
Pleasanton Weekly • April 21, 2017 • Page 11

Camp ConnectionSummer  
2017

FUN STUFF FO R K IDS  
OVE R TH E SUM M E R

By RichaRd Louv

 Every summer, when I was in junior 
high and high school, my buddy Pete Se-
bring would disappear for a few weeks to 
a camp in the mountains west of Colorado 
Springs. I resented it. For me, those humid 
July weeks back in Kansas dragged, and 
then Pete would come home telling tales 
of adventure — as if he had been to some 
alpine Oz.
 As it turns out, that 
camp shaped Pete in ways 
neither of us realized at 
the time. He credits his 
summers in Colorado with 
giving him a foundation 
for success and longevity 
— more than three decades 
— as a teacher.
 “The camp encouraged 
me to invent activities, such as pioneering, 
survival hikes and overnights, and identi-
fying native plants of central Colorado,” he 
says. “Once while picking ground plums, 
which tasted like raw green beans, we un-
covered an ancient hunting site full of ar-
rowheads, charcoal, and flint chips. I also 
encountered brown bears, coyotes, pumas, 
and wolves — one white and one black. 
Only the kids with me believed me.”
 I was one of those who didn’t believe 
that Pete had encountered wolves. This 

morning, I checked the history: The Colo-
rado Department of Resources reports 
that, while wolves were, by official mea-
sure, eradicated in the 1930s, “there have 
been sporadic reports of wolves in Colo-
rado over the decades” — none confirmed. 
They may have been wolf-hybrids or dogs 
or, just maybe, wolves. “Their night howls 
were long, sonorous, and unnerving,” Pete 
recalls.

 One more reason I 
wished I could have gone 
to summer camp with him.
 Still, during those years, 
I had my own adventures 
— a free-range childhood 
spent fishing and chasing 
snakes and building forts 
in the woods. Those ex-
periences shaped my life 

every bit as much as Pete’s time at camp 
shaped his.
 Today, too few children and young 
people have either experience — free-
range or camp. In my book, “Last Child in 
the Woods,” I describe how young people 
can likely tell you about the Amazon rain 
forest, but they’ll likely be hard pressed to 
describe the last time they explored the 
woods in solitude or lay in a field listening 

THINKSTOCK

Time in nature helps problem-solving,  
creativity, self-esteem, self-discipline

The Natural Gifts of Camp

See NATURAL GIFTS on Page 13

Research shows 
that nature 
experiences 

significantly reduce 
children’s stress.
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CritterCamp
2017

Whether you’re curious about cats
or dedicated to dogs, join us this summer!

Our hands-on humane adventure  
   teaches kindness, compassion,

& responsible pet care for kids ages 7-17.

Now Enrolling!    ValleyHumane.org

REGISTER 
ONLINE 
TODAY!

3670 Nevada St,  
Pleasanton, CA 94566  

(925) 426-8656

Call Sue at 925-485-1000

Sylvan Learning Center
6654 Koll Center Parkway, Suite #185 Pleasanton

w w w. s y l v a n p l e a s a n t o n . c o m

Provide enrichment and make summer a 
learning experience for your child. Call 
us about our Summer Math Camps 
and our Summer Writing Camps! We 
offer excellent programs in reading, 
math, writing, study skills, SAT/ACT 
preparation and robotics. Sylvan’s 
flexible hours allow you to set up a 
schedule that will work with your 
summer schedule. Call us today to 
discuss the Sylvan advantage that 
makes learning feel good! Ask 
about our summer discount using 
Code PW2017.

Also available:
· Adult Lessons
· After-School Programs
· School Break Camps
· Mommy & Me Classes
· Sewing Clubs
· Parties & Special Events!

We offer:
· Flexible Scheduling
· Personalized Instructions
· Small Class Sizes
· Sewing Machines, Tools, Beads
· FREE Fabric for 1st day!
· PIZZA Party on last day!

