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Abstract 
The Boy Scouts of America are an institution of American society, just like baseball or apple pie. 
However, a lot more goes into the organization than many might initially think. Founded in 1908 by 
Robert Baden-Powell, the BSA challenges youth to think critically and look at the world in new ways. 
These experiences cannot be reached in the classroom or through other extracurricular activities. This 
article analyzes these experiences, positive and negative. Perspectives from various troops, leaders, and 
scouts in Pennsylvania are summarized in this profile, allowing for a rich and diverse array of opinions. 
 

 
  
 History of an American Institution 
     The Boy Scouts of America got its start in 
1908 on a small island off the southern coast 
of England. Robert Baden-Powell, a well-
respected cavalry officer, took a group of 22 
boys into the woods he had explored as a 
child. Baden-Powell imparted much of his 
wisdom and knowledge from the military 
onto the boys, teaching life skills and 
providing hands-on experience. According to 
Michael S. Rosenwald in an article for The 
Washington Post, Baden-Powell became “the 
Steve Jobs of the outdoors” to these young 
boys. Baden-Powell’s book “Aids to 
Scouting” became a phenomenon and was 
essentially the bible for those interested in 
getting involved with the program.   
     William Boyce, a newspaper man from 
Illinois, eventually heard of the Boy Scouts 
when in London on business. Boyce soon met 

Baden-Powell, who explained his reasoning 
pertaining to the program. According to 
Alvin Townley, author of “Legacy of Honor: 
The Value and Influence of America’s Eagle 
Scouts,” Baden-Powell’s “ideas for building 
character in British youth captivated Boyce 
and set history in motion: scouting was 
coming to America.”  
     Within America, the program flourished. 
Parents, officials, and administrators all 
recognized the importance of scouting in 
shaping America’s youth. No boy was to be 
excluded, regardless of race, religion, or 
background. As Benjamin René Jordan notes 
in his book “Modern Manhood and the Boy 
Scouts of America: Citizenship, Race, and 
the Environment, 1910-1930,” “the 
organization [BSA] drew widespread praise 
and government support for its plan to ease 
the growing tensions in America’s 
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urbanizing, industrializing society by 
promulgating a universal model of manhood 
and participating citizenship.” The BSA 
provides young boys with a way to become 
model men and citizens of the future in a way 
that sports or other extracurricular activities 
cannot, all thanks to Baden-Powell and 
Boyce. 
 
A Closer, More Modern Look 
     In the years since, scouting has seen 
immense international growth. What once 
saw Baden-Powell and young boys sharing 
milk and biscuits in the early morning around 
the campsite now finds endless lines of young 
men sprawled across an open field, hoisting 
the flags of their countries in the morning 
colors of the yearly World Jamboree. Boys 
no longer hike, swim, and fish together as 
they did with Baden-Powell, but rather go 
their separate ways to complete merit badges 
that are of specific interest to them. In the 
ensuing years, the program has been tailored 
to become a unique experience for each 
individual boy, with the connective tissue of 
strong networking and development of moral 
character always having been present.  
     One of the goals of the BSA has always 
been to provide young men with role models 
through troop leaders and other adult 
volunteers. These leaders are critical in 
helping the boys to shape their own 
leadership styles and develop the path of their 
own journey through the program. Troops 
establish a senior patrol leader (SPL) who 
acts as the youth leader of the troop. In doing 
this, the troop’s adult leader can provide 
guidance when necessary, but also see the 
true value of the BSA at work. This certainly 
stands as the case for Jim Vitrano, leader of 
Boy Scout Troop 88 in Millersville, 
Pennsylvania. 
     As Vitrano sits back and watches his SPL 
lead the meeting from a distance, the clarity 
of what the BSA program should do stands 
clear. A wise man with scouting knowledge 

instilled in him since he was seven years old, 
he has a clear vision for what he wants to 
accomplish, and this vision comes across as 
his scouts answer scenarios regarding first 
aid care. “With Scouting, only 1 out of 100 
boys will carry on and complete the program. 
We teach ideas, lessons, and morals that are 
not approached in school. The boys learn to 
rely and depend on themselves,” says 
Vitrano. The goal rings clear, as Vitrano 
envisions this as the boys’ troop, and not his. 
“Unlike sports, this troop has no star. It’s 
about the boys all relying on each other,” 
states Vitrano.  
     This hands-off, youth-led approach 
encompasses many of the tenets of the BSA. 
In this program, boys truly gather their own 
individualized experience, aided by the 
assistance of adult leaders and counselors. A 
troop dictated by an adult leader would miss 
out on this experience, as the adult would 
seek the best path for the troop, and not the 
boys themselves. This forces the boys to 
contact their own merit badge counselors, for 
instance, a skill that teaches time 
management and public speaking, among 
many other aspects. These adults, such as 
Vitrano, then form a strong network for the 
scouts, becoming figures they can rely on and 
go to throughout the rest of their lives.… 
 

