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ÒA cadet from my ÔoldÕ squadron called. She says only 13 cadets show up to weekly 
meetings, versus the 40Ñ 45 that did when I ran the squadron. They havenÕt had an 
outside activity in 6 months.Ó    

Major Jason Smith  
New Hampshire Wing 

 

ÒThe number one reason former cadets [leave] CAP is because of ineffective 
leadershipÉ including the ability to conduct and organize the weekly meetings.Ó 

 
Jeff Montgomery, Ed.D. 

Doctoral dissertation, Auburn University  

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The problem of lackluster cadet retention has been with CAP for years. At National Headquarters, 
more than twenty years’ data that shows cadet retention has consistently been in the 45% - 50% 
range (see page 3). All the while, the commanders of our best cadet units have shown that the way to 
retain cadets is no mystery. We simply need to focus on the fundamentals. Healthy units naturally 
keep their cadets. 

Picture a handful of CAP’s best Cadet Programs Officers getting together for pizza. As they discuss the 
good things happening in their squadrons, one of these experts asks the group,  “What are some of the 
fundamental requirements any cadet unit would have to meet if it has a chance of being successful?” 

We can imagine the experts’ answers. “Fly new cadets right away.” “Plan the weekly meetings well.” 
“Keep the cadets busy by offering lots of activities.” “Provide new cadets with a thorough orientation 
to CAP.” “Ensure the adult staff understands the Cadet Program.”  

The answers are hardly profound. They’re really common sense. This begs the question, Why are 
fundamentals not standard operating procedure in every cadet unit?   

What is measured is what gets done. To spur more units into adopting the fundamentals, CAP needs 
to do something it hasn’t tried before:  attack the retention issue from the policy side. In this short 
paper, I advocate that the basic pre-requisites for running a successful cadet program be prescribed by 
regulation and subject to review during unit inspections. 
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A FOUR-PRONGED APPROACH 

There are several ways to attack our problem of lackluster retention. Before outlining policy solutions, 
let’s look at recent advances in three other areas:  curriculum, awards, and technology. 

Curriculum.  More curriculum resources are available to CAP leaders than ever before. The chart on 
the next page is but a partial list. In the curriculum realm, the goal is to equip local leaders with tools to 
support their weekly squadron meetings. In turn, it is hoped that better resources will improve the 
cadets’ overall experience, which will improve retention. Those who are unfamiliar with some of the 
latest products will find them in the “Library” section of the cadet website. Although much work 
remains to be done in modernizing the cadets’ curriculum, most longtime Cadet Programs Officers say 
the new tools are making a real difference. 

Awards.  CAP has more award programs than can be listed here. Two awards introduced in late 2006, 
the Sorenson and Cadet Program Mission awards (see CAPR 52-16, chapter 2) – recognize excellence 
in Cadet Programs. In turn, it is hoped that the awards programs motivate individual and units to excel 
and therefore boost cadet retention. The “Quality Cadet Unit Award” is a new proposal whereby any 
unit that meets certain objective criteria qualifies (compare that to the Squadron of Merit, which is 
awarded to only one unit per wing). Information on this proposal is available in the Cadet Proving 
Grounds. 

Technology.  On the technological front, CAP has been introducing new programs to make life easier 
for its members. As the CAP website and E-Services has matured, CAP has equipped members with 
more tools to manage their units and relieved some of the administrative burden. Less paperwork 
means more time for seniors to focus on the cadets. Perhaps the biggest opportunity here is in online 
testing, allowing cadets to attempt their tests at their convenience and at home, which could help 
them earn more promotions per year. It’s no secret that successful cadets are more apt to renew than 
the cadet who earns just one or two stripes per year. The National Board approved online achievement 
testing at the Winter 2009 meeting. National Headquarters is currently developing the necessary 
software and the program is expected to launch in 2010. 