DISCOUNTS
Available!

 
 NOw ENrOllINg

in our Dublin

Fashion Design ◆ Sewing ◆ Jewelry-Making

Ages: 6 to 12 and Teens

Early Bird Registration Special!

www.KidzKraftz.com

(925) 271-0015 

By MichaeL ThoMpson, ph.d.
 Why are people so loyal to their sleep-
away camps? What exactly happens at camp 
that makes people rhapsodize about the 
experience 30 or 40 years later?
 Whenever I tell people that I am curious 
about the camp experience, the stories start 
to pour out.
 “I loved my camp,” they say in a dreamy 
voice.
 “A camp prize is better than any other 
award in life,” passionately declared a news-
paperman at a dinner party.
 He had won a bunch of journalism 
awards. Apparently none of these trophies 
held the emotional power of that camp 
sweater that he still keeps in a drawer.
 What is it about the summer camp 
experience — just a few weeks away for 
perhaps two or three seasons — that goes 
so deep under their skin? Not many people 
rave about their schools or neighborhood 
the way they talk about camp. As a psy-
chologist, I am curious about the mystery 
of camp. What’s the magic ingredient?
 An alum of a YMCA camp insisted, “It’s 

the cabin chat. No other camp has the cabin 
chat. It’s an amazing experience.”
 So I traveled to that camp and sat in 
on one cabin chat with 11-year-old boys 
and another with 14-year-old girls. In the 
total darkness, the counselor would strike 
a match, light a candle, and lead a discus-
sion. By candlelight the campers would take 
turns talking about their day, their feelings, 
and their thoughts on a philosophical ques-
tion posed by the counselor.
 It was pretty powerful; in the moment it 
felt close to sacred. Indeed, two-thirds of 
the counselors there told me that they had 
more powerful feelings about their camp 
than they did about their family’s religion.
 Yet kids from other camps that don’t have 
a cabin chat every night may feel just as 
strongly about their camp. At a canoe-trip-
ping camp in Ontario they tell me the secret 
ingredient is being out in the wilderness 
and paddling all day. At a general camp in 
Vermont they tell me it is the close relation-
ships between staff and kids, and of course 

THINKSTOCK

Children have experiences that are theirs alone

Magic of camp

See MAGIC OF CAMP on Page 13
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Register today at 
eastbayspca.org/summercamp

Camps for kids 
entering grades 
1-12 in Oakland 

and Dublin 

Meet friends. Learn about animals. Have a fur-tastic time!

Write Now!Write Now!

For applications and information:
writenowcc@headsup.org   www.headsup.org

Hacienda School
3800 Stoneridge Drive, Pleasanton
(925) 485-5750

..

..

..

Summer Writing Camps

Grades: 2-8 Grades
Hours: 10:00 AM – 4:00 PM

Extended care available

Cost: 1 week: $500;
2 weeks: $950;
Add’I weeks @ $400

ENROLLINGNOW

Presentation Techniques
7/17-7/21

Expository Writing
7/14-7/28

Creative Writing
7/31-8/4

to the wind and watching the clouds move. 
Nature is becoming an abstraction, some-
thing to watch on the flip-down TV screen 
from the back seat of a minivan.
 In 2005, “Generation M: Media in the 
Lives of Eight- to Eighteen-Year-Olds,” 
conducted by the Kaiser Family Founda-
tion, revealed that children are plugged 
into some kind of electronic medium an 
average of five-and-a-half hours a day, “the 
equivalent of a full-time job, and more 
time than they spend doing anything else 
besides sleeping.”
 One reason kids aren’t going outside as 
much is parental fear. News and entertain-
ment media have conditioned us to believe 
that life outside the front door is far more 
dangerous than it actually is, at least from 
stranger-danger. Nonetheless, this fear is 
unlikely to go away, which is one of the 
reasons parents are likely to value camps 
even more in the future than they do today. 
Risk is always a part of life, but camps can 
offer parents the reassurance that their 
children will be safe as they receive the 
gifts of nature.
 The physical benefits are obvious; oth-
ers are more subtle but no less important. 
For example, research shows that nature 
experiences significantly reduce children’s 
stress. Free play in natural areas enhances 
children’s cognitive flexibility, problem-
solving ability, creativity, self-esteem and 
self-discipline. Effects of Attention Deficit 

