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If you have attended a camping conference in the last 10 years, at some point you 

have uttered this statement: 
 

It‟s not really about the workshops and training sessions, it‟s really about the 
opportunity to connect with your peers.  I learn much more talking to my 

colleagues in the field than I do from the presentations and keynotes. 
 

Trail Heads has been an attempt to collect the best conversations, thoughts and ideas 
your colleagues have had throughout 2010.  When I put out the call for submissions, I 

asked people to tell us about the future of camping.  Where are we going?  Who will we 
be serving?  How will we be telling our stories?  Why is camping still relevant? 

 
Camp people responded.  I enjoyed reading each of these submissions, and I hope you 

do, as well.  At the end of each essay, the authors share their contact information so 
you can continue the conversation in 2011.  Remember, you no longer have to be at a 

conference to talk with your peers—you can shoot them an email, friend them on 

Facebook, connect with them on LinkedIn or follow them on Twitter. 
 

With the advent of social media, I have been shocked by the amount of content 
camping professionals have been willing to share with one another.  I have been even 

more shocked by how few people are taking advantage of these resources.  On the next 
page I have included the authors‘ websites, blogs or profiles.  Visit them.  Read what 

they have to share.  Let it fuel you onto your next great idea! 
 

Nathan Brant, CEO 
South Mountain YMCA Camp 

www.smymca.org 
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I have grown wary of experts.  For that matter, I have begun to avoid people who consider themselves 

to be professionals, specialists or authorities.  I have my reasons – there are only 3. 
 

Most experts have forgotten how to listen.  The role of an expert is to share their knowledge.  It 
is the rare authority on any given topic that is interested in hearing the ideas of others. 

 
Most experts have stopped learning because they believe they should have the answer (after 

all, she is the expert).  Once a person has been christened as an expert on a given topic, there is 
an unconscious pressure to ―have the answer‖ to every question on that topic.  That pressure can 

be so great that a person is rendered incapable of acquiring new knowledge.  He‘s the expert, 
right?  Shouldn‘t he have the answer already? 

 
Most experts cannot keep pace with our changing world.  The world is moving too quickly to put 

my faith in one person, regardless of his or her experience.  What worked five years ago in Topeka 
is old news.  Increasingly it seems what happened last year is irrelevant.   

 

My advice to people in places of leadership who wish to continue to learn and grow?  It‘s pretty simple.   
 

Listen intently.  Surround yourself with good listeners who are not afraid to share their 

ideas.  Seek out people who are as curious about their vocation as you are – or more so – and 

listen to them. 
 

Be a life-long learner, and do so outside of your chosen field.  Take classes in 

physics.  Learn a new language.  Take up a new hobby.  The ideas that will take you to the next 

level in your profession will almost always come from outside your established professional circles. 

Nathan Brant 

South Mountain YMCA Camps 
Forget the Experts 
Part 1 

TRAIL  HEADS 
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Stay current.  Pay attention to those people around you who make it their business to keep 

up with trends in technology, popular culture, politics, education, and more.  Again, the ideas that 

push you forward will almost always come from unexpected sources. 
 

Take Chances.  The next great idea will always look like a huge risk.  If there was no risk, 

everyone would already be doing it. 

 
I like working with people who still believe they have a lot to learn—because I still have a lot to learn.  I 

prefer building new programs with rookies, novices and amateurs—people who don‘t yet know that their 
ideas shouldn‘t work (according to the experts).  I enjoy spending time with people who haven‘t 

forgotten how to dream the big dream. 
 

Perhaps that‘s why I like working at camp.  Keep listening, keep learning, keep dreaming, and keep 
taking risks. 

 
 

Nathan is the CEO of the South Mountain YMCA (Camp Conrad Weiser and 

Bynden Wood Day Camp).  Additionally, he is a camp writer and speaker.  
He can be reached at his website, Summer Camp Theme Guy, or his blog, 

Summer Camp Source.  He welcomes new connections on LinkedIn, and 
you can follow him on Twitter @nathansbrant. 

 
 

 

Nathan Brant 
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The idea of mixing camp with technology can be a Catch-22. We love camp because it gets us away from 

all of the unnecessary electronic gadgets we have and back into nature. We make sure that our campers 
are enjoying the outside during their summer vacation, and we want our counselors to spend their 

summers out in the fresh air before they go on to adulthood and into a cubicle surrounded by photos of 
them enjoying nature. 

 
But, we love technology because we remember what it was like without it. Organizing camp rosters with 

a #2 pencil and a big pink eraser. Having counselors apply through the mail. Spending hours on the 
phone with parents explaining what camp was like because the Internet was not invented yet and they 

couldn‘t watch a video about it. 
 

No matter what your feelings are about mixing technology with camp, we can all agree that technology 
has made our jobs easier and more efficient — especially if you are using the Internet to share camp 

resources. 
 

If you still think that you can run a perfect camp without the help of anyone, then I wish you good luck. 

Of course, if you think this way you wouldn‘t be reading this would you? So, I can tell you my true 
feelings. YOU ARE A DINOSAUR. YOU ARE ABOUT TO BECOME EXTINCT.  

 
Do you really think that any successful person has done it completely on his or her own? Do you think 

Obama writes all of his incredible speeches? Do you think Steve Jobs invented the iPod and iPad? Do you 
think Mark Zuckerberg invented Facebook on his own? No, they all surrounded themselves with geniuses 

who they could work with and bounce ideas off of. 
 

You might be thinking, ―But Mike, I can‘t afford to hire someone to bounce ideas off of.‖ 
 

Mike Davria 

CampLeadership.org 
Don’t Be A Dinosaur 

TRAIL  HEADS 
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That‘s where technology comes in. We are living in a wonderful 

time filled with these resources at our fingertips. They are all just 
one or two clicks away. Every single time I get on Twitter, I feel 

like I am at a camp conference. There are some camp geniuses 
out there I am now connected to though Twitter and Facebook 

who are sharing great resources — articles about marketing 
trends, videos of experts giving presentations, and Podcasts with 

industry leaders. 
 

It‘s so easy. Why would you not continue educating yourself 
through these means? 

 
In a recent conversation with Nathan Brant about this very article 

he said that some people think it‘s too easy to get resources on 
the Internet, and that they want to come up with ideas on their 

own. If you are this person — and you probably aren‘t because 

those people are DINOSAURS who aren‘t reading this — then I 
must ask, why? Why are you a Camp Director if you want to do 

everything your own way? Do you really need to make your job 
harder? If you are so obsessed with getting credit for everything, 

why are you in this industry? If your ideas are so amazing, and 
you can do it all on your own, why aren‘t you a billionaire? 

Seriously ask yourself this question. 
 

And, if you are so amazing at coming up with grandiose ideas on 
your own, why aren‘t you sharing them with the rest of the camp 

Mike Davria 

CampLeadership.org 
Don’t Be A Dinosaur 
(continued) 
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community? And don‘t tell me that you are worried about competition learning your ―secrets.‖ This isn‘t 

Coke vs. Pepsi, and we shouldn‘t be all about profits. We are all here for the same reason: to give kids an 
amazing camp experience. Something being done in the Midwest can be easily shared with a camp on the 

Pacific Coast, and the result is the same — kids have a better camp experience.  
 

We all have the means to teach and learn what we know about camp. Now is the time to actually do it. 
 

 
 

 
Mike Davria is co-founder of CampLeadership.org, an online resource for 

camping professionals.  Additionally he is a regular contributor to the 
camping dialogue via Twitter, his blog which appears on 

CampLeadership, and the podcasts he regularly records which features 
camp professionals from all over the country. 

Mike Davria 

CampLeadership.org 
Don’t Be A Dinosaur 
(continued) 
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For almost 40 years now I‘ve been active in the field of adventure-based learning (and along with it the 

many other names that this style of education includes, such as:  experiential learning, experience-based 
training, teambuilding, leadership development, ropes and challenge courses, and most recently, active 

learning).  During this time, there has been a flow of ideas, grass root programs, curriculum 
development, research and general discussion that has allowed this field to mature and proliferate.  

Adventure-based learning now spans the extremes from collaborative and cooperative games played by 
children on the school playground and at summer camps, to experiences that test the leadership 

principles and alter the culture of international corporations in their boardrooms.   
 

With such a rich history, and a strong presence in our modern society, the obvious question is ―What‘s 
Next?‖  I believe that in order to answer this question for the future, we must first look at the past. 

 
Twenty years ago, a challenge course professional could approach local businesses and corporations and 

mention the word ‗teambuilding‘ and easily attract business.  More recently, the focus has changed from 
teambuilding to exploring specific corporate issues, such as leadership.  Corporations want to take 

existing employees and help them achieve the skills they need to become leaders within the organization.  

To this end, many of the activities used for adventure-based teambuilding have been reformatted to 
focus not only on the team completion of a task, but also on the leadership talents utilized during the 

project.  Even more important in this transition, is the change from simply accepting what a challenge 
course offered, to corporations requesting facilitators to frame activities and initiatives around a central 

theme or goal.  In many cases, the actual activities used in each of these cases is the same, but the 
facilitation of these activities has dramatically changed.  Corporate audiences have become ‗informed 

consumers‘ of adventure-based training, and often request specific outcomes for each training session. 
 

For a number of years now, I believe that traditional Human Resources (HR) and Organizational 
Development (OD) professionals have been looking at the adventure-based and active learning 

Jim Cain, Ph.D. 

Teamwork & Teamplay Next 
TRAIL  HEADS 
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communities, and ‗borrowing‘ some of our best materials, repackaging these in more traditional lecture 

style formats, and positively impacting their corporate training presentations.  It is now time for 
adventure-based facilitators to borrow the best from the HR and OD fields, and apply it to our programs.  

By delivering ‗content rich‘ programs, which focus on key corporate initiatives (such as clear 
communication, creative problem solving, consensus building, decision making, resource management, 

conflict resolution, teambuilding and leadership), we are able to bring the best training technique known 
(experience-based education and active learning) to our clients, with confidence that we can help them 

achieve their training goals. 
 

With this in mind, it is now time to revisit our initial question from above, ―What‘s Next?‖  While the 
following opinions and comments are certainly my own, there are an enormous number of authors who 

agree with me.  The reference and resource listings in my upcoming book on this subject contain more 
than 200 books, publications, journal articles and websites.  Many of these references did not exist just a 

decade ago, and are the result of expanding interest and perceived value in this arena. 
 

I believe, as we go forward, that the next wave in adventure-based  

programming and active learning will be shaped by the word „connection.‟    
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

Jim Cain, Ph.D. 

Teamwork & Teamplay Next (continued) 
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The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (a study funded near the time of the Columbine 

High School tragedy) had two not-so-surprising results.  Students that felt a connection to their families, 
and students that felt a connection to their schools, were incredibly well insulated from nearly all of the 

traditional risky behaviors associated with adolescence.  Corporations have discovered that employee 
retention and engagement improves as an employee feels a sense of connection in the workplace.  In the 

book Vital Friends by Tom Rath, employees with best friends in their workplace were 7 times more likely 
to be positively engaged in the workplace than those without friends.  Studies at Duke Medical University 

have shown that patients with at least four close friends were half as likely to die from heart disease than 
those with fewer than four friends.  Even our current conventional wisdom on organizational effectiveness 

shows that there are three things required for highly effective teams:   
 

 1.  A clearly identified, articulated and worthy task.   
 2.  The opportunity for growth, advancement and building new skills 

 3.  The opportunity to create connection and maintain relationships with other members 
       of the group.  Sometimes referred to as the ‗social capital‘ of the organization. 

 

The third item mentioned above clearly demonstrates the need for connection in our corporate world.  
The NLSAH results show similar needs in the world of our children.  And additional studies, such as the 

Alameda County Study (1979) by Dr. Lisa Berkman of Harvard University, show that for even the elderly 
in our communities, personal health and the quality of their lives improve with the amount of connection 

they have to the other members of their community.  For more information about these subjects, see the 
references listed at the end of this article. 

 
It is time for us to do what we have always done well - build unity, community  

and connection through activities that utilize a wide variety of life skills and that  
open the door to meaningful conversations about subjects that matter.    

Jim Cain, Ph.D. 

Teamwork & Teamplay Next (continued) 
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Teambuilding guru Dr. Jim Cain is the author of many popular 

teambuilding publications including: Teamwork & Teamplay, The 
Revised and Expanded Book of Raccoon Circles, A Teachable Moment, 

Teambuilding Puzzles, Essential Staff Training Activities, and Find 
Something To Do!  He is a former Executive Director of the 
Association for Challenge Course Technology, Senior Consultant to the 

Cornell University Corporate Teambuilding Program and the Director 
and creative force behind the adventure-based training company, 

Teamwork & Teamplay.  Dr. Cain frequently serves as a visiting 
professor and staff development specialist on subjects ranging from 

experiential education to challenge and adventure-based activities, 
and from creating connections to leadership, employee engagement 
and active learning.  Dr. Cain has presented teambuilding and active 

learning sessions in 47 states and 19 countries (so far!) and generally 
has more equipment and adventure-based books in his library than 

most developing nations.  

