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How To Choose a Summer Camp

A Comprehensive Guide for Parents and Guardians

Introduction

Welcome to "How to Choose a Summer Camp: A Comprehensive Guide for Parents and
Guardians." We know selecting the perfect summer camp for your child can be an
overwhelming task! It’s hard to know where to even begin your camp search, so we wrote this
step-by-step guide to help you in your journey.

The importance of a safe and fun summer camp experience extends far beyond just a break from
the academic school year. Camps are vibrant hubs, where children explore new activities, foster
unique skills, make lifelong friendships, build independence, and increase their self-confidence
and esteem.

This guide will walk you through every step, ensuring you make informed, confident decisions
about your child's summer camp adventure this year. Before you continue reading the guide, grab
a small notebook or notepad to take notes and help you set your goals.



Chapter 1: Defining Your Goals

Before diving into the vast sea of summer camp options, it's crucial to define what you and your
child hope to want in a summer experience. This chapter will guide you in setting clear,
purpose-driven goals for your summer camp choice.

o [Identifying Your Child's Interests Every child is unique, with their own set of
interests and passions. Start by observing your child during their free time. What
activities captivate them the most? Are they drawn to the arts, sports, sciences, or
perhaps a mix of these? Understanding these preferences is key to choosing a camp
where they will thrive and be excited to participate.

o Determining Your Objectives for Camp What are your aspirations for your child's
camp experience? Is it to foster independence, build specific skills, or maybe to
cultivate new friendships? Perhaps you're looking for a well-rounded camp
experience that balances fun and learning. Setting these objectives will help narrow
down the type of camp that aligns with your family's expectations.

e Age-Appropriate Considerations That perfect camp for teenagers may not be suitable
for younger kids. Consider the maturity and comfort level of your child. Are they
ready for an overnight camp (where they would leave home for a period of weeks or
months and “live” at camp during that period), or would a day camp (where they
would spend the day at camp but return home later the same afternoon or evening) be
more appropriate? Age-specific camps are designed to offer an optimal experience at
every stage of a child's development.

Grab your notebook and jot down your top three goals. With your goals set, now you’re ready to
take a look at different kinds of camps.



Chapter 2: Types of Summer Camps

Navigating through the different types of summer camps can be like exploring a new landscape,
each with its unique terrain and climate. This chapter will help you understand the nuances
between various camp types, aiding you in selecting the one that best fits your child's interests
and your family's needs. When choosing a camp, you'll typically encounter two primary
categories: day programs versus residential programs, and traditional camps as opposed to
specialty programs. An equally significant consideration, often overlooked, is the camp's
accreditation.

® Day Camps vs. Overnight Camps Day camps are a great introduction to the camp
experience, especially for younger children. They usually run during the day,
allowing children to return home in the evenings. Overnight camps, also known as
residential camps, offer a more immersive experience, with children staying at the
camp for a week or longer. This type of camp is beneficial for fostering independence
and deeper social connections, and typically more suitable for older and/or mature
kids who are comfortable sleeping away from home.

o Traditional Camps vs. Specialty Camps Traditional camps are often the image that
comes to mind when people think of summer camps. These types of camps offer a
wide range of activities like swimming, hiking, and arts and crafts, fostering a
well-rounded experience. On the other hand, specialty camps focus on specific
interests or skills, such as science, music, drama, or sports. These camps are ideal if
your child wants to delve deeper into a particular area or theme.

o Camp Accreditation When exploring camp options, accreditation status can be a
crucial indicator of quality and safety. Accredited camps have met specific standards
and are often committed to continuous improvement. Accreditation is a seal of
approval from a recognized authority, indicating that a camp has met pre-determined
standards of quality in terms of programming, safety, and staff qualifications. Here's
how you can understand and assess a camp's accreditation:

m Understanding Accreditation Bodies: Familiarize yourself with the major
accrediting bodies for summer camps, such as the American Camp
Association (ACA) in the United States. These organizations set industry
standards and regularly assess participating camps to ensure compliance.

m Verifying a Camp's Accreditation: Visit the accrediting body's official
website to verify a camp's accreditation status. Accredited camps are usually



proud to display this credential and will often provide this information on their
own websites as well.

