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Scouting for People
with Disabilities

In 1919, in ‘ ’, BP wrote of ‘the number of cripple
deaf and dumb, and blind boys who were gaining greater health,
happiness and hope than they ever had before’.

He recognised that some adaptations were needed and encouraged the
use of special, or alternative tests, while at the sa me time believing that
over-protection and parentalism should be avoided:
‘The wonderful thing about such boys is their cheeriness and their
eagerness to do as much in Scouting as the possibly can. They do not
want more special tests and treatment than is absolutel y necessary.’

‘The secret of sound education is to get each pupil to learn for himself,
instead of instructing him by driving knowledge into h im on a stereo-
typed system.’ , Jan 1912

‘It is the Patrol System that makes the Troop, and all S couting for that
matter, a real co-operative matter.’
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Introduction:
Scouting Ireland is part of a world wide movement which is open to all young
people of the island of Ireland. Scouting is a versatile and dynamic youth
movement which is based on the system and ideals of its founder Lord
Robert Baden-Powell. Through the principles enshrined in the Scout Prom-
ise and Law and the non-formal education system found in the Scout
Method, Scouting is a powerful social force which allows any interested
young person to be involved and develop  to their full potential.

The Aim of Scouting is to promote the development of individuals, enabling
them to grow and take their place in society as active citizens. Each one of
us has varying abilities, we are all good at some things and not so good at
other things. Scouting, as a  movement which focuses on the individual and
their personal progression, is uniquely positioned to cater for young people
of varying abilities.

Scouting Ireland believes that the make-up of its membership should give a
fair reflection of the diversity that exists within Irish society.

By making every reasonable effort to welcome Youth Members with Special
Needs into its membership and by ensure their successful involvement,
Scouting Ireland can make a valuable and lasting contribution to Irish society.

Some Guiding Considerations:
 Each Youth Member should be seen as individual and should
be regarded equally as Members of the Scout Movement,
whatever their abilities.

 Everyone has varying abilities. We all have strengths and
weaknesses.

 Some Youth Members have addition support needs and re-
quire extra resources in terms of appropriate programme
support and equipment to enable them to develop to their full
potential.

 Scouting should facilitate the involvement of any young person
who is interested in being part of the movement.

 The successful involvement of Young People of varying abili-
ties has considerable benefits for everybody involved.

 The support structures and resources of the Group need to be
appropriate before any ambitious project is undertaken

 Scouting should engage in a broad range of positive action
measures to overcome prejudices surrounding Special Needs.

This booklet is only a guide which highlights some of the issues surrounding the subject. It
acts as an introduction. Any action taken by a Venture Group needs to properly consider
how it will affect all involved. Any initiative, no matter how well intentioned, may not work
out. Success is dependant on a committed group of people who are properly resourced
and who are full aware of all the responsibilities involved.
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Who are those with Special Needs?
In Scouting, a special need, or disability, is any health condition, impairment of
functional problem that could make it difficult for a young person or adult to
access or participate in its activities.

The exact cultural, social and economic consequences of these factors vary.
Without assistance and attention those with special needs may be marginalised,
and excluded from scouting.

Some young people with disabilities are easily identified, such as those who are
visually impaired or who require a wheelchair, while others may have ‘hidden
disabilities’ such as intellectual impairment, behavioural problems or learning
difficulties.

It is important to understand the terms associated with special needs. The World
Health Organisation offers the following definitions for commonly used terms:

Body Functions  are the physiological functions of body systems.
Body structures  are anatomical parts of the body such as organs, limbs
and their components.
Impairments  are problems in body function or structure such as significant
deviation or loss.
Activity  is the execution of a task or action by an individual.
Activity limitations  are difficulties an individual may have in executing
activities.
Participation  is involvement in a life situation.
Participation restrictions  are problems an individual may experience in
involvement in life situations.
Disability  is a general or umbrella term used to designate any impairment
of body function or structure, any activity limitation or participation restric-
tion.

Agoonoree - various NSOs
Many National Scout Organisations run Agoonoree Camps where
Scouts invite young people (and/or Scouts) with disabilities to join
them in a camping experience. Using the Scout Method, young
people with disabilities participate in patrols and undertake fun activi-
ties.
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Attitudes to People with Disabilities

Attitudes towards people with disabilities can influence many aspects of their
lives, including their self-esteem, how they are treated by wider society, and
public policy and service provision. Negative attitudes can present the biggest
barrier to inclusion that people with disabilities face in Irish society.

Research carried out by the National Disability Authority (NDA) indicates that
attitudes are not clear-cut towards people with disabilities and their right to equal
citizenship and full inclusion in Irish society. In some ways, the attitudes reported
are supportive of full citizenship for people with disabilities, but there is also
evidence of some significant ambivalences and clearly, some disturbing stigma-
tisation remain especially in relation to people experiencing mental distress.