 
Jim Cain, Ph.D.    Teamwork & Teamplay      

468 Salmon Creek Road  Brockport, NY  14420   
Phone (585) 637-0328 

jimcain@teamworkandteamplay.com             
www.teamworkandteamplay.com 

Jim Cain, Ph.D. 

Teamwork & Teamplay Next (continued) 
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As I sit here and write this on a cold December day just four weeks after my son was born, I am reflect-

ing on the gratitude that I feel for family. I am thinking back to a time when I myself was a young boy, 
and I was attending summer camp for the first time. My parents worked at a camp located in the Pocono 

Mountains of Pennsylvania. They would pack up me and my sister and the dog, close down their house, 
and work at camp for nine weeks throughout the majority of summer. 

 
I had the best of both worlds, I had my parents at camp when I needed them, yet I could also experience 

the freedom and independence that summer camp offers. Looking back, I can see that it was inevitable 
that I received extra care and attention from my parent‘s co-workers. These were other men and women 

who were directors, assistant directors, and counselors. These people eventually became commonly re-
ferred to as my Aunts and Uncles. My parents continued to work at this same camp every summer for 

thirteen years, and the friendships and bonds that were developed were remarkable. 
 

There is something about summer camp (particularly resident overnight camp) that creates strong ties 
between people who work there, as well as the campers who attend. I judge that it is the culture of sum-

mer camp. These children come and stay for 8 weeks to play, grow, learn, laugh, cry, and evolve. When 

a group of people work, play, eat, sleep, and live together, they become a family . This particular family 
can offer a needed support system and different perspective than a biological family. 

 
My camp Aunts and Uncles have witnessed me grow from a toddler through to a young man, and finally 

to a mature adult with a family of my own. There were many times in my life, particularly my adolescent 
years, where I was fortunate to have the guidance and support from my camp family. The saying ―it 

takes a village to raise a child‖ is true, and my summer camp family was that village.  
 

The friendships that I made with fellow campers are some of the strongest relationships that I have had 
in my life. My friend from that first summer when I was five has remained a close friend and was at my 

Adam Issadore 

Path To Rhythm Family 
TRAIL  HEADS 
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wedding. And now that I am mentioning my wedding, I would add that my wife and I met at a reunion 

held at summer camp. We knew each other when we were kids attending camp, and then reconnected at 
a reunion seventeen years later.  

 
I have literally built my family from ties that are connected and rooted in my summer camp experience. 

Camp offers the opportunity to experience family, and that is what I am grateful for! 
 

 
 

 
Adam Issadore is the founder of Path To Rhythm Group Drumming Pro-

grams, a company that combines his love of summer camp and his passion 
for drumming. You can find him on twitter @pathtorhythm, or visit http://

www.pathtorhythm.com. 
 

 

Adam Issadore 

Path To Rhythm 
Family 
(continued) 
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Camp is like a lot of things, it just depends on the mood you‘re in as to what you would lean towards. If 

there is one thing we know from working at camp, your attitude dictates how you will work for that 
minute, hour, day or week. 

 
For instance, after a day of nonstop running from place to place you may feel like camp is like a rodeo. 

You just have to hang on for long enough in order to make it through.  
 

Or maybe you had a day that lasted forever so you feel like camp is like Math class. Even though you 
spend the whole time looking at numbers, the ones that count don‘t move fast enough for you. 

 
I even had one of my previous supervisors tell me camp is like cheese. Cheese makes everything better. 

Like broccoli, not a lot of people like broccoli by itself, but add cheese and most everyone will eat it! 
 

As a new Executive Director and going through my first summer with a real hands on experience, I was 
looking for something that really related to what we do for children so my staff team could understand 

the ‗why‘ of what they were doing. I found just the thing that has helped me make it through the 

summer and inspired at least half the staff (fortunately I‘m not naive enough to think everyone hung on 
my every word). 

 
I got the inspiration I needed while I was driving from meeting A to meeting B. I just happened to be 

driving through a neighborhood where people still had more yard than house. The sun was shining very 
bright and it wasn‘t too hot, so my windows were down. As I was driving, I heard the best sound that any 

camp person can ever hear, the sound of a child laughing. Of course I had to find the cause of such 
merriment, so I slowed down and looked at what was around me. 

 
 

Mike Ohl 

YMCA Camp Y-Noah Camp is Like . . . 

TRAIL  HEADS 
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I saw a father mowing the grass, which in itself is not that inspiring. The part that got me was the little 

boy sitting on his lap laughing. As I watched, the dad had the child steering the riding lawn mower. It is 
one of the fondest memories I had as a child myself, getting the chance to ride on the mower with dad so 

you could ‗steer‘ and cut the grass just like he did. 
 

This got the mental juices flowing. What a perfect metaphor for camp that I can share with my staff. We, 
as staff, are the parent figure helping steer the child in the right direction while keeping things safe. We 

model to them how to do it correctly, let them try themselves, then keep a hand up just in case 
something does go wrong so we can help, laughing along the way when things go well. 

 
My first summer is done, the staff are all still sleeping it off, and we are planning for next year with these 

thoughts in mind. 
 

 
 

 

Michael Ohl is Executive Director of YMCA Camp Y-Noah in Akron, 
Ohio. He is a seasoned facilitator of teambuilding and very preachy 

but sometimes makes a good point. Mike can be reached at 
mikeo@akronymca.org.  

Mike Ohl 

YMCA Camp Y-Noah 
Camp is Like . . .  
(continued) 
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YMCA Camp Foskett is a beautiful 114 acre day camp in Charlton, Massachusetts. Our program is a 

typical camp; swimming, boating, archery and such. I have worked here about 20 years; starting as a 
counselor and moving my way up the ranks to Camp Director.  

 
We were toward the end of our camp season and campers as well as counselors were starting to become 

weary from the summer fun. But overall everyone was comfortable and enjoying their days at camp. 
Most camp days are very busy, counselors get lesson plans on what they should be doing with their 

campers, but there are a few blocks during the week we ask our counselors to come up with something 
―different and fun‖. Usually it‘s a new game or a project in Arts and Crafts that we haven‘t seen before. 

Most of the time these ―ideas‖, although fun, are typical. 
 

There was one particular day that the clouds had rolled in over the lake and it was drizzling and colder 
than usual. I had been doing some paperwork and glanced outside by the fire pit. There were a group of 

7 & 8 year olds sitting snuggly in a circle around the fire, all holding sticks with marshmallows on them. 
They were swaying back and forth in unison.  I walked out to get a closer look and realized that their 

counselor Mr. Tim was sitting among them with a guitar in his lap. He was playing camp songs and all the 

kids were swaying, singing and cooking their ―mellows‖ out in the drizzle. 
 

This was Mr. Tim‘s ―Different and Fun‖. I knew he could play the guitar, but I was so impressed that this 
young man was willing to play and sing in front of his kids and other counselors. Not only did he sing, he 

thoroughly enjoyed it and made sure everyone else did too. 
 

Everyone participated, not because they had to but because they wanted to. There was a calm happiness 
to them; a feeling that some of these children don‘t ever get at home. I was glad to see that without any 

video games in their hands or earphones attached to their heads these kids were able to experience real 

Sue Casine 

YMCA Camp Foskett Different and Fun 
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friendships, bonding with their peers and their counselors and experiencing good, clean, fun. (It does still 

exist!)  
 

It was then that I realized this is the perfect camp. What we are doing is great! I was so thankful that I 
was part of this place and worked with these people. And needless to say, Mr. Tim won counselor of the 

week. 
 

 
 

 
 

Sue Casine is the Recreation Director and Camp Director at the Tri-
Community YMCA in Southbridge, MA.  She has worked at the Y for 26 

years and her experience started as a camp counselor.  

Sue Casine 

YMCA Camp Foskett 
Different and Fun 
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The boy's name is Oscar.    

I remember when he got off the coach bus at our leadership center on that overcast day in early June of 

this year. He was the last one off, and the last one to take his bags to the cabin. Oscar (I found out his 
name soon afterwards) was rather tall, wore dark glasses, and kept to himself, never saying much.    

After a quick, large group session where the ground rules were laid out, we chose our small working 

groups at random. I read off names of students I had yet to meet, and the last name on my list was 

Oscar's. When I said his name, an audible sigh of disappointment came from some of those in my group 
that were already assembled. Oscar shuffled over, expressionless, stood alone in the small circle, and 

stared at his feet.    

We began our leadership progression, starting with some ice breaker activities and some name games. 
As the first day wore on, I caught Oscar smiling once or twice, but he was rarely engaged by the others 

in the group. But, as time went by, Oscar began to slowly warm up. And, on the third day, when I asked 
everyone to name some goals as we prepared for activities on the high ropes section of the Lang 

Challenge Course, Oscar quietly said "I want to go first once today".    

As I looked at Oscar, I realized that he was not wearing his dark glasses. He had on contact 

lenses, and was standing taller than his generally slouched appearance on the first day. In 
fact, he was standing WITH the group now, and the "team" heard his goal, and encouraged 

Oscar to go first as we began the sequence.    

When we arrived at Flying Squirrel, and I asked "who's going first?", everyone chimed in 
"OSCAR!" And, Oscar stepped up, got harnessed, and flew high, with the biggest smile and 

laugh that I'd heard all week.    

Pete Rondello, Sr. 

YMCA Camp Manito-Wish Transformation 
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Day five.  My last day with "the team". We gathered in a historic log cabin on our camp property, and put 

our chairs in a circle. Meeting with us, adult leaders of the leadership program we'd been facilitating, and 
trail leaders who would soon take my "team" on a 5 day wilderness tripping adventure. The "in camp" 

work was complete, and now the students were ready for the next level of their journey. As we began to 
close out our time together, I went around the room and asked each student to share a significant, 

positive message that had been learned as a part of the work that we'd done together.    

When it was Oscar's turn, he said: "I am an egg." (I wasn't sure where he was going with that opening 
statement!) "When I was younger, my shell started to form. It was thin at that time, but as my school 

days continued, and nothing changed, and I didn't feel welcome or appreciated, the shell got thicker. 
And, the days just went on, one into another. The first day at camp, and the first thing we did together 

started a small crack in my shell. When I was on the Flying Squirrel, my shell fell away. Now, I can be 

who I am. I can be myself without the shell. I have discovered that school is not the only place you learn 
important things. I am ready for trail and whatever comes after".    

And, he smiled the warmest Oscar smile I'd seen all week. 

  

Pete is a Leadership Facilitator, Camp Chaplain, and program specialist 
at YMCA Camp Manito-Wish in Boulder Junction, Wisconsin.  He is the 

proud father of four.  His wife, Beth Rondello, also works at camp as an 
administrative assistant.  He can be reached at pete@teamrondello.com.   

Pete Rondello, Sr. 

YMCA Camp Manito-Wish 
Transformation 
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―So you are a Camp Director, that sounds fun, you are lucky!‖ The lady by the checkout line says. 

 
―I am‖ I reply 

 
―So what do you do the rest of the year?‖  I smile as that same question gets asked for the umpteenth 

million time.    
 

―Well I continue to work at the best job in the world.‖ I reply.   
 

―Oh so you do this year around?‖   
 

―Yes we never close, we stay busy year around and there is always next summer to prepare for, it is 
great!‖   

 
We finish our small talk and she tells me to ―take care of those kids‖ as she walks away.  I can tell she is 

a little bewildered by my responses, but no more then she would be if I listed out all the things we camp 

professionals worry about, and ―do‖ the rest of the year.  Budget, staff hiring, marketing, safety, 
fundraising, facilities, cleaning and food service, the daunting list goes on and on.  I used to run through 

that list when asked that question.  Recently, a mentor of mine shared the approach above to answering 
the inevitable.   

 
You see if anyone really knew how seriously we take what we create at summer camp they would think 

us all insane (and they probably already think we are crazy).  Why not allow them to continue thinking 
how awesome your job is.   

 
Telling the story of your camp is one of the many things we have to be serious about.  We aren‘t the only 

Jason Smith 

YMCA Camp Kitaki Tell Your Story 
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ones out there; the world is full of advertisements vying for people‘s time and money.  We have two 

main opportunities to capture people‘s minds.  One is in face-to-face, word of mouth conversations.  The 
other is through photography.  Together they can tell the story of your camp. 

 
I have had it drilled into my head that the best marketing is word of mouth marketing; of course now we 

have different words for it like ―buzz‖ and ―viral‖.  We know that nothing is better then if Mom is out 
there telling other moms that camp is awesome.  We need to back Mom up by showing how awesome 

camp is.  Anyone who has played the game Simon Says with a particularly skilled ―Simon‖ knows that 
what you see is much easier to pay attention to then what you hear.   

 
That is where photography comes in.  A photograph is powerful, and simple.  Video I might not watch 

and text I might not read, but a quick glance at a photo and I have absorbed it‘s meaning, whether I 
wanted to or not.   