Not Without Controversy 
     As strong of a program as the BSA has 
been, it certainly has not gone without any 
controversy. One of the most focal aspects of 
its controversy lies in the unfortunate sexual 
abuse cases ruled against the organization. 
With more than two million active Scouts and 
one million active volunteers, the severity of 
this issue cannot be overstated. 
     Stewart Eisenberg, a Philadelphia 
personal injury attorney, has represented 
around 800 men across the country who have 
had these negative experiences in the 
scouting program. All of these men report 
that they were sexually assaulted by scout 
leaders within the program. According to 



 
A History of Boy Scouts of America                   3 

Eisenberg in an interview with NPR, “there is 
a crisis in the Boy Scouts, and there has been 
for many years, many decades – in fact, since 
the early 1900s.” 
     While these types of cases have been 
sending ripples throughout the BSA over the 
past few years, 2012 was particularly 
significant. The Oregon Supreme Court ruled 
that the “ineligible volunteer files” be 
released in that year. These files contain 
recognition of the pedophilia and other 
sexual assaults committed by scout leaders. 
Eisenberg also notes that many victims 
identify leaders who haven’t even been 
recognized by the files, an aspect that 
illustrates just how deep these misdeeds go. 
     Another major aspect of controversy 
regarding the BSA lies in the aspect of 
inclusion. In 2017, the BSA announced that 
it would open the program to young girls, 
chiefly to allow them the opportunity to 
become Eagle Scouts. Early 2019 saw this 
goal realized, and the program became 
known as “Scouts BSA” to foster inclusion 
and eliminate any gender barriers. Many 
were excited at this new prospect, yet not 
everyone was totally prepared. 
     The Girl Scouts of USA (GSUSA) greatly 
criticized this movement, making their 
thoughts and opinions known to various 
outlets. GSUSA proclaimed that the “benefit 
of the single-gender environment has been 
well-documented by educators, scholars, and 
other girl-and-youth serving organizations, 
and Girl Scouts and their families.” A lawsuit 
was even filed by GSUSA over the BSA 
becoming “Scouts USA.” Even though both 
programs have roots firmly planted in 
developing a nurturing and educationally rich 
experience for youth, they have been separate 
entities for years. Thus, many also criticized 
this move on the part of the BSA as being 
charged by a drive to be politically correct.  
     Even through this unfortunate 
controversy, the BSA has always stood 
strong and remained firmly in service to 

providing young men (and women, currently) 
with a thrilling and full experience. These 
situations have certainly rocked the 
organization unsteadily, but it will always 
remain an American institution with eyes 
towards the future. Many are optimistic about 
its changes in an ever-expanding world and 
are eager to see the core values adapt to new 
environments.  
 
The Future of Scouting 
     At one time, merit badges in fishing and 
hiking were extremely popular. And even 
though these merit badges still exist, new 
ones have been added dealing with 
engineering, technology, and video games, 
all fields that hold avid interest within the 
youth today. As these badges are geared 
towards guiding scouts on a career path, the 
urgency to include those stands as a priority 
for the BSA. Over the years, the program has 
had to adapt to the ever-changing societal 
landscape and various burgeoning 
technologies. The process will likely never be 
fully completed, but it looks to be an area that 
many involved with scouting are eager to 
keep an eye on.  
     According to the BSA National 
Foundation, the goal of the BSA’s future 
looks to “draw from our [BSA’s] rich history 
to respond to the needs of today’s youth.” 
The merit badge additions stand as just one 
small example of this adaptation. For 
instance, many troops maintain active 
websites and social media pages, allowing 
prospective scouts and their parents to have a 
general idea of what to expect before joining 
or going to a meeting. These new ideas 
regarding new technologies and fields have 
even permeated the landscape of Eagle Scout 
projects, an area long thought by many to be 
relegated to outdoor projects. 
     Even with the presentation of many of its 
challenges and shortcomings, many remain 
optimistic about Scouting’s future and what 
it will hold. “Scouting, like all organizations, 
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will continue to face challenges; however, as 
long as they are presented, addressed, and 
acted upon, scouting will continue to be a 
great program to be a member of,” states 
Arizini. The core idea of these changes, as 
noted by the BSA National Foundation, looks 
to root these changes in the values and ideals 
of Scouting, such as “being prepared” and 

“doing a good turn daily.” Many have seen 
these changes as helping them towards their 
future, regardless of whether they attained the 
rank of Eagle Scout or not. Scouts moving on 
to college, joining the military, or partaking 
in a trade job have all found the experience of 
this program to be extremely vital to their 
futures. 
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