‘People that had a disability were more likely to
agree that it is society, which disables people

by creating barriers .’

The National Disability Authority, along with NGOs and Advocacy Groups, are
challenging negative attitudes and are trying the break down stereotypes. There
is a significant reserve of goodwill and support for people with disabilities among
the general population in Ireland, which could be mobilised for positive change;
however, much work remains to be done with regard to the continued stigmatisa-
tion of people experiencing mental distress. Also, the issues of ‘special needs’
and mainstreaming in education, training and employment merit need investiga-
tion and support.

Language:
When writing or speaking about people with disabilities it is important to put the
person first. Catch-all phrases such as 'the blind', 'the deaf' or 'the disabled’, do
not reflect the individuality, equality or dignity of people with disabilities.

Listed below are some recommendations for use when describing, speaking or
writing about people with disabilities.

Term no longer in use: the disabled
Term Now Used: people with disabilities or disabled people

Term no longer in use: cripple, spastic, victim
Term Now Used: disabled person, person with a disability

Term no longer in use: mental handicap
Term Now Used: learning disability

Term no longer in use: normal
Term Now Used: non-disabled
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Ways in which Scouting can assist

The best practice in the majority of situations is for those
with disabilities to be included in regular Scoutin g

activities, as much as possible.

One of the key challenges which Scouting, in Ireland and across the World,
faces is in 'Reaching Out', that is breaking down barriers and working with all
segments of society.

As part of the World Organisation of the Scout Movement’s Strategy, National
Scout Organisations are supported in identifying and responding to the needs of
young people, adults and society where Scouting is not currently having an
impact. This should result in an increase in membership and increase Scouting's
impact in the world today.

One of the ways in which Scouting Ireland can work towards greater inclusion is
through the National Venture Scout Programme Focus on Scouting for People
with Disabilities: Accessibility and Involvement.

Hannah Sjostedt, Sweden

Attitudes:
It is important to recognise that we,
as Scouts, can make a difference.

Inclusion with Scouting plays an
important role in modifying commu-
nity attitudes and behaviour towards
youth with disabilities.

Scout Groups can create new part-
nerships and enlist community co-
operation in the integration and de-
velopment of all young people.

Scouting contributes to building
communities which recognise and
value diversity, where these is a
place for everyone.
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Challenge Yourself,
           Challenge Society
The first step in making Scouting accessible and
inclusive to young people with special needs, begins
with you. You can decide to broaden our programme
to include social and emotional issues such as inclu-
sion and disability.

As a Venture Group, you can decide to try and make
a difference in your community. Be it by carrying out a
joint venture, introducing scouting to new people or
increasing accessibility in your community, you can
make a positive impact.

The vision for the Scout Movement is ‘Creating a
Better World’. Through your actions and activities you
can help make a better world in your own community,
all that is need is your willingness to do so.

New Members?
The Scout Method is the ideal setting for supporting young people regardless of
their abilities. The Scouting Spirit also plays an important role in creating a
trustworthy atmosphere within the Group thereby facilitating the inclusion and
involvement of youth with disabilities.

Practical issues are usually relatively easy to solve; it is more often attitudes
which pose the greatest challenge. Across the Scouting world young people
with disabilities are regularly involved in Scouting activities and events without
it being seen as anything unusual.

Information First
Basic information on young people is need by all Groups before they join
scouting. In addition to traditional information, those with greater needs should
makes these known to the Leadership Team.  A meeting between the parents of
any potential members with special needs and representatives of the Venture
Group - ideally a member of the Scouter Team and a member of the Venture
Group. It is important that a close relationship develops between the Family and
the Scout Group.
Both the Venture Group and the Scouters need to discuss this matter in an
appropriate manner. Proper consideration has to be given to what is involved
and how it will affect the Group.

Considerations:
 Suitability of Meeting Venue, will modifications be required
 Adult and support resources, will extra assistance be required
 Adaptions necessary to programme and activities
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Resilience
Resilience is an important attribute to be developed in young people with disabil-
ities and the Scout Method offers many ways to develop this. Resilience is the
ability to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, to overcome negative influences that often
block achievement. Resilience research focuses on traits, coping skills and
support that help young people survive, or even thrive, in a challenging environ-
ment.

