Getting the Most Out of Summer Camp

How often we hear from parents of new and returning campers, “My
best memories of child-hood are summer camp, and that’s what I want
for my child.” As a camp director, I have seen first-hand how rewarding
camp can be for children. I always feel such gratification when I see
campers walking arm in arm or working well as a team. Sleep-over
camps can and should be wonderful experiences for child-ren, but as a parent, you
have a responsibility to take several measures before your child comes to camp to
make sure she gets the most out of her camp experience.
Is Camp Right For Your Child?

The first decision parents must make is whether their child is ready for camp. Many
children have absolutely no interest in leaving home and going off to sleepover camp.
And oftentimes, especially if they have AD/HD, they are simply not ready. But there is a
lot to be said for the experiences a child can have at a sleepover camp. For instance,
social skills development is a critical component of the camp experience, which is
crucial for children with AD/HD. The “cabin” experience helps children learn to live with
others, share, and compromise. Children become members of a cabin, and often
consider their cabin-mates their new family. In fact, it is this cohesiveness that creates
great memories that last a lifetime. But you know your child best, and only you can
determine whether or not he is ready for and able to be in this type of environment.
Which Camp Is Best?

If you decide your child is ready for a sleepover camp, the next issue you must
contemplate is which camp you should send your child to – which one will offer him the
resources he needs to have a positive and enriching experience? Most general camps
offer activities such as outdoor recreational activities, arts and crafts, and music. At
camps specifically designed for children with AD/HD and similar disorders, carefully
trained staff work closely with children to teach them social skills, to heighten selfesteem, and to encourage maturation. This type of camp is the best choice for many
children with AD/HD.

Before making a decision, you should visit several sites to evaluate the camp
atmosphere, its safety features, its cleanliness, and other areas that are important to
you. Equally important, you must try to assess the camp’s human component, which will
ultimately determine whether your child will have a positive or negative experience.
Your initial contact will be with one of the directors. You will probably not be able to
inter-view your child’s counselor, but you can and should speak with the director. If
geography permits, schedule a personal interview; if not, be sure to spend enough time
on the telephone to obtain the answers to the following questions: n Is the director
comfortable answering questions?

Does she understand your concerns and have a sense of who your child is?
Does she ask you the right questions about your child?
How does the camp handle homesickness?
Are children ever asked to leave camp and under what circumstances?
What criteria does the camp use in hiring cabin counselors?
Are counselors ever fired, and why?
How do they distribute medication?
How willing is the director to let you and your child visit the camp before it begins?

Is the camp accredited by the American Camping Association?

Y ou should feel comfortable with the answers to each of these questions.
Once you’ve decided on a camp, it is crucial that you check references. You may even
want to speak with other parents who’ve sent their children to the camp you’ve chosen
and to those whose child is not returning to the camp. The bottom line: do your
homework.
Dealing with Separation Anxiety

Once you’ve made the decision on a camp, the next issue that you will have to deal
with concerns separa-tion. Many new campers, (and sometimes returning campers),
may not want to come to camp because they are fearful of being away from home. Your
child may be expressing serious doubts or even verbalizing a total unwillingness to go
to camp as a result of this fear. As a parent, you can take several steps to ease these
concerns. First, sit down with your child and review camp brochures, videos, and other
materials. As you read the literature and watch the videos, make sure to draw parallels
between the world of camp and your child’s life. Some youngsters will watch camp
videos several times, which can be very helpful in helping him become familiar with
camp life. Second, acknowledge your child’s concerns. Don’t simply brush off your
child’s anxiety as if her feelings are insignificant. This will only lead to further distress. At
the same time, be careful not to dwell on the anxiety or fuel it with your own fears of
separation. (No one ever said being a parent was easy!) You may consider saying: “I
know you are worried about going off to camp. That’s a completely normal feeling, but I
know you are going to have a great time. Just think of all the fun things you’re going to
do. You’re going to get to go swimming, riding in a boat, driving go-karts, and all those
other things we saw on the video.”

Some children ask the “Tug on the Heartstrings” questions, like, “What do I do if I feel
sick?” or “Who will talk to me if I’m lonely?” or “What if nobody likes me?” Remember
that these questions are generally meant to have one effect: to make you second-guess
your decision about sending your child to camp and consider keeping him at home.
While you certainly should respond to these questions, be mindful not to dwell on them
for too long. Some suggested responses include: “You don’t have to worry, that’s just
why we chose this camp – they understand kids. Remember, you will have great
counselors who will be with you all the time. You can go to them if you’re not feeling well
or if you want to talk. Just be yourself and you’ll make plenty of friends.”

Some children fare better if they are able to actually see where they will be staying, so
you may consider taking a trip to visit the camp during counselor orientation, before the
camp session officially begins. This way, your child will have an opportunity not only to
see his cabin and the facilities, but to actually meet counselors.

To help your child make a smooth transition, you should write to her every day. Don’t
forget to start the letters at least a week before departure. Letters should be short and
funny, and they should ask questions about camp, which takes the focus off of home.
Funny cards and picture postcards are great, too. Be careful not to include too much
information about what’s going on at home, for then your child might feel she is missing
out on something exciting. And try to avoid telling your child how much you miss her, or
how your life has come to a halt in her absence! Short declarations of love such as,
“We’re so proud of you,” or “We love you”, or “See you real soon” are just what children
want to hear. Putting a small gift in the letter or sending packages is another treat your
child will appreciate.

If there is a problem at home don’t include it in your letters. Call the director and
together determine the best way to deal with the situation. Many camps do not permit
telephone calls between children and their parents. However, the communication
between the camp and the parents should be open and on-going.

Camp can and should be one of the highlights of your child’s experiences in life. The
suggestions in this article may help you find the camp that is right for your child and
smooth over some of the wrinkles that often accompany a child’s first “away-from-home”
experience.
Regina Skyer is one of the five directors of Summit Camp, a camp located in
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