 
Every photograph seen in the public eye is used to judge your camp against the buzz they have heard.  If 

mom hears glowing things about your staff, but that is not reflected in your photographs then doubt 

creeps in.   
 

As many have pointed out our society is shifting, and parents are more cautious of many things that are 
tantamount to the camp experience.  The beautiful outdoors (it‘s scary!), making friends (bullies?) living 

simply in close quarters (the flu!), participating in awesome activities (horses are dangerous!), caring 
staff (who are all strangers!), special needs (meds! allergies! asthma!).   

 
Your photographs are the one way that you have to allay those fears by showing them what occurs at 

camp daily.  How can we expect parents to send their kids to a place they have never been unless they 
are convinced that they know what will happen, what it looks like, who works there, and how they 

Jason Smith 

YMCA Camp Kitaki 
Tell Your Story 
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supervise?  A photo of a staff member helping a camper learn a skill tells the parents exactly what they 

need to know.  That the kids will be looked after, they will be cared for, they will learn, and each child will 
receive attention. 

 
So now do two things.  Sit down and figure out what you want people to say about your camp when they 

are asked about it.  Then figure out what images you need to support that ―elevator speech‖.  Look at 
other camps brochures and websites and write down what you like and what you don‘t.  Make a list.  

Next summer make it a priority to get those photos.          
 

Tell your story with words and photos.  If you don‘t, you may be giving only half the picture, which might 
not be good enough for today‘s parents.   

 
 

 
 

Jason Smith is the Executive Director of YMCA Camp Kitaki in Lincoln, 

Nebraska.  During the summer he can be found walking around camp 
with a camera over his shoulder attempting to document the story of 

camp. You can contact him at jsmith@ymcalincoln.org. 

Jason Smith 

YMCA Camp Kitaki 
Tell Your Story 
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Two recent articles, in US News and World Reports and The New York Times Magazine (Judith Warner), 

describe today's teens as less empathic, selfish, worrying less. Parents of this generation created these 
behaviors, with the you-can-do-anything attitude and you-are-so-special accolades. Is this so bad? 

Experts say this type of parenting results in a resiliency teens/students need today to survive and 
weather our society and economy. 

I think back to all the lessons our kids learn in school, camp and summer programs; about teamwork, 

collective learning, collaboration, trust and empathy. Yet as parents we tend to undo much of this with an 
emphasis on who a child is as an individual. Why are parents fearful of telling a child he/she is not right, 

not being a team player, not considering others feelings? 

The lack of empathy improves as teens enter the reality of working: camps do not put up with this 

attitude as counselors, and employers are not especially concerned about feelings. Parents need to help 
their soon-to-be adults by not overstepping the boundaries, reaching for the easier and conditioned task 

of doing for their kids, vs. helping them figure out what to do, and then letting them do it (right or 
wrong). 

I applaud camps and summer programs for the lessons they teach campers and staff. I see this firsthand 

when I visit them each summer. Wish there was an inside, birdseye view for parents to see - and hear - 

all that their kids learn about life and getting along with others each summer. 
 

 
 

A professional summer program planner and consultant for over 15 years, Jill and her 
seasoned team have researched more than 2,000 programs and helped families worldwide 

plan the “right” summer. Her unique Everything Summer ® evaluation process is focused on 
safety, well-being, family values, and “personality fit” between kids and programs.  

 

Jill Tipograph 

EverythingSummer.com 
Today’s Teens: 
Generation Me 
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Jill Tipograph is a nationally recognized youth expert and family consultant. She is the only 

independent summer planning expert, founder of EverythingSummer.com and the author 
of Your Everything Summer Guide & Planner.  

 
Jill is passionate about identifying and designing the right summer experiences for kids, 

teens, and young adults, from camps to careers (for more than 15 years). She is involved in a 
number of non-profits, including the American Camp Association‟s Teen Leadership 

Conference, Summer Camp Opportunities Provide an Edge (SCOPE), as well as women‟s and 
mothers‟ organizations.  

 
Jill is a summer youth authority and a „go to‟ national media resource for kids and 

teens,  having been featured in numerous print, TV and online sources, including: The New 
York Times, Wall Street Journal, NBC‟s Today Show, NBC‟s Evening News, NBC‟s LX New York, 

MSNBC, Forbes.com, ABCNews.com, Business Week, Smart Money, Parents TV and more. Jill is 
the SheKnows.com Summer Camp Expert, giving nearly 18,000,000 monthly site visitors the 

inside scoop on everything camp and summer. She also speaks on summer and youth topics 

throughout the year at educational institutions and corporations.  

Jill Tipograph 

EverythingSummer.com 

Today’s Teens: 

Generation Me 
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The fire is lit, the wood crackles, the lights are on, an anonymous figure takes the stage.  Seated, 
anxious, talkative are hundreds of youngsters spanning a diverse set of ages and abilities.  Among them, 

their counselors, caretakers, role models for the week.  The anonymous figure instantly commands the 
attention of the crowd using only their voice and hands.  There is no microphone, no megaphone, only a 

figure, their voice, and their hands.  The figure starts to command their attention with a slow clap.  
Clap………. Clap ……….. Clap ………. Clap …. Clap….. Clap… Clap.. Clap.. Clap.. Clap Clap Clap Clap Clap until 

the entire crowd ROARS in applause and screaming.  This figure, the designed Master of Ceremonies for 
the event about to take place uses their voice ―GOOOOOOOD EVENING EVERYBODY!  It‘s Opening 

Campfire!  Make some NOISE!‖  The crowd again erupts in noise until this MC grasps the sounds of 
screaming, cheering and applause in their hands and instantly silences the crowd.   

 
What follows is a summer camp tradition.  It‘s Campfire.  A time for the camp community to get 

together, sing some crazy songs, watch some crazy skits, and hear some crazy stories.  One by one, 
various counselors, campers, and cabin groups get up to sing their song, tell their story, or perform their 

skit.  We learn that someone has been eaten by a Boa Constrictor, there‘s a Wishy Wishy Washerwoman 

living down the road from camp, Kayla the counselor really likes Bazooka-zooka Bubblegum, and that The 
Invisible Bench is actually over there. 

 
Campfire songs and skits have some basic rules.  They are silly, they are generally loud, they are 

‗appropriately inappropriate‘, they push boundaries, and in order to perform these skits and songs, the 
performer needs to be all of the above and then some.  Campfire, in the summer camp sense, is the big 

show. 
 

 
 

Peter McGregor 

Marketing Breakthroughs 
The Community 
Culture of Campfire 
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More importantly; however, is what Campfire teaches kids and what it allows them to do.  Campfire is 

one of the only times during a summer camp session where every single camper, counselor, 
administrative staff member, and director is together doing the same thing.  It‘s very difficult to not be 

completely enthralled by the performances that exist at a summer camp Campfire.  Typically during a 
camp session, campers are off building skills at an Interest Group or Choice Program, they are with their 

cabin groups building a smaller community, they are in ―all boys‖ or ―all girls‖ programs, or they are in 
―free time‖.  Campfire allows the entire camp community to get together at one point in the camp session 

to build the overall camp community.  We come together and do the same thing, together.  This is the 
absolute essence of community building.  Realizing that despite our differences, we can all come together 

and do the same thing, together.    
 

Individually, campers are learning to be supportive of one another while they are in a potentially 
uncomfortable situation.  Campers who choose to get up in front of this crowd of hundreds are met with 

support, encouragement and applause.  Even if a camper gets up and completely blows a song – they are 
met with applause and encouragement.  If they forget the words to a song they are leading, there are a 

number of supporters in the audience ready to help by breaking the awkward silence and reminding the 

leader ―the moose‘s name was Fred‖.   
 

This kind of entire community support is essential to developing the self-confidence of campers at Camp.  
Even campers who are not up performing in front of the group are able to, even subconsciously, 

understand that this is a supportive community of individuals from different backgrounds.  If you don‘t 
believe this then simply watch the difference between your opening and closing campfires and the level 

of interest that campers have when they realize, after the fact, that this camp community is a supportive 
environment.  Your sign-up number from campers will be way up.  These are campers who realized, after 

the opening campfire, that this is a truly supportive community and they want to be a part of it. 
 

Peter McGregor 

Marketing Breakthroughs 
Campfire  
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Reveal the intention behind Campfire and any individual from the camping world will know that this is 

more than just silly songs, skits and stories.  This is confidence building through the support of a 
community that has laughed together, supported each other, built confidence, but most importantly – set 

aside an hour during a busy camp session to come together as a community. 
 

 
 

 
 

Peter is Business Development & Marketing Coordinator at Marketing 
Breakthroughs.  In another life, Peter McGregor was the Associate 

Resident & Family Camp Director at YMCA Camp Erdman.  You can follow 
him @peterfromottawa on Twitter. 

Peter McGregor 

Marketing Breakthroughs 
Campfire  
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We're not doctors, not lawyers, not engineers, and we certainly don't make enough money to one day 

have our name grace the main entrance to any library. We have over 1,500 kids that we call our own 
throughout months generally reserved for vacations. At Thanksgiving, relatives ask our favorite question, 

"what do you do when the summer is over? (How could they even ask that?!) Most are shocked to learn 
that schools and universities actually offer degrees on the subject. How do they share their surprise in 

the form of statement/questions? ―Oh, really, what did you do for four years? Play games? What we 
really want to say isn‗t printable, but we‗re able to compose ourselves, because this type of exchange 

isn‗t uncommon to use.  
 

But we get our revenge. At any job fair, you‗ll find me with a dry erase board that says..I dare you, ask 
me how Camp has ruined my life! Besides being an instant conversation starter, there is no shortage of 

people willing to take the bait. ―So, how exactly has Camp ruined your life? Gee, where to start? I say, 
―Unfortunately I‗ve have not been lucky enough to pay rent, or have to pay for heat, water, electricity, 

and in many cases food. Sometimes my commute to work takes upwards of five minutes...by foot. But 
that‗s only if I have to stop and feed the baby goats first. And not to mention the vast recreational 

opportunities right in my backyard.  

 
There aren‗t many jobs quite like that of a camp director. We spend our summer months supervising a 

staff where the average age is not even old enough to by alcoholic beverages (or in extreme cases, 
vote), following standards and regulations put out by the Department of Health, and replying to parents 

who have only seen three photos of their son on the camp‗s website. Every now and then, we might even 
get the opportunity to settle domestic disputes between parents resolving around balances of their son or 

daughters camp accounts. In spite of all this, we continue on, summer after summer. We work 12-14 
hour days, seven days a week. There has to be a reason right? Here‗s the question that I find I‗m seldom 

asked, yet relish the opportunity to answer. Why? Why do we put ourselves through it when there are 
plenty of chances outside of the camp world to work forty hour work weeks? 

Aaron Cantor 

JCC of Greater Rochester 80 Hours 
TRAIL  HEADS 
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The rewards of a camp director‗s job never expire. As soon as a camper, who you‗ve seen grow from a 

shy, bed-wetting seven year old, to a confident, outgoing, and talented twenty-one year counselor leaves 

to start medical school...there‗s another seven year old camper needing that same life-changing 

experience. We get the rare opportunity to continually impact the lives of children by creating a place 

where they can grow socially and developmentally. Where they can discover themselves free from social 

pressures. Where they can make mistakes, and then laugh about it when painting their cabin sign with 

the rest of their cabin mates. To sit through closing campfire, summer after summer and listen to 

campers share how meaningful and special a place camp has become for them is priceless. How I feel 

after hearing a twelve year old girl say, in front of 450 campers and staff, that the past two weeks at 

camp has been the best experience of her entire life is special and borderline impossible to describe into 

words. Would her parents have ever thought their daughter was capable of speaking her mind in front of 

a group that size? Probably not, but because of camp, we‗ve shown them that the sky is the limit for their 

daughter and the children who attend our camps. 

 

 
 

 
Currently, Aaron serves as  Associate Director at the Rochester JCC 

where he is planning the best summer ever for 2011.  In a past life, 
Aaron was lucky enough to be the Camp Director at YMCA Camp 

Chingachgook.  When he's not planning for the summer, he's making 

plans to challenge the eight year olds at Camp to a variety of physical 
and mental challenges to show his staff how capable he is. 

 

Aaron Cantor 

JCC of Greater Rochester 
80 Hours  
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I have two rules when it comes to the latest technology. First, I don't jump in during the first wave of 

hype. I longed for a smart phone for two years before I bought one. I wait. I watch. I study. And then I 
make my decision. Second, I am brand-loyal to a fault. I'm a Blackberry guy. And while their market 

share is dwindling and their stock price is plummeting, I'm still all in. I'll loyally stick with my 
Blackberry until it goes the way of vinyl records and rotary phones.  In any case, once I'm in, I'm 

dedicated. I love technology. I communicate via my Blackberry, I share a schedule with my wife on 
Google Calendar, and I Tweet - even though no one wants to follow me.  