m Benefits of Choosing an Accredited Camp: Accredited camps have
demonstrated their commitment to a safe and enriching camp environment.
These camps have undergone a thorough review process and meet essential
standards in areas such as health, safety, program quality, and staff training.

m Understanding the Accreditation Criteria: Get familiar with the criteria
used by accrediting bodies. This can include staff-to-camper ratios, staff
background checks and qualifications, health and safety policies, and program
development and implementation.

m Continuous Improvement and Oversight: Accreditation is not a one-time
event. Accredited camps are subject to regular reviews and must demonstrate
continuous improvement. This ongoing oversight is a key factor in
maintaining high standards.

By now you should have a clearer idea of what type of camp you are looking for! Keep taking
notes in your notepad — you should now have an outline of both your goals AND some key
specifics that are most important to you.



Chapter 3: Location and Duration

The setting and length of a summer camp can significantly influence your child's experience.
This chapter will provide you with factors to consider when choosing the camp's location and
duration. There are two main criteria to consider here — where the camp is located, especially
with regard to your home, and how long the programs being offered are.

e Choosing the Right Camp Location A camp’s location sets the backdrop for your
child's summer adventure. Whether it's the serene setting of a lakeside camp, the
rustic charm of a mountain retreat, or the vibrant energy of an urban camp, the right
location can enrich the camp experience. Consider the travel distance, the
environment, and the types of activities the setting supports.

o Length of the Camp Session Summer camps can vary in length, from a week-long
adventure to a whole summer journey. Consider what length of time is suitable for
your child, especially if it's their first camp experience. Shorter sessions can be a
gentle introduction, while longer sessions offer more depth and a stronger community
feel.

Special Note About Location Regarding Proximity to Home

The location of the camp relative to where you live plays a significant role in your child's camp
experience, particularly for younger campers or those attending camp for the first time. Choosing
a camp close to home can smooth the transition into the camp environment, providing comfort to
both the child and the parents. This proximity allows for easier logistics when it comes to
drop-offs and pick-ups, and it offers the convenience of attending any parent-involved activities
or family days the camp might organize.

On the flip side, choosing a camp a bit farther away can be a valuable opportunity for your child.
It introduces them to new surroundings, potentially exposing them to diverse natural landscapes
or cultural experiences that differ from their usual environment. This distance can foster
independence and resilience as children learn to adapt and thrive in new settings.

Additionally, many day camps recognize the needs of working parents and offer structured
transportation services as part of the enrollment package. This benefit can be a game-changer,
providing a hassle-free solution for parents juggling busy schedules. It ensures that children can
enjoy the full camp experience without transportation logistics becoming a barrier.



Ultimately, whether you opt for a camp close to home or a bit farther away, the decision should
balance convenience, the potential for new experiences, and what feels right for your family's
unique situation.

Grab your notepad again, because you should really be narrowing down your perfect camp
choice by now!



Chapter 4: Costs and Financial
Considerations

While no one loves thinking about the financial aspect or choosing a camp, at this point in your
selection process it’s important to set some financial parameters. Navigating the financial aspects
of summer camp is as crucial as choosing the right program. This chapter will discuss the various
costs associated with summer camps, providing a clear breakdown of what to expect and how to
manage your budget effectively.

Understanding Camp Fees

Camp fees form the basis of your camp budget, encompassing a variety of charges that
contribute to your child's camp experience. These fees can vary significantly based on the camp's
offerings, duration, and location. Here's how to navigate through them:

e Tuition: This is the primary cost and typically includes the core program and
activities. Understand what is covered under tuition to avoid surprises later.

e Special Activities: Some camps offer unique activities or excursions that may not be
included in the basic tuition. Be sure to inquire about the costs for these special
offerings.

e Transportation: If the camp provides transportation or you need to arrange travel to
and from the camp, factor these costs into your budget.

e Materials: Check if there are additional costs for materials, especially for specialty
camps that focus on arts, sciences, or sports. (In many cases, these will be included
but it’s important to make sure.)