Disorder are reduced when children have 
regular access to the out-of-doors. Stud-
ies of outdoor-education programs geared 
toward troubled youth — especially those 
diagnosed with mental-health problems — 
show a clear therapeutic value.
 Children are simply happier and health-
ier when they have frequent and varied 
opportunities for experiences in the out-
of-doors. Nature-oriented camps also help 
care for the health of the earth; many 
studies show that nature play in childhood 
is the chief determining factor in the envi-
ronmental consciousness of adults.
 Clearly there’s more to camp than 
s’mores. Pete could have told us that. In 
fact, he did. n

— Richard Louv is the author of “Last Child 
in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Na-

ture-Deficit Disorder.” Originally published in 
the March 2014 Camp e-News. Reprinted by 

permission of the American Camp Association. 
©2017 American Camping Association Inc.
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the singing in the dining hall each night. At 
an arts camp in Connecticut they tell me 
the magic is self-expression and the freedom 
that each child has to choose activities.
 What is the magic of camp? After a whole 
summer of sitting in on campfires, cabin 
chats, and dining hall sing-alongs; after 
laughing through a lot of silly campfire 
skits; after watching kids compete in color 
wars and canoeing contests and stage first-
rate productions of Broadway musicals — 
I’m closer to an answer.
 First, it is absolutely magical for kids 
to be away from their parents. The sweet-
est, most satisfying moments of childhood 
(think back to your own life) are almost al-
ways when you are away from your parents. 
Why? Because as a child you see yourself 
constantly in the mirror of your parents’ 
eyes; you judge yourself by their words, 
their smiles, their eyebrows. You cannot 
escape the power of your parents’ faces and 
judgments.
 At camp, you aren’t getting any parental 
feedback, not for weeks at a time. What a 
great change! Apparently, there is a little 
Harry Potter in every child, yearning to be 
an orphan, at least for a while. Children 
are suddenly free to experience themselves 
anew; they face challenges and accomplish-
ments that are theirs alone — experiences 
that don’t have to be run through the paren-
tal cognitive-ruminative-metabolic-judicial 

machinery. It doesn’t matter what your 
parents think; it belongs to you.
 Secondly, the relationship between camp-
ers and counselors is pure gold. The young-
er kids love and admire the counselors 
and that respect brings out the best in 19-, 
20- and 21-year-olds. They are at their 
most responsible, compassionate, and lov-
ing when they are put in charge of younger 
children, and the younger children knock 
themselves out trying to impress these 
young demi-gods.
 I have seen many children hug young 
adults this summer and have seen the young 
adults hug them back with genuine pro-
tectiveness and caring. There isn’t enough 
mixing of half-generations in our world.
 Finally, if camps are successful, they cre-
ate a private world with its own rules and 
rituals and magic. Deep down, all children 
not only yearn to be Harry Potter, they want 
a Hogwarts; they want to have their own 
harrowing adventures with no (apparent) 
safety net. Suburban life and school don’t 
provide children with much of an arena 
for adventure or their imaginations. Camps 
have the ability to create that world that be-
longs only to a child and his or her friends. 
Now that is magic. n
— Michael Thompson, Ph.D., is the coauthor 

of “Raising Cain.” He is presently writing a 
book about camps and overnight school trips 

called “Homesick and Happy.” Originally pub-
lished in the September 2010 issue of Camp 

e-News. Reprinted by permission of the Ameri-
can Camp Association. ©2017 American 

Camping Association Inc.
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