 
On the surface, this can be a good thing. Technology certainly allows me to be more efficient, process 

information faster, respond more promptly, and get more things done in a day. Beneath the surface, 
it's a drug. At it's worst, I'm not present with my wife because my eyes are glued to the blinking red 

light on my phone indicating that important information awaits. I miss a "Dad, watch this" moment with 
my kids because the alluring buzzing of the phone is distracting me. I am disrespectful to others in 

meetings because the words on my phone become seemingly more important than the words being 
spoken.  

 

Once again, it's not the thing (tech junkie) as much as it's the thing beneath the thing. At times, my 
addition to technology can be a manifestation of narcissism, materialism, and escapism. The deeper 

issues are observed in the symptoms of tech-driven distraction and isolation. Unresolved, they pull us 
away from the human and supernatural relationships that our souls desire. An addiction to the 

digital world can be a very unhealthy lifestyle, socially, emotionally, spiritually, and physically.  
 

Howard Mann, author of Your Business Backyard, says "... We've become slaves to our mobile 
devices and the glow of our screens.... We walk the streets with our heads down staring into 3-inch 

screens while the world whisks by doing the same. And yet we're convinced we are more connected to 
each other than ever before. Multi-tasking has become a badge of honor. I want to know why."  

Matt Tuckey 

Carlisle Family YMCA Tech Addict 
TRAIL  HEADS 
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I'm not proposing that we give up our digital devices. (The thought is unbearable for me). I am offering 
that we turn them off sometimes. Over the next 30 days, be challenged to miss the HD TV show for a 

hike with your family, listen to understand during your next meeting instead of reading emails during 
the discussion, turn the phone off from the time that you get home from work until the next morning, 

skip the digital home workout for one with others in a community like the Y, go outside - fall in 
PA is exceptional, or just be present with your friends and family - making someone feel valued by giving 

them your time and attention can be life changing. 
 

My brother is a top-of-his-class, Management of Information Systems major at Penn State University. He 
lives and breathes the digital world. Yet, he'll always choose a phone call over an email when it matters 

most. He invests his time and focus into his fiance, not just plugging her into his schedule. He uses 
technology as a tool, but pours himself into relationships as a life. Maybe I'll text him and tell him 

how much I admire that.  
 

 

 
Matt started at the Y 11 years ago as a Youth Director.  He left 

to move west and find adventure.  A decade later, he‟s back at 
the Y as an Associate Exec, married with kids, and finding 

plenty of adventure.   

Matt Tuckey 

Carlisle Family YMCA 
Tech Addict 
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One of the hardest things I had to do while working at camp was to send a counselor-in-training (CIT) 

home. This individual (let‘s call her Stacey) was a kind of rock star at camp: she had attended camp 
since she was a young girl, she had always behaved maturely, taking on leadership of her peers, and she 

was also edgy, with an independent rebel flare that endeared her to staff and campers alike. When it was 
finally time for her to move on to the counselor-in-training program, we felt that she had really arrived, 

and would be a standout among the other CITs.  
 

However, it wasn‘t to be. As her ―mentor‖ senior counselor, I tried to get her to talk about her image and 
her leadership style. I tried to get her to see how she fit into the camp community. But Stacey‘s identity 

was still centered on her rebelliousness. She wasn‘t ready to become part of the ―establishment‖ at 
camp. Her joy came from creating fun and chaos (often inseparable) and after spending most of the 

week fighting with her, the camp director and CIT coordinator decided to follow my recommendation to 
send her home. I can still remember spending one final evening with her in our counseling cabin, not a 

word spoken between us. There was simply her eyes, staring at me, filled with tears, as I tore apart her 
vision for that summer.  

 

The transition from ―counselee‖ to ―counselor‖ is a complex one. Some campers are able to ease into 
their new role seamlessly; often it‘s the ones we didn‘t really notice who are able to emerge into 

leadership, the last ones we expected. Many are simply not interested in letting go of the value of their 
freedom as campers. They want to hold on to the nostalgic opportunities in the role they‘ve assumed 

within the camp family.  
 

In the Bible, people experience their call to leadership both from God and from the community who 
knows them. It‘s really no different at camp. Members of the camp community often have profound 

experiences of faith during their stay. Counselors and other staff spend a lot of time focusing on the 
individual gifts of the campers. Campers, in turn, experience camp as a lens to reflect on their lives back 

Rick Garland 

Rick Garland 
The Call of the  
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home. They are able to talk about their lives with their cabin mates and with their counselors. They are 

accepted and appreciated by the many young adults around them.  
 

Over the years, they realize that camp is one of the only places that allows them this raw and vital 
environment. Camp becomes the place where they become aware of their FULL potential, a place where 

they become accustomed to being treated with respect. In many ways, they mirror the image we get of 
the early church in Acts: ―All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their 

possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together 
in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, 

praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number dailyé‖ (Acts 
2:44-47) 

 
Campers experience camp as a place where they belong. But what happens when one becomes too old to 

be a camper anymore? There continues to be that sense of belonging, but unfortunately the only way to 
be at camp for the summer is to work there. And many are simply not called back to be a member of 

staff. So it makes sense that many enter CIT programs with nothing more than a desire to remain in the 

community. This is never enough to qualify for an entry role into counseling. For the CIT coordinator and 
camp director, it is the most dreaded job one can have at camp: telling people that they can‘t return to 

the place they love.  
 

For the struggling elder camper who is aching to become a counselor in THE BEST CAMP ON EARTH, I 
have created a list of statements that may help you determine whether you are ready to move from 

Camper to Counselor: 
 

I understand that at camp, the community’s needs are most important. I know that I enjoy 
having fun and relaxing here, but my first responsibility is to work. Fun and rest will come eventually. 

Rick Garland 

Rick Garland 
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I am conscious of the impact of my words and actions. I don‘t always know who‘s watching or 

listening to me. As a leader, it doesn‘t always matter what my intentions are, I have to take 
responsibility to make certain I don‘t cause unintentional damage through my behaviour, and to 

rectifying matters when I am misinterpreted. 
I must be prepared to learn and teach. I‘ve never done this before, and I have more than enough to 

learn, as did everyone else in this position. I have to be careful that my image and my pride don‘t 
become barriers to my performance. As well, I have to accept that others will be learning from me and 

looking to me for guidance. 
I understand the difference between my wants and needs. As much as I would love my wants to 

also be my needs, it simply doesn‘t work that way (all the time). As much as I want to turn over and 
go back to sleep at 4 AM when one of my campers is crying, I need to make sure he is ok and safe. (I 

also know that I need to get a solid rest, but sometimes needs compete with one another, and 
judgment calls to be made). 

I must be willing to talk about my faith. It may be the first time I am doing this. I may find this to be 
a simple thing, or an incredibly difficult thing. What matters most is to be honest, to be open to 

differences in opinion, and to listening to the reactions/stories of others. It‘s ok to be lost, to be clear, 

to be disillusioned, to be happy. Sometimes the faith of a community can be stronger than the faith of 
an individual, and finding comfort in that is often what a camp is all about. 

I will consult with my fellow camp staff. I know that I want to prove myself here, but there will 
always be situations that provide more struggle than I am prepared for. Checking in with senior staff 

about decisions and choices is important for my own learning, as well as for the benefit of my 
campers. 

I will make mistakes. And I‘m not going to like it. I suppose it means I‘m human. I have to remember 
not to judge myself based on my mistakes, but on my accomplishments. And I have to assume that 

others will look at me the same way.  
 

Rick Garland 
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If you are willing to make these statements with honesty and integrity, then you may be ready to enter 

the world of camp counseling. Sometimes, it‘s enough to hope  that these statements are true, because 
you may honestly not know. But if you read these and know with certainty that you can‘t say some of 

them, this might not be the call for you. Perhaps you will be ready to come back and try the following 
summer, or it may be that you will discover a call somewhere different.  

 
No matter where you find yourself, I hope that your time at camp has prepared you to face a world that 

doesn‘t always share the values that you absorbed over the years, but is desperately in need of learning 
them. I hope wherever Stacey found herself after she left the camp community years ago, it was a place 

where her gifts could be shared and nurtured, and that she was able to bring camp with her to the rest of 
the world.  

 
 

 
Rick is a professional visionary, organizer and spiritualist with over 20 

years' experience in leadership with youth, students and young adults. 

Working in team settings, with volunteers and colleagues. Specific 
experience working among the LGBT and mental health communities. 

Holistic approach to meeting needs of others, physical, emotional, 
psychological and spiritual. 

Rick Garland 
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The World is smaller than it used to be. More and more people are exploring and pushing boundaries 

whether crossing physical borders or cultural lines. Modern life is performed at breakneck speed across 

vast distances covered by air miles, e-mails and social media. The impact of this exchanging of culture is 

huge. More than ever an understanding of other peoples way of life, how they work, negotiate, interact 

with each other is essential to be a successful leader of change in the world.  

  

My first experience of a different culture was when, as a 9-year-old child, my brother‘s exchange student 

from France came to stay. I literally thought he was the coolest guy in the world. He taught me some 

traditional French games, some quick phrases and showed me pictures of his home. He provided a source 

of inspiration and I took French as an elective in school and had a plan to visit as soon as I had the 

chance – which I did. I spent two summers as a counselor at a wonderful Day Camp in Brittany. So, from 

my exposure to just one person from a different culture, I learned a new language, traveled and worked 

in a foreign country and developed my passion for working with children. This made a huge impact in my 

life, and I wanted to inspire this in others. 

  

Summer Camp is an ideal environment for cultural exchange to take place. It‘s informal, safe, fun, and 

significantly better than reading from a book in school. Campers are so willing to engage with counselors 

that it‘s no surprise when I hear ―Dave, I have a question‖ for the 137th time that day it‘s about my 

culture in some way, or of course ―how long is rest hour?‖. They love that I call ‗Lunch‘ ‗Dinner‘ and that I 

use military time, that I call a flashlight a torch, and say water bottle like ‗war-ah-boh-al‘. OK, so it‘s not 

quite a different language but this inquisitiveness in someone‘s culture, delivered in a fun and engaging 

way, will no doubt help them break through cultural barriers in the future.   

  

Staff too benefit from the multi-cultural and diverse environment that hiring internationals creates 

including all the same opportunities for cultural exchange and personal growth, and will set them on the 

path to exploring more themselves. In the past two years I have hosted quite a few Americans that 

David Seddon 

Frost Valley YMCA 
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otherwise would have no specific reason to travel to the UK, and I know many more have traveled all 

over Europe visiting their former colleagues and friends, gaining their own personal, social and cultural 

development along the way.   

  
So, in my opinion, if you want Summer Camp to be the catalyst for a better future, a future of prosperity, 

peace and cultural harmony then think hard about the diversity of your staff and the benefit of hiring 
international counselors. 

 
 

 
 

David Seddon works year-round Frost Valley YMCA. His professional 
experience includes working for Camp Leaders as a Team Leader 

recruiting International Counselors for camps all over the USA for 
two years. David is passionate about the cultural benefit of a 

summer at camp for both staff and campers alike.  You can reach 
David at  www.flavors.me/davidseddon. 
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I have 257 friends. 

   
I know this because that‘s what Facebook tells me.  Well, to be more precise, Facebook tells me that I 

have known 257 web-savvy folks in my life.  (To be fair, my 3 BFFLs are  on Facebook; so are my 5 
BFFs).  But what about all the kids and staff from my 4 summer camps; those folks that are too young or 

too granola to be on Facebook?  They surely aren‘t in the count.  My true friend count must be in the 
millions, because I was to be friends with everyone.  My life is so much easier (and more fun) for my 

millions of friends. 
 

I believe there is a direct correlation between who your friends are, and how much time or money you 
need to spend to get what you want.  The space outside our Child Development Center used to be known 

as ―the wasteland‖.  A small dirt field, it was muddy when it rained a drop and a dust bowl the rest of the 
time.  A few years ago I cultivated a relationship with a contact at a large organization who, once a year, 

would come to our Y and do a massive project.  This year, from our budding friendship, an endeavor 
quickly took shape and we created a new community garden in place of the desiccated piece of earth.  

The higher the trust factor, the quicker and easier things get done, and the faster you can move.  When 

there‘s trust, goals align, people make a commitment, and you can focus on results. 
 

Studies show that if a subject’s friend was happy, that subject was 15% more likely to be 
happy, too. 

 
The best thing about going home to Camp Creekwood is that I‘m remembered.  I‘m part of this place, 

this place where we did Rock Soup, the ―ICG‖, and burn-ons together.  Friends remember each other, 
and we do so through intentional shared experiences.  When I come back, we visit our memory together 

and laugh and joke. 
 

Dave Hennessey 

Tuchahoe Family YMCA 257 Friends 
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ñRemember how we became friends during that ridiculously hot summer?ò  Maybe friends don‘t just 

make things better, making friends  does.  And it‘s a really hard process, a big hassle initially.  Unless you 
luck out and find 3 things in common right away.  This much we do have in common, though: we are 

both here, together.  And if it is a hot summer, then we both have something to exasperate about!  And 
if you like Batman, we are suddenly BFFs.  Camp makes making friends such an easy process.  Why can‘t 

this be camp all the time? 
 