Start to Create Your Budget

Beyond primary camp fees, various ancillary costs can accumulate. A comprehensive budget
ensures you're financially prepared, avoiding any unexpected strain:

e List All Potential Expenses: Catalog everything from gear and uniforms to spending
money and travel costs. Leave no stone unturned.

o Create a Budget Spreadsheet: Use a spreadsheet to track your expenses
meticulously. This visual breakdown helps in identifying areas where adjustments
might be necessary.

e Plan for the Unexpected: Reserve a contingency fund for unexpected expenses,
ensuring you're covered for those unanticipated moments.



e Save Early: Cultivate a habit of saving for camp well in advance. Regular, small
contributions can ease the financial burden significantly as the camp season nears.

e Involve Your Child: Engaging your child in the budgeting process can be an
enlightening experience, instilling values of financial responsibility and planning.

Exploring Financial Aid and Scholarships

Some camps offer both financial aid and scholarships to make camp experiences accessible and
affordable. Here's how to tap into these resources:

e Research Early: Begin your search for financial aid early, as resources may be
limited and demand high.

e Check with the Camp: Directly inquire with the camp about their financial aid
programs or sliding scale fees. Each camp may have its own set of guidelines and
application procedures.

e Explore Community Organizations: Local entities often offer financial support for
summer activities. Investigate opportunities within community organizations,
religious institutions, or clubs.

o Look for Specialized Scholarships: Seek out scholarships aimed at specific
demographics, interests, or talents. These can provide substantial support for your
child's summer camp fees.

e Understand the Application Process: Keep abreast of application deadlines,
necessary documentation, and the overall process to ensure a smooth application.

e Consider Payment Plans: If outright financial aid isn't an option, explore whether
the camp offers payment plans, allowing you to spread the cost over a more extended
period.

After this chapter you should have a better idea of what your summer budget looks like. Keep
taking notes and give yourself a price range as you continue to narrow down. Your budget can be
per day, per week or per summer, whichever works best for you!



Chapter 5: Camp Activities and Programs

The heart of every camp experience lies in its activities and programs. These experiences shape
your child’s memories and skills. This chapter will explore how to evaluate a camp's offerings to
ensure they align with your child's interests and your family's goals. This chapter expands on
what we covered in Chapter 2 in more detail. Look at your notes from that chapter and keep
them in mind while reading this section.

Exploring Camp Activities Summer camps offer a wide variety of activities ranging
from outdoor adventures, arts and crafts to academic enrichment. Understanding the
range and type of activities available can help you gauge if the camp will captivate
and engage your child. It’s also important to consider the balance between structured
activities and free time, allowing children the space to explore and create their own
experiences.

Balancing Education and Fun While summer is a time for relaxation and fun, it can
also be an opportunity for learning and development. Many camps offer educational
programs blended with fun activities, keeping campers’ minds active while still
providing a break from the traditional classroom setting. Consider camps that offer a
mix of educational content and recreational activities to provide a holistic experience
for your child.

Specialized Programs and Themes Some camps offer specialized programs or
themed weeks, which can be particularly appealing if your child has specific interests
or passions. These programs provide a deeper dive into subjects like space, nature,
coding, or the performing arts. When choosing a specialized camp, consider the
expertise of the staff, the structure of the program, and how it aligns with your child’s
interests.

By now you should have a clear idea of what you are looking for in a summer program and
should be ready to focus on just a handful of programs to make your final choice!



Chapter 6: Camp Facilities and Safety

The quality of facilities and the standard of safety measures are critical factors in choosing a
summer camp. This chapter will guide you through evaluating a camp's infrastructure and
understanding their safety protocols.

Evaluating Camp Facilities Camp facilities make all the difference in ensuring your
child will have a safe and enjoyable experience. Most camps will have detailed
pictures and videos and even camp maps of their site on their website. Also check
their social media for more! Here are some key areas you might consider evaluating:

m Camp Site: What is the campsite like? Does it meet your expectations? Some
examples for research are: for an academic camp, what are the study areas like?
For a resident camp, are the sleeping quarters comfortable, clean, and safe? For a
waterfront camp, where is the camp in proximity to the waterfront?

m Dining Facilities: For camps that provide food service, what is the dining area
like? Is it clean and well-organized?

m  Recreational Areas: Evaluate the condition and safety of recreational facilities
such as swimming pools, sports fields, and indoor spaces. Look for
well-maintained equipment and safe play areas.

m Medical Facilities: Check for an on-site medical center or infirmary and inquire
about the proximity to the nearest hospital. Understand the qualifications of the
medical staff and their availability during camp hours.