In short, CAP has introduced several innovations in curriculum, award programs, and technology to 
help boost cadet retention. The chart on the next page lists only some of those new resources and 
programs. Still, those initiatives have not been enough. Our retention rate remains unchanged. We 
need to include the policy sphere in our mix of solutions. 
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TEN POLICY SOLUTIONS 
 
We return to the question that opened this paper, “What are the fundamental requirements any cadet 
unit would have to meet if it has a chance of being successful?” If CAP leaders can agree what those 
fundamentals are and mandate them in the cadet regulation, we’ll be raising our lowest common 
denominator. We would essentially be defining the minimum level of support a squadron and wing 
must provide to its cadets. New commanders would benefit from having key fundamentals identified in 
the regulation, giving them the guidance they want and need. In turn, cadet life as it is experienced in 
the squadron could be much improved. 

At first glance, this strategy may appear to place the retention burden solely on the squadrons, but 
that’s not the case. National Headquarters would continue to lead the effort in curriculum and 
technology. Wings and groups, as the organizations charged with mentoring unit commanders and 
hosting a fair number of cadet activities, would have an even greater responsibility to support the 
squadrons.  

What follows is a list of ten fundamentals that most Cadet Programs Officers would agree are 
essential if a cadet unit has any chance of being successful. The policies corresponding to those Cadet 
Program fundamentals are included in the attached draft addition to CAPR 52-16. 
 

Fundamental  Proposed Policy 

Trained Leaders Staff the unit with at least two graduates of the Training Leaders of 
Cadets course  

Annual Goals Discuss plans for the coming year and set goals to guide the unit 

Weekend Activities Offer at least one “Saturday” activity per month, which can be 
sponsored by wing, group, or a neighboring unit 

Meeting Schedules Draft, coordinate, and approve a detailed meeting schedule about one 
week in advance of each weekly squadron meeting 

Orientation Flights As funds allow, fly cadets within 90 days of their joining CAP, and fly 
every cadet at least once per year; this would be a wing-level responsibility 
because not every squadron has access to aircraft and pilots 

Activities Calendar Maintain and distribute a calendar of activities 

Orientation Program Provide each cadet with a thorough introduction to CAP (e.g.: Cadet 
Great Start) 

Recruiting Campaign Attempt to grow the unit by conducting a recruiting campaign or open 
house (e.g.: using Cadet Great Start) at least once each year  

Attendance Roster Monitor cadet attendance and reach out to cadets who have not been 
participating in unit activities 

Morale Listen to cadets and work to satisfy their needs 
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MAKING BEST PRACTICES STANDARD 
Suggested policy additions for CAPR 52,16, Cadet Program Management 
    
 
1-5.  Wing and Squadron Support of Cadet Life* 
The squadron is the Cadet Program’s most important organizational unit because it is where cadets 
receive the majority of their training. Wings also provide vital support, most especially by offering 
weekend and summer activities. This section prescribes the level of support cadet units are expected 
to provide their cadets.  
 
a. Five Key Traits.  Unit commanders should incorporate the following five key traits of cadet life 
into all cadet activities. For an expanded discussion of these traits, see CAPP 216, Cadet Programs 
Officer Handbook & Specialty Track Study Guide [2009 edition].  
 1. The Cadet Uniform.  The uniform, and the related military aspects of cadet life motivate 
cadets. The proper wear of the uniform is essential during all cadet activities. 
 2. Opportunity to Lead.  To develop their leadership skills, ranking cadets need the freedom to 
make decisions, plan events, and build their team, under adult guidance.  
 3. Aerospace Theme.  A love of flying is the thread that runs through all three CAP missions. 
Every cadet activity should include some type of aerospace theme, as the term “aerospace” is broadly 
understood. 
 4. Challenge.  The Cadet Program serves young adults, not children. As such, every cadet 
activity should include age appropriate ways to challenge cadets physically, academically, or morally.  
 5. Fun. The Cadet Program is not an extension of school or work. Cadet activities ought to be 
fun, with unit commanders monitoring cadet morale. 
 
b. Adult Leadership.  No cadet unit can succeed without knowledgeable adult leadership. Every 
cadet unit must have at least two graduates of the Training Leaders of Cadets course (described in 
paragraph 1.3) assigned to its staff.  
 