Friends make me happy. 
 

 
 

 
True to form, Dave “Chief” Hennessey wrote this entire essay 

on his enV2 cell phone (but only because there was no paper 
in the Jeep!).  This summer Dave earned his nine-year burn-

on at YMCA Camp Tuckahoe.   

 
Dave loves to make new friends:  

hennesseyd@ymcarichmond.org 
 

Dave Hennessey 

Tuchahoe Family YMCA 
257 Friends 
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The Top 10 Roles & Responsibilities  

of a Camp Director  
Via Twitter @CampLeadership 

 
-the short form- 

 
10.  Everyone's Friend:  Hang out with staff & campers. If they aren't there then neither are you.  
9.  Quality Control:  Ensure products & services are produced to meet or exceed customer 

requirements.  
8.  Community Representative:  Be the face of your camp in the community.  Be a good citizen.  
7.  Staff Leader:  You lead people.    
6.  Budget Manager:  You manage the budget. 
5.  Volunteer Recruiter:  Be a master of sharing the story and connecting volunteers to their 

passion. 
4.  Alumni Development:  The future of a camp is built on it's past. Key relationships are important. 
3.  Keeper of the Mission and Vision:  There are some things you can't delegate. 
2.      Culture Creator:  Camps tend to take on the personality of the leader 

1.  C.M.O.:  Chief Marketing Officer, every decision you make is a marketing decision. 

 
 

 

 

Dave Bell 

CampLeadership.org 
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The Top 10 Roles & Responsibilities  

of a Camp Director  
 

-the long form- 

 

10.    Everyone's Friend:  Hang out with staff & campers. If they aren't there then neither are you. You as 

the camp director has to be visible. My first day on the job at my resident camp my boss had left a 
note stuck to my computer that said, ―If you are looking at this you are not doing your job.‖ The idea 

was that I couldn‘t effectively lead my camp if I was sitting behind a desk. The campers, staff, parents, 
volunteers should all know who you are and that you are the camp director. If I came to your camp 

and asked who the director was what answer would I get? 

 

9.      Quality Control:  Ensure products & services are produced to meet or exceed customer 

requirements. The longer I am in the work of summer camp the more I see the need for the director to 
be the quality control expert. This ties in to so many different facets of the work. If you are to ensure 

quality in every area you must be out and about. If you are going to be the keeper of the vision and 
mission one way to do that is make sure you are running quality programs. Do you know quality when 

you see it? Do you know what a quality staff member should be doing on a daily basis? Do you know 
what a quality archery program looks like? Define quality for every area of your camp and then make 

sure you hit your targets. 

 

8.      Community Representative:  Be the face of your camp in the community.  Be a good citizen. I 

encourage you to join civic organizations. Make donations to the local Boys & Girls Club, sponsor the 
spelling bee at the local elementary school, join the chamber of commerce, your community should 

know how great it is to have a local resident camp. Eat at the local diner on a regular basis if you ever 
decided to run for Mayor of your town you should have a chance at winning! Be a good neighbor. 

Dave Bell 

CampLeadership.org 

10 Responsibilities of a Camp 

Director 

(continued) 

TRAIL  HEADS 

http://campleadership.org/


47   

 

 

7.      Staff Leader:  You lead people. Part of being the leader for your staff is your desire to improve 
yourself. Be a student of great leaders. Read good books, ask questions and study other industries to 

gain best practices in leading your people. For many of your staff the job of a camp counselor will be 
their first job. You have a great opportunity and responsibility to prepare them to be a great employee 

and supervisor for the rest of their life. Take your job as their leader seriously. 

 

6.      Budget Manager:  You manage the budget. Don‘t stress when it is budget time. If you know how 
much it cost to deliver your program and you know how much space you have (beds) and how many 

weeks available you have your revenue for the summer. Your two biggest expenses will be staff cost 

and food. Fill your beds and watch your expenses and the budget will be a stress free item for you. If 
you can balance your check book you can manage your budget. If you can‘t balance your check book 

hire someone who can. 

 

5.      Volunteer Recruiter:  Be a master of sharing the story and connecting volunteers to their passion. I 
was told early on in my career that the work of financial development is not asking for money, but 

simply connecting volunteers with their passions. The camp director should not be trying to get money 

or time from everyone they should be trying to get money and time from the right people. Be a great 
story teller about the impact of your camp on the lives of children, families and communities. Do your 

homework on your participants and community leaders who are also passionate about the work you 
do.  

 

4.      Alumni Development:  The future of a camp is built on it's past. Key relationships are important. 

Invite your alumni to visit camp. Hold special alumni appreciation events at dinner or your campfires. 
Many of your alumni have fond memories of camp, but just need an invitation to reconnect. The great 

thing about former campers and staff is that they grow up and get real jobs. Your alumni base is full of 

potential board members, funders and campers. The hard part is done, they already love the place! 

 

Dave Bell 

CampLeadership.org 
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3.      Keeper of the Mission and Vision:  There are some things you can't delegate. Whenever I have a 

job I ask the question what can I not delegate. Not that I am trying to get rid of work, but when I find 
out what I can‘t delegate I find out what is truly important in my job. The mission and vision of your 

camp is so important that it can‘t be delegated to someone else. Your staff and participants need to 
know that you uphold the things your camp was built upon. Talk about, write about it in your 

newsletter and train on this part during staff training. You should be a passionate evangelist about 
what your camp stands for. 

 

2.      Culture Creator:  Camps tend to take on the personality of the leader. When I talk about culture I 
am talking about what your camp feels like. If I were to visit your camp would I feel welcome? Does 

your camp seem fun? Are you staff enjoying what they are doing? Take the culture of your camp 
seriously it is one of the few things that makes your camp unique. Most camps have a lake, archery, 

swimming, canoeing, climbing tower, but the thing that separates one camp from another is the 
personality or culture.  

 

1.      C.M.O.:  Chief Marketing Officer, every decision you make is a marketing decision. When I think of 

marketing I don‘t normally think of a brochure or a dvd about your camp. I think about what are the 
staff doing on check in day, how is the phone answered at your camp, how much emphasis is put on 

program quality, what is your year round communication plan. I can spend a lot of money on a great 
dvd or full color brochure, but if my staff are indifferent to parents on check in day I have wasted my 

money. When we begin to look at every area of camp through the eyes of a consumer it can change 
they way we better serve our customers and give us a different view of our marketing department. 

Remember the 18 year old you just hired because you needed one more staff member? To the parent 
that he is talking to when you aren‘t around – he is your Director of Marketing. 

 

 
 

Dave Bell 
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Dave Bell has directed day and resident camp programs for over 15 

years, specializing in turnaround projects by improving camper 
retention, redesigning failed programs, creating a great camp 

culture and focusing on profitability. Currently, he is the Director of 
Association Programs for the YMCA of Greater Charlotte where he 

focuses on leadership development, program quality, and customer 
service in the areas of summer camp, after school and teen 

programs. He is a former American Camp Association Southeast 
Section board member and continues to serve as an ACA standards 

visitor. He is a certified Y-USA Day Camp Director Trainer and a Y-
USA partner YMCA camp consultant.   

 
Dave is the co-founder and Chief Vision Officer of 

CampLeadership.org, a free online resource on all things camp-

related. He currently lives in Charlotte, NC with his wife, son and 
three dogs. He is in a never-ending struggle to ride his bike more 

than he drives his car. 
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Let‘s cut to it.  Everyone has a cell phone.  Everyone.  Grandmothers have cell phones.  Grandchildren 

have cell phones.  Everyone has a cell phone.  Are we clear? 

Now let‘s talk about summer camp.  Like school administrators, summer camp leadership has debated 
the place of cell phones in their programs every season for the last 10 years.  In 2004, 45% of young 

people 12-17 had cell phones.  By 2008 it had climbed to 71% (http://www.pewinternet.org/
Reports/2009/14–Teens-and-Mobile-Phones-Data-Memo.aspx).  You can bet it has continued to rise the 

last several years.  So, do they belong in summer camp? 

If you‘re a camp director, I doubt you think so.  Neither do I.  And I‘ll bet if most parents think about, 

they don‘t either.  

In the early part of 2010, I ran a poll on LinkedIn asking people what they hoped their child would gain 
from a summer experience.  Let me share the results with you: 

¶ 47% of respondents hoped a child would gain Independence 

¶ 30% of respondents hoped a child would gain Self-Esteem 

¶ 15% hoped the camper made New Friends 

¶ 5% of respondents hoped a child gained New Skills or learned Traditional Values 

 
If the majority of parents want their children to gain Independence, Self-Esteem, and New 

Friends from a summer camp experience, does a cell phone help or hinder that 
process?  In my estimation, cell phones in camp prevent these goals.  

Let‘s start with Independence.  If you send your child to a week of camp (or a day of 

camp) with a cell phone, you are preventing your child from developing independence.  I 

Nathan Scott Brant 
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dare you to disagree with me.  For those of you keeping score, point 1 in this debate goes to the anti-cell 

team.  

If you are hoping your child develops Self-Esteem, does the cell phone help?  Honestly, I can‘t imagine 
how a cell helps.  I can picture scenarios in which a cell phone is used to bully another 

child.  Imagine one camper sending negative texts about another camper to friends.  Imagine a bully 
taking a picture of another child in the bathroom, at the pool, or in another compromising position – and 

then sending it out to My Space, Facebook, or to their friends as a text.  You can‘t argue that 
these scenarios would negatively impact the self-esteem of a camper.  Point 2 goes to the anti-cell 

contingent. 

Now we can consider Making Friends.  If a camper is spending her day texting existing friends rather 

than making new ones, the child is not getting everything out of the experience she could.  Point 3 goes 
against cell phones, too. 

Over the past 10 years, I have heard a handful of parents argue for their child to carry a cell.  Know this, 

in every case the cell phone was for the parent – not the child.  If we expect a week of summer camp to 
help a child develop independence, self-esteem, and new friends, we have to give them the room to take 

those steps on their own. 

 
 

Nathan is the CEO of the South Mountain YMCA (Camp Conrad Weiser and 
Bynden Wood Day Camp).  Additionally, he is a camp writer and speaker.  

He can be reached at his website, Summer Camp Theme Guy, or his blog, 
Summer Camp Source.  He welcomes new connections on LinkedIn, and 

you can follow him on Twitter @nathansbrant. 
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In these tough economic times, people are looking for more bang for their buck. They want to have 

something concrete to prove that they spent their money wisely. So the old phrase ‗under promise and 
over deliver‘ needs to have a negative connotation now. 

 
In the late 80‘s and early 90‘s, we had a boom economically. To say that we were freer with our money is 

a bit of an understatement; look at Starbucks – home of the $3 cup of coffee. Don‘t feel bad, you weren‘t 
the only one. 

 
Now flash forward to after the crash of the late 2000‘s. Now people want to have a concrete reason to 

purchase anything. Do we need it? Is it necessary? What will I go without by buying this product? All 
these questions are what smart consumers are asking right now. Even the not so smart ones are at least 

looking for better deals or coupons. 
 

Now think of the connotations of the under promise and over deliver as it associated with the camp 
world. Under promise – tell people you offer less than basic service. With people watching their money so 

tightly, why would they shop with you to start with? If you cannot offer a basic level of service, you are 

not going to get the business.  
 

What is that basic level? More than you offered before, just to get them in the door and looking. So 
instead of a week of day camp being a week of fun and excitement, it is now a week with meals provided 

and a field trip every week and transportation provided to and from camp. 
 

This still does not mean they will want your service. Today‘s consumer is more informed about what 
actually happens. Mom will talk with her friend about what they experienced, anyone can find any 

information they want just by looking you up on the web, and it is scary how much people want to know 
before they will move forward with a purchase. Think about the last time you bought a camera. How 

Mike Ohl 
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many people did you talk to and how many reviews did you look at before you actually bought it? Same 

thing happens to your camp. So do you have good word of mouth advertising happening? If not, what 
needs to change? 

 
Now look at the second part of the phrase – Over Deliver. This is now expected of anyone offering a 

product. Don‘t forget, you must offer more and say it is a basic service, but then over deliver on the 
more you are offering. I know what you are thinking, this is extremely unfair. Correct. But ask yourself; 

when the camp down the road is doing it, are you still asking why you have fewer campers? And how 
long are those remaining campers staying until they find out about the camp down the road? 

 
Another thing to consider, you may do everything right, you may offer the best deal and the best 

counselors and the best water toys around, but don‘t expect the change to be immediate. People will do 
their research, they will talk with their friends and they will wait to hear their neighbor tell them what 

kind of time Johnny had when he went to your camp.  
 