Health and Safety Considerations Ensuring the camp prioritizes health and safety is
non-negotiable. Here’s how you can understand and assess a camp's commitment to
safety:

m  Medical Staff and Protocols: Confirm that qualified medical staff are on-site and
available 24/7. Understand their protocols for handling minor injuries,
administering medication, and responding to health emergencies. Camps with a
full-time nurse on staff is an added bonus and can provide extra peace of mind.

m Safety Training and Certifications: Inquire about the safety training provided to
staft, including certifications in first aid, CPR, and any other relevant
qualifications.

m Policies and Procedures: Review the camp's policies on health and safety,
including their approach to supervision, bullying, and behavioral issues.
Understand their procedures for communicating with parents in case of an
emergency.



m  Water Safety: If the camp involves water activities, check for lifeguards'
presence and inquire about swimming tests/evaluations and safety measures for
water-based activities.

m  Sun and Heat Safety: Understand the camp's protocols for protecting children
from sun exposure and heat, including the availability of shade, enforced
hydration breaks, and the use of sunscreen.

o Staff-to-Child Ratios A lower staff-to-child ratio can significantly enhance the safety
and quality of the camp experience. Here’s what to consider:

m  Supervision Levels: Understand the typical supervision levels during different
activities and times of the day. Confirm that the ratios meet or exceed state and
industry standards.

m Staff Background and Training: Inquire about the hiring process for camp staff,
including background checks and child protection training.

m  Specialized Staff: For camps offering specialized activities (like horseback
riding, archery, or water sports), ensure that qualified instructors are leading these
activities.

That was a big chapter! Your notes should be very detailed by now and you should have at least
one or two camps that are front runners in your search.



Chapter 7: Reviews and
Recommendations

Now that you have at least one camp as a front runner, it’s time to check feedback from other
parents. In the digital age, reviews and recommendations are invaluable resources when choosing
a summer camp. This chapter will provide strategies for gathering and interpreting feedback
from various sources.

® Gathering Recommendations from Friends and Family Start with your personal
network. First-hand recommendations from friends, family, or colleagues can provide
honest insights into a camp's operations and the experiences their children had. It's as
easy as asking a friend what camps their children have attended, and what their
experiences there were.

® Online Reviews Online reviews and ratings on official websites, forums, or social
media can offer a broader perspective on a camp's reputation and the experiences of a
larger group of people. Learn how to discern genuine reviews from promotional
content and consider the overall sentiment of the feedback.

o Contacting Previous Campers and Parents Many camps have parent references they
give out. You can often speak directly with parents who have first-hand experience
with the camp and can offer invaluable insights. Here's a list of questions you might
consider asking to get a comprehensive understanding of their experience; base your
questions on the topics that are most important to you a parent and consumer:

m  Overall Experience: What was your overall impression of the camp? Did it meet
your expectations?

m Camp Environment: Can you describe the atmosphere of the camp? Was it more
laid-back or structured?

m  Staff Interaction: How did the camp staff interact with the children? Were they
attentive and approachable?

m Safety and Care: How does the camp handle safety and healthcare? Were there
any issues or concerns during your child's stay?

m Activities and Programs: Which activities did your child enjoy the most? How
do you feel about the balance between educational and recreational content?

m  Accommodations and Facilities: What were the living and dining conditions
like? Were the facilities well-maintained and clean?



Improvements or Critiques: Was there anything you or your child didn't enjoy,
or that you think could be improved?

Re-enrollment: Would you consider sending your child back to this camp? Why
or why not?

Adyvice for New Parents: What advice or tips would you give to parents
considering this camp for their child?