Protective factors outside the home which maybe rel evant in the Scout
Group which provide:

 Exposure to mainstream
 Access to resources for meeting basic needs
 Access to leadership positions
 Opportunities for decision making
 Meaningful participation in the community
 Lack of frequency and duration of stressful incidents

Support mechanisms include providing:
 Effective feedback and praise
 Quality attention from a caring adult
 A multigenerational support network
 Personally supportive roles
 Unconditional acceptance by at least one person
 Clear and enforced boundaries
 Encouragement of pro-social values
 Appreciation of an individual’s unique talents

Practical hints
 The Leadership Team and Venture
Scouts should get know the youth be-
forehand in order to assist with his/her
enrolment.

 The Group’s programme should include
elements of understanding varying abil-
ity and the importance of treating every-
one equally

 Everyone should be included in as many
activities as possible, even it means
changing some ways of doing things

 It is important to make and use support
materials and aids for personal care,
mobility, communication, information
and signaling.
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Adult Volunteers
Adult volunteers play an essential role in Scout-
ing. Part of the Scout Method is Young People
and Adults working together. Any initiatives in
this area need to take into account the adult
support available and the adult support required.
Specialist volunteers may be required for activi-
ties or projects involving people with special
needs.

Child Protection
It is essential to safeguard the welfare of all
members by protecting them from physical, sex-
ual and emotional harm by ensuring that all
Scouters are aware of Child protection issues
and the rights of all individuals to privacy and
dignity.

Some scouts with particular needs may at time
require support of a personal nature. These tasks
should only be carried out with the full under-
standing and written consent of parents or car-
ers. Those providing such support will need
training from an appropriate individual or organi-
sation.

It is essential that the parents or carers of all
youth members with particular needs update the
Scout Group on any relevant information. As a
good practice, a clear understanding should exist
between the parents/carers and the Scout
Group.
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Working with Partners
A partnership with another organisation or group may be possible. It should
be a voluntary and collaborative relationship to achieve mutual goals and
experiences between entities by exchanging and sharing in an educational
process or project. There should be a common intention which they want to
reach within a defined time frame. It is important that any partnerships are
carefully considered and are only undertaken with recognised and official
organisations.

Scouting is a global movement which aims to make a real contributing to
creating a better world. Its mission is to contribute to the education of young
people, through a value system based on the Scout Promise and Law, to
help build a better world where people are self-fulfilled as individuals and
play a constructive role in society.

This guide is intended to assist Venture Scout Groups/Units in considering
involving people with varying abilities in their Group and/or activities. It is
a complex and even daunting topic, but it is equally rewarding and
beneficial. Whether directly or indirectly, through involvement or partner-
ship Scouting can make a real and genuine difference.

Above all this booklet is about enabling Venture Scouts to make a change.
Remember: Challenge yourself and Challenge Society. Baden-Powell, in
Rovering to Success, stresses the necessity of each individual to ‘Paddle your
own Canoe’. It is only by taking on these challenges yourself that positive
change will happen.
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Resources
As resources and ideas are created within the Scouting community it is important
that they are shared and given a wider audience so that those who want to
develop and extend opportunities as widely as possible can build on previous
experience rather than starting from scratch.

Scouting:
WOSM
This gives a guide to WOSM Strategic Priority No.4, Reaching Out. It provides
guidelines and offers links to promising practices from other National Scout
Organisations.
www.scout.org/sp4

The Scout Association, UK
This site offers a variety of materials. The information gives general advice about
supporting those with disabilities as well as providing a range of factsheets on a
number of disabilities and conditions.
www.scoutbase.org.uk/ps/sneeds/

Scouts Australia
This site provides a general guide to the Scouts Australia approach to working
with scouts with special needs.
www.scouts.com.au/main.asp?iStoryID=896
www.vicscouts.asn.au/Disabilities/Docs/DisabilityBook.pdf

General:
National Disability Authority
The NDA serves as a introduction to the topic of special needs in Ireland. It has
a lot of legal and qualitative information.
www.nda.ie/

Disability Federation of Ireland
The DFI is the national support umbrella organisation which can act as a good
access point to other groups.
www.disability-federation.ie/

World Health Organisation
The WHO information on disability is varied covering both global and local issues.
It is a useful resource for looking at the subject from a wider perspective.
www.who.int/topics/disabilities/en/

SpunOut
This is Ireland’s leading online youth health, lifestyle and citizenship resource for
16 to 25 year olds. It provides a safe online space for young people to realise they
are not alone in the issues they face whilst growing up and that they can make a
positive change to their own wellbeing and to the world around them.
www.spunout.ie/



This resource was adapted from ‘Guidelines On Scouting for People with Disabilities’, World Scout
Bureau, Education Research Development, Geneva, 2008.
It was complied by the Venture Scout Team September 2008 on behalf of Scouting Ireland’s National
Youth Programme Committee.
questions@scouts.ie
Scouting Ireland, National Office, Larch Hill, Dublin 16, Éire.