c. Unit Goals.  Every cadet unit will establish annual goals for its Cadet Program, describing the 
activities, projects, and new endeavors the unit plans to accomplish in support of its cadets during the 
coming year. Goals are to be specific and measurable. For suggestions on how to create “SMART 
Goals,” see CAPP 52-15, Cadet Staff Handbook, and Figure 1 below. 
 
d. Contact Hours.  
 1. Weekly Squadron Meetings. Most squadrons meet weekly for 2 or 2.5 hours. In squadrons 
sponsored by middle and high schools, commanders may adopt a more innovative schedule, but the 
goal of providing approximately 2.5 contact hours per week remains. Likewise, although discouraged, 
units may meet less often than once per week, with the goal of providing approximately 9 contact 
hours per month. 
 2. Weekend Activities.  Once per month, every cadet unit not sponsored by a school will offer 
its cadets an opportunity to participate in at least one special event beyond the weekly squadron 
meeting. Events conducted in partnership with a neighboring unit or sponsored by the group or wing 
headquarters satisfy this requirement. Wings or groups will offer host at least one cadet activity per 
quarter. See Figure 2 for suggestions on how to meet this goal without overwhelming local resources. 
 3. Cadet Flying.  Survey data shows that the opportunity to fly is the most common reason 
youth choose to become CAP cadets. Working with their squadrons, the wing is expected to provide 
_____________________ 
*  This section starts with paragraph 1-5 because that is where this draft language would best fit in the cadet regulation. 
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each cadet with an orientation flight in CAP or military aircraft within 90 days of their joining CAP. 
Further, wings will provide each cadet with at least one flight per year, if funds are available. See 
chapter 4 and CAPP 52-7, Cadet Orientation Flight Syllabus, for more information. 
 4. Attendance Policies. Cadets are required to participate actively in the local unit if they are to 
progress in the Cadet Program. School sponsored units may supplement this rule at the discretion of 
the unit commander and school principal. Any school-related function is considered an excused absence.  
 
e. Unit Calendars & Activity Schedules.  There are four key tools for planning squadron cadet 
programs. For detailed guidance, see Figure 3 below and CAPP 52-15, Cadet Staff Handbook. 
 1. Annual Calendar.  Each cadet unit will maintain a calendar listing all cadet events the unit 
plans to host or participate in during the coming year. Unit commanders are required to establish a 
means of sharing the calendar with cadets and their parents (e.g.: via a website or email bulletin). 
 2. Quarterly Framework.  Units are encouraged to organize their weekly meetings around a 
master schedule based on a 13-week quarter. School sponsored units may choose to create master 
schedules based on the term or semester. By following a quarterly schedule, units are sure to fulfill the 
cadets’ minimum training requirements, while allowing ample time to complete special projects. 
 3. Weekly Squadron Meeting Schedules.  Approximately one week in advance of each weekly 
squadron meeting, unit commanders will ensure that a written schedule is created and distributed 
outlining what the unit aims to accomplish during its next meeting. Although no set format is required, 
a suggested template is included in CAPP 52-15, Cadet Staff Handbook. 
 4. Special Activity Schedules. Any time the unit conducts a special event beyond the weekly 
squadron meeting, the unit commander will ensure that a written schedule is created in advance, 
outlining what the unit aims to accomplish at that event. Ideally, all major weekend activities will be 
included on the unit’s annual calendar. At a minimum, special events should be announced 2 or 3 
weeks in advance, to allow cadets time to plan accordingly. 
 
