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Foreword



I never expected that I’d become such a big fan of the camping experience. I didn’t grow up going to camp, and I didn’t know kids who went. I’m a mom to three boys, and I didn’t intend to let any of them be away from me for any extended period of time during their childhood. It took some research, a big leap of faith, and some self-soothing skills before I could even seriously consider it. It helped, too, to have several conversations with a trusted, respected, dear friend who had grown up going to camp in the north woods of Minnesota each summer, and who eventually went on to be a counselor and even a camp director. As he talked about how his summers at camp had impacted who he became as a man and father, my resistance shifted to openness. The final nudge I needed to move from openness to investment came from this same friend, as he revealed that when he faces setbacks, heartbreak, or other adversity in his life, he has a deep knowing that he can handle anything because of the strength he grew by weathering the challenges of his wilderness trips at camp.


So I let my boys go—initially for two weeks at a time. It felt excruciating that first summer. But each summer as they came home, I easily observed the rapid and dramatic benefits of camp in them, as they showed more independence, confidence, flexibility, resilience, character, grit, and responsibility. And even as part of me hated letting them go, it thrilled me to know that they were in nature, that they were playing, that they were away from screens, and that they were having the time of their lives, even though they occasionally felt homesick or faced some challenges. What’s more, I came to see that it wasn’t just these experiences or environment that made a difference, but it was also the relationships and connections that the staff made with my children by encouraging them, amplifying positive moments, supporting them as they struggled, and evoking the curiosity and courage that changed them.


Fairly quickly, then, I moved from being an anxious mom—my son’s camp director that first summer can attest to that—to a cheerleader for the camping experience. I began to write and speak about the importance of camp, and I met more and more of the amazing camp directors all over the United States and the world.


One of those people was Audrey Monke, and when I met her, I knew she was someone special. It’s a rare thing to find someone who is not only a ninja when it comes to successfully and positively working with kids through any kind of issue that comes up, but who also knows the science of child development and child-rearing, and who can be authentic and practical when advising parents. Audrey sees challenges with kids as welcome opportunities. She is gifted—grounded, creative, and informed—and she approaches these struggles as invitations to build skills so that kids come out stronger and more resilient on the other side. She helps her staff and parents find the caregiver’s sweet spot—where kids are supported enough to tolerate the challenge in front of them, but still empowered to become competent, confident, and resilient problem-solvers who valuably contribute to the world.


In writing this book, Audrey offers powerful and practical advice, which she has gleaned from working with thousands of kids and by guiding numerous counselors in developing relationships with, and encouraging growth in, the children they serve.


The abilities kids need to be successful are often things that parents recognize automatically. But sometimes we need help to recognize what we’re doing right and to see the impact of our investment. Audrey helps illuminate the building blocks of development that happen in our everyday interactions, and in the “Bringing Camp Home” section at the end of each chapter, she helps us become more intentional by giving us strategies to make our family time transformative, as development unfolds.


What Audrey is doing here is so important. As a child development specialist with expertise in mental health and interpersonal neurobiology, I’ve spent a lot of time considering how camp experiences influence brain development, particularly the middle prefrontal cortex (the MPFC, which is right behind the forehead and eye sockets and is the frontmost part of the frontal lobe). The MPFC gives us the ability to do all kinds of crucial things: regulate our body and emotions, have insight into ourselves and others, feel empathy, communicate in an attuned way, bounce back after failure, adapt to new situations, make thoughtful choices, and overcome fear. That’s pretty much what’s needed for a successful life with good emotional and mental health, meaningful relationships, and the conscientiousness to make things happen in the world. And the good news is that since it is the last part of the brain to finish development, it’s the most open to the influence of experiences and relationships throughout childhood and adolescence and even young adulthood. So parenting and life experiences don’t just influence kids’ minds—or character, or help them feel more confident—they actually change the structure of their brains.


When I say that experience changes the brain, I mean the actual activation and wiring of the brain. Particularly when experiences are emotional, novel, and challenging, they literally alter the architecture of the brain. Like a muscle, when it’s used, it grows and strengthens. So when kids have camp experiences that require them to overcome fear, be flexible, handle their emotions (especially away from their parents), be persistent to master something, build relationships, and so on, it builds this important part of the brain, the MPFC.


What’s more, when the structure of the brain changes, so does the function of the brain. This means that camp is one place that can play a role in how our kids function in the world, and ultimately who they become as adults, even on a neuronal level.