So what is a reasonable waiting time to see results? All I can talk about is my own experience, we waited 

about three years to see a major difference. To top it off, the people who put this into motion have 
moved on to bigger and better things, so it is now up to a new generation at the camp to make sure the 

legacy continues. It is harder to continue someone else‘s promises than to start your own. 
So for those wanting a recap of everything; offer more, then over deliver. Not quite as catchy, but it is a 

necessity for camps to move forward in this age of stretching dollars. 
 

 
Michael D. Ohl is the Executive Director of YMCA Camp Y-Noah. 

Instead of sinking or swimming, he is merely bobbing up and 
down on the waves. He can be reached at 

mikeo@akronymca.org.   

Mike Ohl 
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Overdeliver 
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Every camp has its own set of values that the staff and volunteers try to incorporate into their programs 
and teach to their campers.  These values are conveyed in a variety of ways:  banners and signs, mission 

and vision statements, pamphlets and brochures.  The most foolproof way of getting these messages 
across, however, is by role modeling.  I don‘t just mean the program staff being honest and courteous in 

front of their participants.  I‘m talking about every single staff member and volunteer, from the CEO to 
the CIT‘s, doing their best to live these values all of the time.   

 
Is this a tall order?  Absolutely.  Working at YMCA Camp Ockanickon in Medford, NJ for the past 16 years, 

I have not only been expected to represent our Mission and Vision statements, but also the Four Core 
Values of the YMCA.  Caring, Honesty, Respect, and Responsibility are the cornerstones that we base our 

entire Camp experience on.   No one has any difficulty seeing that these values constitute strong moral 
character, but is it possible to practice them all of the time, even when our kids aren‘t around?  Can 

anyone really be that pure?  I‘ll admit, living up to our own system of values is not an easy task and 
more often than not, I fall short.  But I don‘t think that it‘s about living these values all of the time; it‘s 

about trying to live these values all of the time.   

 
Are we going to slip now and again?  Of course.  No one is perfect.  But to sincerely make our own Camp 

values a part of our lives, even when there are no campers around; that is truly living up to our position 
as professional role models.  To borrow a line from Michael Brandwein, ―Integrity is what we do when no 

one else is looking.‖ 
 

Adults often don‘t give young people enough credit for their powers of perception.  First year counselors 
often learn this lesson the hard way when their campers learn the things that they aren‘t supposed to 

know.  For example, campers learning that their counselor smokes or that their counselor was out past 
curfew last night.  The flip side of this coin is to make sure that our campers learn the things that they 

Brent Birchler 
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are supposed to know about us.  Every camper should know that their counselor is compassionate, generous, 

and selfless, because their counselor‘s words and actions model these qualities all of the time.  And when they 
don‘t, that counselor says, ―I was wrong.‖  Campers should hear their counselors admit it when they make 

mistakes.  They should also see their counselors doing things beyond what is expected of them.  Not because it 
is their job, but because they are part of a team and they care about each other and the Camp‘s Mission.  If 

campers are learning that their counselor is lazy, short-tempered, or dishonest, then that counselor obviously 
has not been a very good role model.  Whatever qualities a camper feels his or her counselor possesses, it is 

because that is what was shown to them.  Kids come to these conclusions by what they witness.  It‘s not just a 
profile that they invent from thin air.  Counselors can‘t pretend to be these things.  We either have them in our 

lives or we don‘t.  It can‘t be faked.  Children can tell whether we are the genuine article or not.     
 

Now the tricky part:  Are the counselors and staff who have direct contact with your participants the only 
people who need to be modeling your Camp‘s values?  Who are the ―front line‖ staff looking up to?  Are their 

supervisors modeling your Camp‘s values?  How about the support staff and the board members?  If the 
answer to these last two questions is no, then you can‘t expect your counselors to model these values, either.  

A question I often ask myself when dealing with a difficult camper issue is, ―Would I be handling this situation 

in the same way if this child‘s parents were watching?‖  This helps me to make sure I am doing the right thing 
in a fashion that would be acceptable to that child‘s guardians.   

 
Maybe a question we should ask ourselves when campers aren‘t present is, ―Would I be handling this situation 

in the same way if one of my campers was watching?  Is what I am doing right now modeling how I would 
want my campers to handle a similar situation?‖  If I wouldn‘t do this in front of campers, I shouldn‘t do it now 

even though there are no campers watching me.   
 

Martin Luther King said, ―The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and 
convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.‖   It‘s time we take a long hard look 

Brent Birchler 
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at our Camps‘ sets of values.  We either need to make sure these values are represented by the words 

and actions of our staff and volunteers or we need to rewrite our Mission, Vision, and Values Statements.  
Basically, we need to practice what we teach.  

 
 

 
 

Brent has spent almost ¾ of his life at YMCA Camp Ockanickon as a camper and 
staff member and has been the Boys Camp Director since 2005.  He lives at 

Camp with his wife, MaryAnn, his daughter, Katelyn, and his dog, Henry.  He 
learned everything he writes about here from his family, his experiences at 

Camp, and by watching the Al Pacino movie, “Scent of a Woman.”   
brentbirchler@live.com 
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OK. I know volunteerism is a very hot topic amongst teens, parents, educators and colleges. I deal with 

this almost daily when advising teens on their service efforts. 

This past Sunday's New York Times Education Life covered a wide number of pre-college topics. The 
one that resonated a great deal with me was: Does Helping Out Help You?. In it Pamela Paul shares 

highlights of her interviews with various, prestigious college admissions directors. Their conclusions 
mirror many of mine when it comes to meaningful service efforts, which also apply to meaningful teen 

summers: 

¶ Consistency and depth of experience trumps a short term stint 

¶ Admissions directors can readily spot volunteer involvement insincerity 

¶ Think 'commitment,' 'leadership,' 'passion' 

¶ Credibility comes from being 'engaged', and being involved with 'meaningful' work that can 'transform' 

 

Students should always try to do what comes naturally, not force fit an activity. Padding a resume with 

"stealth activities" is not the answer, per Stanford's Director of Admission. I always counsel teens to 
perform service work if it has meaning to them, in a form they are comfortable with, and in depth. Start 

such efforts in your own backyard, school or community. For service ideas and support, teens should 
check out Do Something, a nonprofit organization that promotes teen volunteerism. If a teen proves to 

him/herself there is a genuine need and interest locally (or virtually), then consider moving onto summer 

service efforts offering progressive opportunities. Many camps are also now incorporating service into 
their programming and activities. 

Greater growth, fulfillment and sincerity of truly helping others results from consistency, invested 

time and service projects that also resonate with a teen's passions.  You can't mask authenticity. 

Jill Tipograph 

EvertythingSummer.com 

Teen Volunteerism: 

Helping vs. Resume Building 
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A professional summer program planner and consultant for over 15 years, Jill 
and her seasoned team have researched more than 2,000 programs and helped 

families worldwide plan the “right” summer. Her unique Everything Summer ® 
evaluation process is focused on safety, well-being, family values, and 

“personality fit” between kids and programs.  
 

Jill Tipograph is a nationally recognized youth expert and family consultant. She 
is the only independent summer planning expert, founder of 

EverythingSummer.com and the author of Your Everything Summer Guide & 
Planner.  

 
Jill is passionate about identifying and designing the right summer experiences for kids, 

teens, and young adults, from camps to careers (for more than 15 years). She is involved in a 
number of non-profits, including the American Camp Association‟s Teen Leadership 

Conference, Summer Camp Opportunities Provide an Edge (SCOPE), as well as women‟s and 

mothers‟ organizations.  
 

Jill is a summer youth authority and a „go to‟ national media resource for kids and 
teens,  having been featured in numerous print, TV and online sources, including: The New 

York Times, Wall Street Journal, NBC‟s Today Show, NBC‟s Evening News, NBC‟s LX New York, 
MSNBC, Forbes.com, ABCNews.com, Business Week, Smart Money, Parents TV and more. Jill is 

the SheKnows.com Summer Camp Expert, giving nearly 18,000,000 monthly site visitors the 
inside scoop on everything camp and summer. She also speaks on summer and youth topics 

throughout the year at educational institutions and corporations.  
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If your camp has an adventure program that uses ropes course, or you are looking at getting one, here is 

some insight on where the field is going and what you can do with your programming to have a greater 
impact with your campers. 

 
Lets start at the top. Over the last 20 or so years one trend that I have noticed that has not been very 

prevalent is Camp Directors getting training themselves in ropes courses. I am not talking about months 
of training, I am talking about a training where directors can get an understanding of what having a 

ropes course means in terms of hiring staff, safety, expenses, and potential return on investment. If you 
are a director and reading this, I would strongly urge you to get your self some training, or at least make 

sure you understand the subtleties of having a ropes course on your camp, especially when it comes to 
hiring staff. In the last few years there have been a string of injuries and even deaths on ropes courses 

around the country, and almost all of them, 99% at least, were the result of human error. Staff doing 
things wrong! 

 
In the past few years there has been an increase in the intentional framing of activities to focus on 

certain behaviors, outcomes, and themes. There are whole books full of activities, many using initiatives 

or props you most likely have, which focus on topics such as conflict, diversity, environmental education, 
puzzles, and problem solving. There are even books that focus on staff training for summer camps. 

Consider expanding your library or attending a workshop or two. At least send some of your staff. 
One of the trends that is cropping up in places is making sure that the staff you have running your 

adventure program have a solid foundation in the basics of experiential education. Staff should 
understand group process, the adventure sequence, concepts around challenge and choice, the 

components of a successful processing session, and strong technical and safety skills. Make sure your 
staff is not simply learning how to run a dozen activities and not the tools to use them effectively. Once 

your staff has a solid foundation and some experience then they can more successfully craft their own 
style with your course and campers.  

Shawn Moriarty 

A Single Footstep 
Looking Forward: 
Adventure & Ropes 
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At workshops and conferences over the past five years or so, there has been an increase in the number 

of offerings that focus on increasing the processing skills of facilitators. While it is great to know a couple 
hundred activities and games, being able to artfully connect actions to learning is a critically important 

skill for camp staff. Spend the time to develop the processing skills of your staff. The time in training 
your staff will pay off with more impactful programming for your campers. 

 
Perhaps one of the biggest changes in the ropes course world over the last 5-year has been the 

development of actual certification standards for practitioners. The Association of Challenge Course 
Technology (ACCT) has developed a set of standards around skill training that lead to certifications. The 

Professional Ropes Course Association also has a set of similar certification standards. While these 
certification standard are not mandatory, they can provide a solid structure for your program to use. 

There is a cost involved with these certifications, and testing, and some of the certification levels are only 
good for 1 year.  

  
So as you get ready for your next season, consider taking a risk and re-designing your ropes course 

program. Your campers will thank you! 

 
 

Shawn Moriarty has spent 28 years working in summer camps and 22 
years in the fields of Outdoor and Adventure Education. He is currently 

the Camp Director for YMCA Camp Santa Maria in Grant Colorado. In 

addition to his camp director job, Shawn also runs a small company 
called A Single Footstep that runs camp staff trainings and outdoor 

education workshops. You can reach him at asinglefootstep@gmail.com  
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As a middle-schooler whose annual highlight was going to summer camp, you could say I was pretty 

zealous about making the best of the short-lived experience each summer.  
 

I wanted to have the "best time ever," but more importantly because I was a middle child prone to 
peacemaking and talking my older brother down from his ledge of pessimism wanted everyone there to 

have as great of a time as me. One summer, my last year as a junior high camper before entering the 
scary world of bunkmates who shaved and totally nude showers, I decided on day one that I was going to 

learn everyone's name by the end of the week.  
 

I had previously tried out a similar technique on my church's Vacation Bible School with rousing success, 
but there were less than 100 kids there. Junior High Camp was a huge deal. It would be tough learning 

close to 150 names when counting all of the staff members, particularly the ones that seemed more 
interested in flirting with other staff members than having a conversation with an overly friendly junior 

high kid.  
 

To make it easier on myself, I spent every meal at camp that week sitting at a different table, 

determined to learn every name by the time we had finished our chicken patty sandwich or French Toast. 
I would then test myself in the lineup outside the dining hall before each meal since it was the one time 

all day I could easily weave between the many little groupings of people. (Interestingly enough, this 
would foreshadow my social life for many years to come - floating among groups of people - never fully 

fitting or being completely comfortable in any one group.)  
 

I thought I was pretty cool when I was able to recite everyone's name by week's end. I was particularly 
proud of all of the females I otherwise wouldn't have said a word to who now promised to write me. I was 

the man. So I thought anyway.  
 

Matt Ralph 

Summer Camp Culture 
Sometimes We Wanna 
Go . . . 
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Looking back now, I'm proud of my boldness at an age when doing anything to separate oneself from the 

pack made you a target of ridicule. Still, I would have never dreamed of doing anything like this in my 
middle school. Camp was different. Camp was a place I could be myself and feel confident enough to 

come out of the shell in which I had learned from experience it was best to stay. My summers at camp 
transformed me from a person who was afraid to have too many people know his name - the more who 

knew me the greater the chance for ridicule - to someone who wanted to be known by everyone.  
 