f. Metrics.  
 1. Cadet Recruitment.  All cadet units are expected to strive for positive growth from year-to-
year, and to have a plan for conducting at least one recruiting campaign or open house each year. Units 
who conduct Cadet Great Start using CAPP 52-9 at least once per year satisfy this requirement.  
 2. Cadet Orientation.  All cadet units must have a systematic plan for orientating new cadets. 
This plan will identify how the unit will introduce prospective cadets to the opportunities available to 
them in the Cadet Program, how the unit will meet the new cadets’ training needs so they can 
complete Achievement 1 within 60 days of joining CAP, and how the unit will develop a partnership 
with the new cadets’ parents.  Units that conduct the Cadet Great Start program using CAPP 52-9 at 
least once per year satisfy this requirement.  
 3. Cadet Retention.  All cadet units will maintain attendance rosters and monitor their cadet 
membership retention rate, especially for first year cadets. If a first-year cadet does not attend a cadet 
activity within the previous 30 days, the unit commander will ensure someone contacts that cadet to 
invite them to participate more actively, or learn why they have not been attending CAP events. Any 
unit that can show it actively reaches out to absent cadets satisfies this intent of this metric. 
 4. Cadet Morale.  During inspections from higher headquarters, the inspecting officers will 
casually meet with random cadets to gauge their morale, in an effort to determine if the unit is offering 
a quality cadet program. Because “morale” is inherently subjective, it will be measured informally. The 
inspecting officer’s role is to share observations about morale with the unit commander and offer 
suggestions on how to improve cadet life. 
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SMART GOALS 

“SMART” goals are Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, and Tangible. In simple, but direct 
language, they explain what a squadron aims to do. They are “dreams with deadlines.” Some examples 
of SMART goals that a cadet squadron might adopt include: 

!  Form, outfit, and train a cadet color guard proficient in all standard color guard maneuvers. March in our 

townÕs Memorial Day and VeteransÕ Day parades and compete in the wing color guard competition.   

OPR*:  Leadership Education Officer & Cadet First Sergeant 

!  Participate in the model rocketry program. Provide classroom training leading to the squadron building 

and launching model rockets, using the CAP Model Rocketry handbook as a guide. Have 15 cadets earn 

their rocketry badges. Investigate the possibility of inviting local Cub Scouts to attend a rocket launch. 

OPR:   Aerospace Education Officer  

!  Conduct a Cadet Open House in May and September, targeted at the 7th and 8th grade students in our 

local area. Orientate cadets using the Cadet Great Start program. By yearÕs end, have increased cadet 

membership by 10%.  

OPR:   Deputy Commander for Cadets & Cadet Commander 

It is more important that the unit’s leadership team, including ranking cadets, work through the 
process of asking themselves, “Where do we want to take our squadron?” than it is for the unit to 
produce a document that meets certain formatting standards.  

* OPR:  Office of Primary Responsibility – the staff officer(s) tasked with leading the unit’s efforts on a project 

Figure 1.  Sample Annual “SMART” Goals 
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WEEKEND ACTIVITIES 
 
The Goal:  Ensure cadets have an opportunity to attend at least one weekend event (something 
beyond the weekly unit meeting) per month. This goal can be met without overwhelming local 
resources by working with wing and/or group headquarters and neighboring squadrons. In the 
example below, the local squadron is hosting only 1 activity per quarter, on average, and yet still 
provides its cadets with at least one special event per month. 
 
Month Sponsored by  Sponsored by 
 Our Squadron Wing, Group, or Another Squadron 
 

January Field trip to state aviation museum  

February  Wing Cadet NCO Academy 

March  Spring bivouac with XYZ Squadron  

 

April Cadet Orientation Flights   

May Memorial Day Parade      

June  Model Rocketry Day with XYZ Squadron 

 

July  Summer Encampment 

August Day Hike: Mt. Curry        

September  Airshow at Curry AFB, coordinated by Wing 

 

October Cadet Orientation Flights 

November  Wing Color Guard Competition 

December  Wing Cadet Ball 

 

Figure 2.  Sample Schedule of Weekend Events 
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Basic Requirements for Planning Squadron Cadet Programs 
Annual Goals 
chart a course for the 
unit, identifying the 
unit’s “dreams with 
deadlines” 

What do we want to 
accomplish this year? 