The way I like to say it is that bunks are good for brains. Quality camps—those that are intentional about all facets of the camper experience and how they choose and train their counselors—inherently provide the kinds of experiences that activate and build this character part of the brain. That’s why we can see significant changes in kids who have camp as part of their lives. When kids have experiences that challenge them emotionally, when they’re given opportunities to make friends that are outside their typical circles, when they have to keep working at a skill to achieve mastery—these kinds of experiences change the connections in the brain regarding kids’ capacity for persistence, how they see themselves, and how healthy they can be, both emotionally and relationally. This is the magic and the science of camp experiences.


Whether your kids go to camp or not, Happy Campers is a guidebook to bring some of that magic and science of camp home. As parents, the way we create family rituals and traditions and the way we create a rhythm of daily life for and with our children are experiences that impact how their brains get wired, what kinds of skills are built and become automatic, and ultimately who they become.


Audrey distills decades of wisdom that we can readily use to make changes in ourselves, in the way we interact, and in our home environments, so that we bring out the best in our kids and help them build skills at the same time. She humbly calls her strategies “positive psychological interventions for children,” and they are that, but they are more. With each chapter focusing on a social or an emotional skill area, character trait, or parenting practice, her recommendations offer a path to cultivate the most important life skills kids need, like self-advocacy, resilience, optimism, problem-solving, endurance, kindness, social intelligence, empathy, and independence—all of which are essential for success, mental health, and a happy life.


Our need to be connected to each other has been wired into our brains since the earliest of days. Our brain and nervous systems are automatically, instinctually primed to value, seek, and find reward in our connections to others because, at the most primitive level, it increases our odds of survival. And even though there are so many distractions and obstacles to connection in our modern lives, it turns out that this primitive need is as essential as it ever was. In fact, across many decades of research from many fields, we see that it is the quality and degree of relationships we have that significantly impact our well-being, including our mental health, our physical health, and even our happiness. We also know from decades and decades of research that the quality of the relationships with our first loves, our parents or caregivers, is one of the most important influences on who we become and how we turn out. These relational experiences have a dramatic influence on how our brains get wired and what becomes automatic in how we function in the world and in our relationships.


Certainly, there are many factors outside of parents’ influence. Genetics, environment, peers, life events, experiences, and many other variables impact development and how the brain wires as development unfolds. But the science is also very clear that parents matter. The quality of the relationships we have with our children—what we do and how we are with our children—matters very much. So when we devote ourselves to connecting in more effective, fun, and deeper ways with our children, we not only become the recipients of the tremendous joy of having strong relationships with our children, but we are investing in their development as well. This book helps us do just that.


Parents are now privy to many gems of wisdom from Audrey’s many years of intentionally fostering the best outcomes for kids at camp. In a time when our lives are often structured in ways that hinder connection within our families, I’m thrilled that Happy Campers—full of practical and powerful tools that can be immediately put into practice—lights a path to help parents nurture a culture of connection in our homes so that we can all keep working together to help our children become their best selves.


Tina Payne Bryson, PhD, LCSW















Introduction



What Parents Can Learn from Summer Camp




My time at camp has changed me in ways I never could have expected. I have grown into a completely different and happier person. I have become so much more confident in myself and have learned to always be true to what I believe in. I have learned how to make genuine connections and have face-to-face conversations with people I have never met before. I’m so much more easygoing and positive because of my time at camp. Camp has taught me how to be the best version of myself every day.




—Sydney








As a mother of five and the longtime owner of Gold Arrow Camp in California’s Sierra National Forest, I have spent the past three decades researching and implementing specific strategies to create a warm, supportive culture for children. My goal is for campers’ lives to be enriched because of the positive relationships they form as well as the life skills and character traits they develop. While doing this important work at camp, my husband and I simultaneously created a nurturing, growth-focused family culture for our own kids. Many of the strategies I learned and implemented at camp were easily transferable to my own parenting.


I am passionate about learning what is required to help kids thrive and grow into flourishing adults, and I have been researching and learning about positive psychology for many years. My deep curiosity about how summer camp and family life can promote positive growth in children led me back to the classroom to complete a master’s degree in psychology. My research focused on the impact of camp experiences on campers’ well-being (the positive psychology term for happiness) and social skills.


During the summer of 2014, I collected data from 167 families—campers and their parents—at six participating summer camps.1 Of the campers surveyed in my research, 80 percent reported that their camp experiences made them feel “a little” or “a lot” happier.2 Campers, as well as their parents, also reported statistically significant improvements in their social skills. I finally had the data to prove what I have observed and known to be true for years: kids really are happier at camp. Happy camper is not just a glib idiom, but a real description of the affective changes children experience at summer camp.


