Weather Merit Badge Course Provides Learning Opportunity for Local Scouts 
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On June 11, a devastating EF-3 tornado ripped through the Little Sioux Boy Scout Camp in western Iowa, killing four boys and injuring dozens of others.

Two days later, staff at NWS Headquarters in Silver Spring, MD, hosted a first-of-its-kind Boy Scout Weather Merit Badge course. Approximately fifty Boy Scouts from the Washington, DC, area attended the course to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to earn the Boy Scout Merit Badge for weather.

Although the event had been planned for several weeks, the tragedy in Iowa reinforced the need for weather safety awareness and training among such groups. Director Jack Hayes, whose opening remarks at the event included a moment of silence to remember those who died, also noted that the Scouts in Iowa lived up to the Boy Scout motto of "Be Prepared." "The Scouts and staff at the camp in Iowa were doing the right thing by monitoring the situation with a NOAA Weather Radio," said Hayes. "Had they not taken shelter when they did, it's likely that even more of them would have been injured or killed."

Weather safety and preparedness was just one of several topics the Scouts learned about in meeting their weather Merit Badge requirements. The weather Merit Badge dates back to 1927. Other topics included an introduction to weather; clouds, the water cycle, precipitation, and acid rain; and weather forecasting.

As the Scouts moved from station to station throughout the building, they learned the causes of high and low pressure, the difference between warm and cold fronts, as well as what causes wind, lightning, and hail. There were also hands-on activities in which they had the opportunity to build simple weather instruments, such as rain gauges and anemometers, which they would later use to take weather observations as part of the Merit Badge requirements. At the end of the day, each Scout received a certificate of completion along with a list of requirements they needed to meet in order to earn their badges.

In addition to the learning stations, the Scouts attended a career panel in which they were able to learn about different types of jobs in meteorology. The panel included Chris Strong, WCM at Sterling, VA, Bill Blackmore, from the NWS Upper Air Radiosonde Program, and Joe Witte, a broadcast meteorologist from WJLA-TV in Washington, DC. They were also treated to a bit of weather "edutainment" in the form of the interactive games "Leon Lightning" (which teaches lightning safety) and "Weather Jeopardy" (which focused on material learned throughout the day).

Based on the success of this year's event, discussions are now underway to work with other NOAA line offices to possibly develop similar courses for such areas as oceanography, fish and wildlife management, and environmental science, each of which has its own Merit Badge.

