as an equal in making decisions 

All these styles of leadership are evident in operating Scout units. The style is largely 

dependent upon the maturity and training of the youth involved. It is apparent that telling may be 

necessary for an immature group. It is also apparent that boys will “buy into” the decisions made when 

they are maximally involved in the decision making process. Therefore to the maximum extent 

possible, the best results in cultivating boy leadership occurs when the adult leader joins the boy 

leadership and decision making is shared (The shared leadership concept).  This works best when the 

adult leadership as observers and provide assurance that no one is allowed to dominate. 

Good results are obtained when the adult leadership shares what they have learned at adult 

training sessions and passes the knowledge to the boy leadership via training so that they prepare 

themselves to make good decisions, and they “buy into” the concept of the need for procedures and 

rules that assure safety! 

In the ideal situation, the following rules apply; 

      Leadership is shared and everyone uses appropriate power 

      Tolerance and sensitivity are recognized and practiced 

      The group builds trust and works to manage conflict, not to avoid it 

References 

In any planning process a key task is to search for methods to “Work the problem”. The key to 

this is to find the “Resources” that provide the information to help the planning task. The following 

resources are helpful to the High Adventure Planning task: 

National Scouting Documents: 

The key BSA National Documents for High Adventure planning are: 



9 

Guide to Safe Scouting and Passport to High Adventure 

Both may purchased at the Scout Service Center. However the Guide to Safe Scouting may be 

read on-line at the Scouting Safely page of www.scouting.org. 

You may reach the Scouting Safely via the scouting.org website but the navigation sequence 

also seems to be changing. A direct way to get there is to go to google.com and enter “scouting 

safely”“in the search box. Once there, click on Guidelines/Policies and you gain access to the whole 

nine yards of BSA documentation besides the Guide to safe scouting. Useful sites are the following: 

Managing Risk, a useful site that deals with Dehydration, Heat Exhaustion, and Heatstroke, 

Hypothermia, Frostbite, Sunburn, Lightning, Flash Floods, Avalanches, Poisonous Plants, and 

many other risk issues.  

Policy Statements, on issues such as caving, driving, chemical fuels, bike safety, insurance coverage, 

tour planning, etc. 

Health & Safety Alerts, that provide policy information  on issues such as paintball, use of cannons, 

and water chugging. 

University of Scouting CD 

Each University of Scouting participant receives a compact disk that is a treasure trove of 

useful information. Try surfing it to see what you can find! 

Other Useful Websites 

The following websites are ones that may be useful for planning purposes: 

www.viewsfromthetop.com,  This site gives recent trail status of trails in the Northeast, especially 

Adirondack, Catskill, and White Mountain trails. 

www.dec.ny.gov , This site is useful for determining the rules and regulations that apply at the NY 

State camping sites. 

www.fs.fed.us , This site is useful for determining the rules and regulations, policies, permit 

information, etc., that apply to visiting federal parkland properties. 

www.bpcouncil.org , This is your site for accessing Baden Powell Council forms and other useful 

data. 

www.erh.noaa.gov , This site is an Eastern Region site for NOAA, that provides useful special 

weather advisory data concerning flood status, and other special weather advisories. 

www.ahwagacanoeandkayak.org , This is the site for the primary canoe and kayak club in the 

Broome County area. 

www.triplecitieshikingclub.org , This is the site for the primary hiking club in the Broome County 

area. 
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