Lately, I've been thinking a lot about names, in particular the importance of knowing and being known. 
It's something that comes up a lot when you have two first names and have them mixed up by random 

people you don't know. You would think I would be used to it by now, but for some reason when folks call 
me Ralph in e-mails - something that seems to happen frequently - I feel slighted. I imagine much the 

same thing happens when people with different or difficult spellings of names - Bryans with a Y, Polish 
last names and the like - feel put off. Our names are currency, particularly in a day and age where we 

are increasingly being represented online by our real names (note the difference between Facebook 
profile names and MySpace ones). When we are forgotten, mixed up, spelled wrong or flat out ignored 

altogether we feel like our currency has been depleted of its value. Knowing this, I still struggle in my 

daily life to be intentional about asking people's names and using them when I see them. I'm not sure 
why, but I'm less bold now about introducing myself and asking people their names than I was as a 

middle school kid.  
 

I wonder where I would be without my experiences at summer camp.  

 
Like the popular '80s sitcom set in a bar where "everybody knows your name," summer camp is a place 

where by week's end it is possible for just about everyone to know your name. It's a place where children 

and youth can be brought out of their shell and encouraged to blossom into the young people their 
everyday lives too often try to stamp out. As a volunteer at the same camp I attended as a middle 

schooler, I strive to help create a similar environment for kids to grow and learn that I was given by the 

Matt Ralph 
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role models who have gone before me. I try my best to learn their names and to encourage them both 

while at camp and in Facebook messages (thanks Facebook for helping me remember campers' names). 
Most of all, I want them to know that they matter. That they are known. And that they are not just 

camper number 87 filling a bed that will help the camp break even on its bills that month.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
Matt Ralph, not Ralph Matt, works by day in nonprofit communications in 

Lancaster, Pa., volunteers at Delanco Camp in Tabernacle, N.J., and runs 
the blog SummerCampCulture.com. You can follow him on Twitter 

@matthewralph or on Facebook at facebook.com/matthewralph.  
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Finally, the news media is realizing and highlighting what a problem bullying is.  Great camp directors, 

whether they know it or not, have been the pioneers of battling bullying for years. 
 

When a child is attending summer camp, whether it‘s resident or day, they expect to have fun in a safe 
environment.  Summer camps spend endless hours training their lifeguards for their swim areas.  Camp 

directors make sure their staff attend trainings on how to work with a child that discloses he or she has 
been abused.  In order to create a safe environment, summer camps need to be addressing bullying with 

the same sincerity.  
 

The camps that have bully problems simply don‘t take the subject seriously.  Because bullying is such a 
part of American Culture, it‘s easy to rationalize.  I‘ve heard camp directors say clichés like ―kids are 

kids‖ or ―they will grow out of this phase.‖ This is the wrong attitude.  Bullying does not just go 
away.  Bullies should be taken seriously, but also given the opportunity like every other camper to 

become the person who they want to be.   
 

Campers come to camp to escape the pressures of home.   Summer camp is a place where a child 

shouldn‘t have to deal with the pressure of being bullied. It is also the place where a bully shouldn‘t feel 
the pressure to pick on someone.  Summer camp allows for any child to interact in an environment that 

is accepting and providing of unconditional care.  The idea of this caring and safe environment is so 
simple that summer camps often take it for granted.  

 
 

Dan Weir is the Director of Camping Services at Frost Valley 
YMCA.  He is a host on the podcast CampHacker.org, blogs at 

DanLovesCamp.com, & tweets at twitter.com/danlovescamp. 
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Going into my first summer as the camp director at Dragonfly 

Forest I was nervous.  I had managed young people before, I had 
developed insanely fun camp programs before, I felt so familiar 

with the camp experience.  I grew up at camp, I have been every 
position at camp, I got married at camp, and I am a camp 

consultant and trainer. 
  

I was nervous because my Dragonfly kids were different.  They 
had special medical and developmental needs.  I had worked with 

mainstreaming camp programs before, I had even been a one-on-
one aide with kids and young adults, but I had never worked with 

an entire population of kids with serious illnesses and disorders. 
  

Then they came and went.  Huh, it seemed totally normal.  Staff 
hiring came and went.  Staff Training came and went.  Nothing 

seemed different.  Sure, we spent a half an hour working on 

picture schedules for kids that might be non-verbal and we spent 
a half an hour (maybe an extra half an hour) on some of our 

health and safety procedures, but really nothing was different. 
  

It wasn‘t until the middle of my third season as the camp director that it hit me.  The only thing that was 
different was that my staff seemed really in tune to the ―different‖ needs of all of my kids.  I saw 

counselors using a white board to write out a schedule (a technique used for a lot of kids with autism) for 
kids who have hemophilia but developmentally are very typical.  I saw a counselor change up a game of 

dodge ball for a kid with autism with a variation we use for kids with hemophilia. 
  

Scott Arizala 
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It totally dawned on me, all kids have different needs and the best camp counselors, and therefore the 

best camp programs, adapt to the individual‘s needs.  The only way they can do that is to create a real 
relationship with each camper. 

  
The future of camp is going to be less about how we include kids with different needs than it is going to 

be about how we work with every kid‘s differences. 
 

 
 

Scott is one of the leading experts and premier trainers on kids, staff 
and the experience of summer camp. He has been involved with camps 

and youth development for over twenty years as a camper, counselor, 
director and consultant. As a professional speaker and educator, he has 

given keynotes, workshops and educational sessions at numerous 
professional conferences, training events, and with organizations. He is 

currently the CEO of The Camp Counselor, a consulting and training 

company working with hundreds of camps and thousands of staff & 
administrators across the country. He has been the director of 

traditional resident camps, day camps, single gender camps, and is 
currently the Camp Director for Dragonfly Forest, a resident camp for 

kids with serious illnesses and disorders in the Philadelphia area. He is a 
pioneering contributor to Leadership Essentials, the world‟s leader in 

online training for camp staff and is the author of the best-selling book 
on summer camp and youth development, S‟more Than Camp. 
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For so many people, summer camp represents getting away from life‘s problems; retreating to the 

woods, leaving stresses behind, and feeling connected again with nature.  Yet nearly everyone that 
arrives at our camp for the first time immediately pulls out their cell phones and holds it in the sky in 

hopes of getting better service.  
 

We, the summer camp industry, do not hate technology.  We just want to control it.   
 

We love how easy it is to connect to our campers and their families through Facebook.  I can have 2000 
families following me, read my status updates and it costs absolutely nothing? Incredible!  If someone 

writes a negative status about my camp though, I‘m never hiring them again or making them a C.I.T.   
We, the summer camp industry, have become a contradiction when it comes to technology.  Instead, we 

need to pick a side. 
 

All summer camps don‘t have to be on the same side, but we have to pick one.  We can‘t be shamelessly 
promoting ourselves on YouTube but then scream at someone for taking a video of us in fear of it being 

negative. We will pay hundreds of dollars on Google AdWords for families to find us online, but curse if 

someone writes about how we need to improve our food on CampRatingz.com. 
 

We, the summer camp industry, need to embrace the outside world.  We need to accept that no one has 
been able to stop technology.  We can only learn how to deal with it.   

Educating our staff, campers, and their families goes along way.  I teach trainings to our staff about how 
what you put online will be there forever.  When I show them an inappropriate photo of their friend that 

did not get hired, they get it.  Kurt Vonnegut in 1961 wrote, ―Be careful what you pretend to be because 
you are what you pretend to be.‖ These words are so true to our times. 

 
Campers need to hear the same message.  So many campers love camp.  They need to hear that what 

Dan Weir 
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they put online will be traced back to them; so they better represent camp in a positive light.  It‘s 

important that this is conveyed not as a threat, but as a promise to always honor and respect the camp. 
 

Families need to hear that they can talk to the camp director about feedback.  Are mothers are ranting 
online about how awful your food is? Did you ever ask them what they thought about the food in a formal 

survey? Almost all parents are the same.  They want all children to have a great camp experience.  If you 
give families a chance to tell you by ―opening the door‖ instead of waiting for them to come to you, it will 

pay off. 
 

In regards to the ever abundance of electronics at camp, it goes back to embracing the outside 
world.  You need to take a stand.  It‘s simple! You are either ―in‖ or ―out.‖  If it is ―out‖ and you don‘t 

want your campers using iPods, then don‘t let your staff bring them either.  If you stick to a policy of no 
technology, then don‘t have technology at camp.  

 
Most issues and concerns surrounding technology like inappropriate photos or nasty comments revolve 

around the quality of your program.  Like almost all issues that you take a stand on for your camp, if you 

run a quality program, your camper families will respect your decision.  If you don‘t deliver in providing 
the best camp experience, summer camp becomes another one of life‘s problems. 

 
 

Dan Weir is completing his Master’s degree at Stony Brook 
University studying the effect of technology on youth. He is also the 

Director of Camping Services at Frost Valley YMCA.  He is a host on 
the podcast CampHacker.org, blogs at DanLovesCamp.com, & tweets 

at twitter.com/danlovescamp. 
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Randall Grayson, Ph.D., is the director of Camp Augusta, which boasts 

the longest staff training in the country (3.5 weeks) and extensive 
development before camp and during it. Sold out a year in advance 

with a waiting list larger than thenentire capacity, Camp Augusta 
offers over 130 different activities, numerous unique evening 

programs, creative cabin activities, and an innovative “Playstation” 
period.  

 
Randall also works with Vision Realization Consulting that focuses on 

your Mission and Vision.  It provides organizations with free tools and 
materials to make a powerful difference.   

 
Finally, he is part of Great Camp Programs, a company that helps 

organizations trade, sell, and buy programs.   
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Our campers get to spend a huge amount of time in natural settings while being involved in incredibly 

engaging programming and community development. There is a movement amongst outdoor education 
programs, and some summer camps, to redesign their programs to meet the newer environmentally 

minded camper and to provide an intentional and progressive nature program. The work of Richard Louv 
with his book Last Child in the Woods  and his organization Children and Nature Network along with the 

foundational work of Joseph Cornell and Steve Van Matre provides a wonderful launching pad from where 
camps can redesign their nature programs. In addition to these wonderful resources, here are a few 

ideas to help you with crafting your renewed nature program.  
 

1: As Hands On As Possible: Make sure that your campers are getting in touch with nature as often as 
possible. And while having neat critters in your nature center is cool, try and see if you can have local 

critters. While tropical snakes, lizards, and cool mammals are very engaging, local animals will help you 
increase your campers‘ sense of place and ecological literacy. Relying on a nature center  to be the focal 

point of your nature program deprives your campers the experience of getting outdoors. 
 

2: Engage Local Experts: Do some research on people in your area who could come to your program 

and share their knowledge. You can often find people to do this for free or very little money. Contact your 
local Natural Resource Department, Department of Conservation, Master Gardener Clubs, Docents, or 

school teachers.  
 

3: Nature Journals-Interactive Data (weather, etc): Have your campers keep a journal about the 
things they find while in your nature program. You can do individual journals or single group journals. 

Record the things your campers find, and maybe keep an ongoing weather record. One of my favorite 
journals I saw was a clip board in the kitchen of a camp in Maine where the kitchen staff wrote down the 

various birds they saw each day, where they were, and on what date. The cool thing was that they kept 
the previous years sheet until the next summer for a comparison. 

Shawn Moriarty 
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4: Keep It Local: While mega fauna from around the world is cool, try and keep your program focused 
on the flora and fauna that is on or around your camp. Keeping it local can help make the discoveries 

your campers more relevant to their local learning and connection to your camp.  
 

5: Appropriate Level Of Education-Below 6th grade focus on creating connections to nature. Above-
add more ―facts‖.  

 
6: Sense Of Place: Get your campers connected to your camp. If they can develop the skills to connect 

with camp, then they can take those skills to connect with the area around their home. In addition, by 
connecting to your camp in another personal way, they will become more connected to camp. Developing 

a sense of place can engage all of your camper‘s senses as well. 
 

7: Teach About Your Camps Ecological History: If you know the history of your camp, make sure 
your campers know it also. Why did people settle your area? What is unique about your camp in terms of 

the land or water? What is the age of your forests or fields? Engage your camper‘s curiosity in learning 

about your camps ecosystem. 
 

8: Use Music: Some camps use music during their daily programming. While recorded music is fine if 
that is all you have if your staff can learn to play music that is even better. Here are three wonderful 

groups/musicians who play ecological themed music. The Banana Slug String Band- 
www.bananaslugstringband.com/ , Steven Schuch- www.nightheron.com/ , and Bill Oliver - 

www.mrhabitat.net   
 

9: Review The NAAEE Standards: The North American Association of Environmental Education created 
a set of standards for non-formal environmental education programs and nature centers. While their view 
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of how EE should be taught might not fit all camps, they do have good frameworks to work from. 

 
10: Leave No Trace Concepts: The National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) created the Leave No 

Trace program that provides a framework for teaching concepts that help reduce the impact people leave 
in the backcountry. You can modify the material to help you guide your campers to help keep your camp 

clean and limit their own impact on your property. 
 

