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Keeping Your Integrity

By Dr. Christopher Thurber

Even in this tough economy, camps must continue to teach
kids what is really important in life

ealthy enrolment is on every

camp director’s mind during this

North ~ American  recession.
However, filling bunks and bus seats
shouldn’t compromise your youth devel-
opment ideals.

Camp directors are a courageous bunch,
vet I shudder whenever T hear a director
rationalize policy erosion by explaining,
“that’s what kids today are used to.”

I've heard this apology for all kinds of
lapses in camp standards. “Of course we let
them bring their personal music players.
That’s what they're used to,” or “We can’t
tell them not to wear flip-flops. It’s what
they’re used to,” or “We don’t want to take
away junk food at snack time. They’re used
to getting that ar home.”

The subtext of these conciliatory state-
ments is that by making camp more like the
youth culture at home or at school, camps
will be able to attract more campers. And
although I don’t have the hard data to sup-
port my intuition, I do have compelling
anecdotes of exceptions that prove the rule:
for 150 vyears, the success of organized
youth summer camps has rested on the cul-
tural contrast between camp and every-
thing else.

Whereas cities and towns had pollution
and crime, camps had fresh air and civility.
Whereas schools had lengthy lectures and
harsh teachers, camps offered experiential
learning and fun-loving counsellors.
Whereas homes depended on technological
innovations ranging from stovetops to tele-
phones and now to computers, camps
depended on fires, storytelling and living in
harmony with nature. The central appeal of
camps — both for parents and children —
has focused on what youth of the day were
expressly not used to. For their part, camp
directors have carried the iconoclastic torch
that has lighted the way for millions and
millions of young people to discover what
is really important in life. And it’s been
working beautifully. Now is not the time to
let down your guard.

Three recent examples of successfully
directing a camp with integrity stand out in
my mind. Each illustrates a repeal of the
notion that camps should shape policies
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around “what kids are used to.” These case
studies show how mission-driven policies
benefit campers and appeal to parents, with
no net loss in enrolment. Heck, you might
even begin attracting more of the kind of
campers you long for.

One camp I've worked with for years
recently went 100 per cent acoustic. When
the director and senior statf finally had
enough with replacing “lost” iPods and
watching kids plug in and tune out, they
changed their
music policy to
electronic-free.
These days, when
you walk around
the camp mid-
season, you see
groups of
campers singing
classic and con-
temporary  songs
around a staff
member  who
plays the guitar,
violin or sax.

Campers, too, bring their acoustic instru-
ments to camp and form spontaneous folk,
rock and blues bands during free time.
There's more music at this camp than there
ever was, but these days it builds communi-
ty rather than substituting for it.

Another camp got so tired of watching
how much delicious food got thrown out at
the end of each meal, that they banned food
care packages and eliminated the afternoon
chips and cookie break. Although protests of
“...but that’s what they’re used to at home”
echoed for one off-season, the next summer
saw campers arriving at meals hungry for the
nutritious breakfasts, lunches and dinners the
chef had prepared for them. The money
saved in the commissary budget allowed the
camp to offer several tuition stipends to fam-

ilies in need and upgrade their vearbook to
colour from black and white.

A girls’ camp 1 know decided to dissolve
socio-economic  markers and  prevent
immodest dress in one fell swoop by moving
to simple uniforms: blue shorts and blue t-
shirts. No more divisions between the Juicy
Coutures and the Wal-Marts. This camp has
henceforth operated as a sensibly dressed
family whose arttention has shifted from
what one has to what one does, especially in
service to others. (As an added bonus, lost-
and-found is a nearly obsolete concept.)

So, as you gear up for this coming camp
season, consider where you

might hold your ground
rather than concede, “It’s
what they’re used to.” Design
policies that are congruent
with your camp’s mission,
rather than aligning yourself
with any social trends that
your gut objects to.
Practically  speaking,
this means two things: 1)
Communicate new policies
to campers, staff and par-
ents with a thoughtful
explanation of your ration-
ale. When your camp fam-
ily understands the mean-
ing behind your message,
they’ll embrace it with you;
2)  Communicate  your
camp’s value, both in how it
accelerates youth develop-
ment and in how it provides a
budget-minded family with cost-effective
recreation, education, and child-care all
rolled into one reliable package.

Leverage your sales pitch on all the
wonderful ways your camp is not at all
what a young person sitting at home
might experience. [
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