 

 

Annual Calendar 
a frequently-updated 
tool showing the year’s 
major events, especially 
the projects mentioned 
in the Annual Goals 

When will we host our 
major events?  
 

 

Quarterly Framework 
identifies the main task 
or “theme” of each 
weekly meeting during a 
13-week quarter  

What training do we 
provide to cadets and 
when, generally 
speaking?  

 

  

Weekly Meeting 
Schedule 
explains in detail what 
classes and activities are 
taking place, how much 
time is needed to 
complete them, and who 
is leading them 

What are we doing next 
meeting? Who is 
leading those activities?  

 
Helpful Tips 

Brainstorm and imagine 
new possibilities for the 
unit 

Revisit the goals quarterly 
to check status and refocus 
efforts 

Make goals known to 
everyone in the unit 

Include all major events on 
the annual calendar, at the 
beginning of the year 

Update the calendar 
throughout the year, as new 
events are announced 

Share the calendar with all 
members of the unit, 
including cadets’ parents 

Strive to announce all 
weekend activities a few 
weeks in advance so 
members can plan 
accordingly 

Use the quarterly 
framework to ensure 
cadets receive the training 
they need to advance in the 
program 

Take advantage of the 
framework’s allowance for 
“special training” time each 
week 

Communicate the 
framework to everyone so 
they know what events are 
likely to happen on a given 
week 

Prepare the schedule in 
detail about 1 week in 
advance 

Include administrative 
tasks and also list the 
announcements that need 
to be made 

Share the schedule with all 
concerned, especially staff, 
so instructors come 
prepared 

 

Who & When 

Developed by unit 
leadership team, including 
ranking cadets 

Published at the beginning 
of year 

Developed by the unit 
activities officer or a cadet 
officer at the beginning of 
the year 

Maintained throughout the 
year 

Developed by the unit 
leadership team at the 
beginning of the year 

Maintained throughout the 
year (there is little need for 
updating) 

Drafted by a senior member 
or cadet officer and 
approved by the commander 
or deputy 

Published about 1 week in 
advance 

 

Figure 3.  Four Tools for Planning Squadron Cadet Programs 
 



11 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
 
1. What happens if a squadron falls short in adhering to the new policies? 
If a unit is not following a policy, they may receive a finding when inspected by higher headquarters. In 
turn, the unit commander will need to explain how the unit will correct the problem (just like they 
would with any other finding). Likewise, the group or wing will see that the unit needs help. More 
importantly, one would hope that the new policies will be helpful simply by educating commanders on 
what it takes to run a successful cadet unit. 
 
2. Is there a prescribed format for the goals, calendar, meeting schedules, etc.?    
No.  If we set a format, there will be a tendency to focus on compliance with that format, at the 
expense of overlooking the larger issues. What matters is that leaders work through a process. Did you 
agree on some goals for the unit, and are you working toward them? Do you plan your weekly meetings 
in detail? Can members turn to an up-to-date calendar to see what cadet events are coming up? 
 
3. Are there any new recordkeeping requirements associated with these policies? 
No. There is no requirement to send copies of schedules, calendars, goals, etc., up to group or wing 
headquarters. However, during staff assistance visits or inspections, the unit should be ready to show 
visitors samples of their resources and demonstrate that they are following the regulation’s guidelines. 
 
4. When will these policies take effect? 
The conversation is just beginning. You’ve been reading a proposal, not a definitive announcement of 
new policy. Let your Director of Cadet Programs know your thoughts. If you have ideas on how to 
make this plan stronger, please speak up. 
 
 
FINAL THOUGHT 
 
The Boy Scouts have a slogan, “Every Scout deserves a trained leader.” Scouting has set minimum 
expectations regarding how their local units conduct their program. Who would dare say our cadets 
deserve less?  
 
Our most experienced Cadet Programs Officers know what it takes to make a cadet unit flourish. The 
trade secrets and best practices that our most successful squadrons live by ought to become standard 
operating procedure for all cadet units. To improve cadet retention, we must strengthen the policies 
governing how squadrons and wings support cadet life. 
 