11: If you can, get then wet, dirty, and muddy: As long as they are safe, this one does not need 
much more explanation. 

 
12: USE CORRECT TERMINOLOGY: Give your campers the tools to talk about the natural world in an 

intelligent manner. It can be intentionally woven into your program or simply place terms along trails, in 
cabins, or in your dinning hall.  

 
In addition to the above list, if you are looking to bring new life into your nature program, consider 

crafting the work of Joseph Cornell, Steven Van Matre, and the widely emerging work of Jon Young and 

his Coyote‘s Guide into your new programs.  
 
 
Shawn Moriarty has spent 28 years working in summer camps and 22 
years in the fields of Outdoor and Adventure Education. He is currently 

the Camp Director for YMCA Camp Santa Maria in Grant Colorado. In 
addition to his camp director job, Shawn also runs a small company 

called A Single Footstep that runs camp staff trainings and outdoor 
education workshops. You can reach him at asinglefootstep@gmail.com  

Shawn Moriarty 

A Single Footstep 

Renewal of Environmental 
Education 
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Focal point, me.  600 eyes directed with only a flimsy shield made of wood and wire to protect me from 

their eager anticipation.  I speak quietly, my words ones of tradition that have been echoed through the 
years, welcoming, building on their excitement.  The fire beside me roars to life touching the faces with 

its warmth, giving light to their surprise.   
 

Until now they have been observers, watching a show unfold before them, uncertain of their role, 
uncertain of their place.  In a moment they will realize they are the show, and no place matters but this 

wooded hill of benches.  I share with them the words and the sounds, as things start to shift.  A focal 
point no longer I become merely a catalyst.   

 
A strum.  Long and loud it hangs for a moment preceding the tumult.  Not yet finished my six string 

starter pistol sings again as hands begin to slap together.  Four more strums come in quick succession 
nearly drowned out by the claps that have become their partner.  The race begins as 300 voices rise in 

song sprinting at a pace that is variable and uniquely their own.  A catalyst no more I am simply along 
for the ride.   

 

My fingers fly through the chords, my wrists working to keep up, to slow down, to stay with the rhythm 
that refuses to stay put.  The tune is familiar to them, though few would understand why.  The silly 

words, claps and slaps break their uncertainty.  They have found their home. They have found their place 
in the chorus of shockingly loud, slightly off key singing as it crashes around them.   

 
To me it is a reminder of the power of music, demonstrated in its ability to bring together a community. 

In just two minutes time it accomplishes what would otherwise take a camper days of careful observing.  
The song achieves first an introduction to the culture of camp; including its silliness, fun, and supportive 

lack of judgment (―you mean no one notices if I can‘t sing very well?‖).  Concurrently, it welcomes the 
campers into the world of camp as an active participant, an equal parts owner in the music (and the 

Jason Smith 

YMCA Camp Kitaki Focal Point 
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culture) that is created within the confines of camp.   

 
Acquaintance is usually achieved through sharing and listening.  You tell me about you and then stop as I 

tell you about me.  However, within those moments of song it is achieved simultaneously.   
 

Music is genius.  It strikes a chord in all of us touching on our own experience and knowledge.  Much like 
a smile it connects with all people across all boundaries of age or experience.  Therein lies the beauty.  

Although we all have different opinions on the music we like and choose to listen to, when we create 
music amongst ourselves it is nothing but a representation of each of us, sum totaled, existing only while 

the song is sung.  When the notes fade away so does the moment.  The song might be sung again, but 
never will the same people sing it.  The intervening time, be it moments or years, changes a person.  

Requiring, even amongst the same group of persons, the moment of re-acquaintance. 
 

This re-acquaintance is much about remembering oneself.   When a camper returns to sing the songs 

they sang last year it strings together the memories of who they were then, with who they are now.  The 
friends they were with then, with the people they are with now, and suddenly no one is an outsider.   

 
As I stand before camp in the fire‘s glow I watch as the shoulders relax, the smiles grow wider, and the 

friendships form.  Two final strums and I look up into the crowd.  Brought together by song a 300-person 
family smile back at me.  I walk off stage, my role over, a focal point long since overshadowed by 

something much greater and more lasting then the sum of those simple words, melody and chords. 
 

Jason Smith is the Executive Director of YMCA Camp Kitaki in Lincoln, Nebraska.  

Every Sunday and Friday night during the summer he can be found trying to keep up 
with the kids as they sing “Pink Pajamas” to open the campfire program.  Contact 

Jason at jsmith@ymcalincoln.org.  

Jason Smith 

YMCA Camp Kitaki 
Focal Point 
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I was a nerdy kid.   My mom still jokes about me walking down our farm lane way to the bus while 

reading my book. One week a month I had to ride the high school bus into town to go to a class for gifted 
students.   

 
I think in a bigger community, I probably would have got picked on a lot more than I did in our small 

rural school.  But at camp, I was different.   I once had a long-time friend say to me that every summer 
when I came back from camp I looked more like myself. 

 
That summer-alteration started when I was very young.  When I was eleven years old, my camp 

counsellor said something to me that forever changed my life.  He said ―Travis, you‘ll make a great 
counsellor one day.‖ 

 
At just the right time in my life, an adult that I looked up to, paused whatever he was doing and took 3 

seconds to change everything.   I knew in that moment that I was important and that I had a place 
where I belonged. 

 

 
We know from research that kids at risk only need one significant adult in their life to notice and nurture 
them.   That adult‘s concern can completely turn their life around. 

 
We ran a camp where the kids would come for a week at a time.  Usually this meant that we had a fairly 

small age range each week.    One thing that we often talked about when our incoming kids were 10, 11 
years old or older was looking for future counsellors. 

 
You know the type: smart, polite, conscientious. These are the kids who reach out to the new campers, 

Travis Jon Allison 

Camp Hacker A Nerdy Kid 
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the ones who can say ―Come on, guys, we probably shouldn‘t do that‖ and not come off as a jerk.   Even 

if it‘s their very first week at camp, they know the names of all of the other kids in their cabin, the staff 
greets them by name and they want to lead a song at campfire.   Great skills that you want in a camp 

staff member. 
 

If only one of your staff takes a moment and nurtures this child‘s interest in leading... they‘ll be a leader 
for life!  Try this test: In a staff meeting, ask ―How many of you were told when you were still a camper 

that you would make a great counsellor?‖  What percentage of people raise their hand? 
 

In our staff, the number would be close to 80% every year. 
 

We all have an emotional understanding of the value of camp.  It‘s our responsibility to make sure that 
we conscientiously nurture that potential in others. 

 

 
I still am a ―nerdy‖ kid... just one who has run summer camps, taught camp staff across North America 

and knows, now, to notice the potential in other nerdy kids. 

 
In addition to being the co-founder of Camp Hacker, a blog and bi-monthly 

podcast for summer camp leaders, Travis has 15 years experience as a 
director of summer camps, executive director of a camp-focused non-profit, a 

fire fighter and professional photographer. Currently, Travis and his wife Beth 
run Walking Maverick Consulting - an organization that specializes in creating 

community in and around camps.  Travis would like to invite you to join with 
your camp peers on the Summer Camp Professionals group on Facebook - click 

http://zoic.ca/CampPros to be a part of a great community. 

Travis Jon Allison 

Camp Hacker 
A Nerdy Kid 
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I just returned from the tri-state ACA camp conference I attend annually and realized (again) how lucky I 

am to be in this industry. Camp people are compassionate and committed to helping kids and teens - as I 
am - and they are truly great! 

Besides learning what are the newest and tried-and-true items, services or equipment for camp, I attend 

sessions led by industry leaders on topics and issues that are most pressing. Directors are in this 
business for all the right reasons. Their concern for kids, teens and parents is enormous. 

What parents may not realize is that camp missions and offerings are aligned with trying to solve national 
challenges - childhood obesity, education, environmental issues and more. And organizations such as 

SCOPE and Project Morry's Camp are dedicated to making camp happen for kids from inner cities. 

When I see and speak with directors at the conference, it becomes apparent who really cares the most 
about learning and sharing in this great industry. And this leaves a lasting impression with me when I 

research and recommend appropriate camps and programs for my clients. 

The clincher for me this conference was attending the annual SCOPE dinner, sitting with colleagues who 

are truly dedicated, and my sponsoring a child for one week of camp this summer. I encourage anyone to 
do this. It's full circle for me. 

 
 

A professional summer program planner and consultant for over 15 years, Jill and her 
seasoned team have researched more than 2,000 programs and helped families worldwide 

plan the “right” summer. Her unique Everything Summer ® evaluation process is focused on 
safety, well-being, family values, and “personality fit” between kids and programs.  

 

Jill Tipograph 

EvertythingSummer.com Camp People 
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Jill Tipograph is a nationally recognized youth expert and family 

consultant. She is the only independent summer planning expert, 
founder of EverythingSummer.com and the author of Your Everything 

Summer Guide & Planner.  
 

Jill is passionate about identifying and designing the right summer 
experiences for kids, teens, and young adults, from camps to careers 

(for more than 15 years). She is involved in a number of non-profits, 
including the American Camp Association‟s Teen Leadership Conference, 

Summer Camp Opportunities Provide an Edge (SCOPE), as well as 
women‟s and mothers‟ organizations.  

 
Jill is a summer youth authority and a „go to‟ national media resource 

for kids and teens,  having been featured in numerous print, TV and 
online sources, including: The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 

NBC‟s Today Show, NBC‟s Evening News, NBC‟s LX New York, MSNBC, 

Forbes.com, ABCNews.com, Business Week, Smart Money, Parents 
TV and more. Jill is the SheKnows.com Summer Camp Expert, giving 

nearly 18,000,000 monthly site visitors the inside scoop on everything 
camp and summer. She also speaks on summer and youth topics 

throughout the year at educational institutions and corporations.  
 

 
 

Jill Tipograph 

EvertythingSummer.com 
Camp People 
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There is danger in the ―forget the experts‖ mentality, of course.  The experts do have something to offer.  
Of course a lifetime of education and experience has value.   

 
In retrospect, I should have titled this tirade ―Don‘t Become  an Expert.‖  As I wrote in Part 1, I worry that 

the Expert-Mentality prevents a person from listening, learning, and keeping pace with a changing world.  
There is an equally dangerous phenomenon, however.  Let‘s call it the Maverick-Mentality. 

 
I have often remarked that if I had the answer to the big questions in camping, no one 

working in camping would listen.  You see, our vocation is filled with men and women who believe in 
finding their own solution.  We are, as a group, mavericks.  Many camp directors I know feel that if they 

don‘t come up with the solutions to their programs‘ problem on their own, well, they‘d be cheating 
(unless we‘re talking about marketing – everyone loves to steal a good marketing idea). 

 
Growing up, my dad preached ―moderation in all things‖ to my family.  There 

are few statements in life I have found to be more important than my father‘s 

moderation message, and I find it useful in evaluating the Expert vs. Maverick 
discussion. 

 
Personally, I hope that I can continue to approach life with an open mind and 

open heart – the soul of a novice.  I hope that I am able to hear the wisdom and 
ideas that others try to share with me.  I hope that I can use my own creativity to 

improve upon those ideas.  And I hope that I never grow too tired to learn 
something new. 

 
 

Nathan Brant 

South Mountain YMCA Camps 
Forget the Experts 
Part 2 
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If I have one wish for you, dear reader, it would be this: 

 

Be a maverick in moderation, strive to become an expert 

in your field, but never lose the humility that allows you 
to listen and learn. 

 
 

We’ll see you at Camp! 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Nathan is the CEO of the South Mountain YMCA (Camp Conrad Weiser and 
Bynden Wood Day Camp).  Additionally, he is a camp writer and speaker.  

He can be reached at his website, Summer Camp Theme Guy, or his blog, 
Summer Camp Source.  He welcomes new connections on LinkedIn, and 

you can follow him on Twitter @nathansbrant. 

Nathan Brant 
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Forget the Experts 
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There are many folks that deserve thanks in the completion of this project.  First and foremost, a hearty 

thanks goes out to all the contributors.  Your creativity, thoughtfulness, and willingness to share your 
experiences are a credit to the camping profession. 

 
Secondly, I need to thank John Duntley from the YMCA of the USA promoting this effort to YMCA 

professionals across the country. 
 

Finally, I‘d like to thank Seth Godin for the inspiration to put this together.  His What‟s Next e-book 
served as the model for this collection of essays.  Please visit Seth‘s Blog to download a PDF of What‟s 

Next. 
 

 
We’ll See You at Camp! 

 
Nathan 

 

 
 

 
 

 
An important note on mistakes: Well, of course there are mistakes in this collection of essays.  

There are grammatical errors, omissions, spelling errors, incorrect 
information, and typos—no one got paid for this.  Ease up.   

J 

Thank You! 

http://sethgodin.typepad.com/seths_blog/2009/12/what-matters-now-get-the-free-ebook.html