Chapter 9: Visiting and Interviewing Camps

If possible, geographically and financially, a visit to the camp can be an invaluable step in the
selection process, offering insights that brochures or websites can't provide. This chapter will
discuss the benefits of visiting camps and what to look for during your visit.

o The Importance of Camp Visits Visiting a camp in person can give you a real sense
of the environment, the staff, and the daily operations. This section will cover the
benefits of a visit and how to arrange one with the camp administration.

® Questions to Ask Camp Directors When visiting a camp or interviewing the camp
director, having a set of prepared questions can be very helpful. Come prepared with
a list of questions you can create from this guide and your own notes. Your questions
can cover anything and everything from staff qualifications to emergency procedures.

® Observing Camp Activities and staff If your visit coincides with camp activities,
observing the interaction between staff and campers can be telling. Watch how
activities are led, how staff speak with and interact with children and how happy and
engaged the campers seem.

Many camps offer open houses or private tours for visits. If an in-person visit isn’t feasible, you
should be able to have a virtual visit or tour via Zoom or similar online media platform.



Chapter 9: Registration and Enrollment

Do you have your ideal camp narrowed down? Once you've picked the perfect camp, the next
step is to navigate the registration and enrollment process. This chapter will guide you through
this final phase before your child embarks on their summer adventure.

® Navigating the Registration Process Each camp will have a unique registration
process. They should have a section on their website specifically for registration. Pay
attention to application requirements and deadlines.

® Required Documentation Most camps require various forms of documentation, such
as medical records or consent forms. Keep track of what needs to be submitted and
when.

® Payment Options Understanding the payment options and schedules is crucial to
avoid any last-minute surprises. Check your budget and make sure you can afford the
program you have selected. Many camps only require an initial deposit for enrollment
with the balance due closer to the start of summer. Now is also the time to finalize
financial aid or scholarship requests. You may also want to look at refund policies in
the event your camper cannot attend for any reason



Chapter 10: Preparing Your Child for
Camp

You did it! You chose the perfect camp for your child and family. Now the summer countdown is
on. Prepping your family and child for camp will help to ensure a smooth and successful
summer.

Ensuring your child is ready for camp involves more than just packing the right gear. This
chapter will guide you through preparing your child physically, mentally, and emotionally for
their upcoming adventure.

® Packing Essentials Packing for camp can be a daunting task. Camp should provide
you with a comprehensive checklist of what to pack, including clothing, toiletries,
and other essentials. It will also cover what items to leave at home, ensuring your
child is well-prepared but not overloaded. Make sure all items are labeled with your
camper's name!

® Preparing Emotionally For many children, camp might be their first extended time
away from home. Let your camper know what camp they will be attending. Let them
see pictures and videos and visit the site if possible. This will help to foster a positive
mindset and building excitement for the camp will also be included. Let them know if
they have any friends who will be attending with them and what their day-to-day
schedule will look like. Ask if they have any questions or concerns.

® Health and Medical Considerations Ensuring your child's health and well-being at
camp is paramount. In your camp’s materials you should be able to provide them with
all applicable medical information for your child including health check-ups, medical
concerns or needs and vaccinations. It should also cover how to prepare any
medications your child might need and communicate specific health concerns with
camp staff.



Chapter 11: Celebrating the Camp
Experience

As this guide comes to a close, it's time to reflect on the journey you've embarked on to choose
the perfect summer camp for your child. From understanding your child's needs and interests to
evaluating camps and preparing for the experience, each step has been an integral part of the
process.

The summer camp experience is more than just a way to keep children engaged during summer
break. It's an opportunity for growth, learning, and creating lifelong memories. As you look back
on the decision-making process and the steps taken to ensure a rewarding camp experience,
remember that the efforts you made will have a lasting impact on your child's development and
memories.

Encourage your child to share their camp stories, the friendships they've made, the skills they've
learned, and the adventures they've embarked on. These stories are not just tales of summer days
but stepping stones in their journey of growth and independence.

As you close this chapter, remember that the journey of learning, exploring, and growing doesn't
end here. Each summer offers new opportunities, and the lessons learned through choosing a
summer camp can be applied to many other aspects of nurturing and guiding your child through
their journey of life.

We hope you are happy with your choice of camps and your child has the most amazing time at
camp this summer. Enjoy!