Thousands of grateful parents have sent me letters, marveling at the impact camp had on their children, and I’ve witnessed the positive changes in campers’ outlook and demeanor myself. The wonderful benefits of camp that children and parents report affirm the good work we do. Sadly, our kids’ need for the transformational camp experience is a troublesome commentary on the difficult social environment they must navigate when they are not at camp.


Our kids have been born into an anxious, high-pressure world. Overscheduling, high-stakes academics, lack of free-play time, and other cultural factors are having a negative impact on them. In 2017, 11 percent of youth ages twelve to seventeen reported suffering from at least one major depressive episode (MDE) in the past year. MDE is characterized by pervasive feelings of sadness associated with suicidal thoughts.3 Anxiety disorders affect 25.1 percent of youth ages thirteen to eighteen and, when left untreated, often lead to substance abuse problems.4 Suicide is the second-leading cause of death for five-to twenty-four-year olds.5 Ever-rising statistics about depression, anxiety, addiction, and suicide can cause even the calmest and most level-headed parent among us to worry about our children’s future.


Among the factors being blamed for adolescents’ increasing mental, emotional, and physical health problems are increased screen use, lack of sleep, poor nutrition, poverty, and the overparenting style that has become increasingly common, especially in economically privileged families.6 The evidence is mounting that we need to make changes in order to help our kids thrive both during their youth and in adulthood.


It’s no wonder that—with screens safely stored at home, less focus on competition and more focus on collaboration, and lots of fresh air and outdoor fun—campers feel that camp is a haven, a safe place to relax and be themselves. Without the pressures of academics, athletics, social media, and their parents’, teachers’, and coaches’ expectations, kids—many for the first time—experience living in the moment, enjoying each other’s company, challenging themselves, and figuring out who they truly are and what they really like. Many campers feel healed, restored, or changed by their camp experience and don’t want to leave. Parents, too, feel relieved to give their children the gift of a few weeks of bliss in the midst of their pressured, stressful lives.


I have watched many kids struggle with leaving camp because they treasure their time at a place where they feel happier and more relaxed. Witnessing their heart-wrenching sobs as they cling to their counselors and cabinmates before boarding the buses home, I’ve felt sad for them and also a bit guilty. I’ve talked with my good friends and fellow camp directors Sara Kuljis (Yosemite Sierra Summer Camp) and Maria Horner (Catalina Island Camps) about this phenomenon, as well as with colleagues I meet at camp conferences and workshops all over the country. We all feel some of the same ambivalence. On one hand, we are thrilled to have created a positive environment where kids thrive, discover a different way to live, and treasure their time with us. But we also feel a sense of responsibility to help our camp families maintain the positive momentum for our campers, who spend most of their year away from us. As we watch our campers head back into the real world, we worry that the culture they are reentering won’t do much to sustain the positive changes they have experienced at camp.


Many camp directors share the same concerns about the changes we’ve witnessed over the past decades in the campers we serve, the Millennial and Gen Z counselors who come to work for us each summer, and the anxious parents frequently on the other end of our phone lines. Camp director Brooke Cheley Klebe (Cheley Colorado Camps) says, “I find myself talking with many parents who need to update me on mental health challenges their preteens and teens are facing. Not feeling anxious is starting to seem like the exception, not the rule.” Just as schools are experiencing new and unique challenges, summer camps are also experiencing a worrisome rise in the frequency and severity of our campers’ mental, social, and emotional issues.


I want the kids we work with during the summer to thrive all the time, not just during the two weeks they’re at camp. This book is my way of spreading the research-based wisdom and methods behind the magic of camp. The overarching reason for the transformational changes campers experience at summer camp is not, in fact, the fresh air and the fun. It is the culture, and that culture is intentionally created through very specific, planned practices. The nine secrets of summer camp that I share in this book can help you create a happier, more connected family culture. When we provide kids with this kind of environment, they thrive. The research (mine and the experts on whose shoulders I stand) proves that we can improve our kids’ lives by changing their environment.


My experience using these secrets isn’t limited to my job at summer camp. I have used these camp techniques in my own home, so I have seen that they’re applicable not just around campfires in the mountains, but also at home while living our day-to-day, ordinary family life. I am honored to share these ideas with you in the sincere hope that you can create the positivity and happiness of summer camp at home and have your own happy campers. By implementing these ideas, you can create a family culture where your kids feel connected, capable, confident, and loved in that most important and sacred of all places: home.















The “Magic” of Summer Camp







Dear Sunshine,





I don’t know the child who was returned to me on Saturday. It definitely wasn’t the child I dropped off two weeks earlier. The only logical explanation is that your camp is magic. Magic transformed my scared, sad boy into a confident, smiling, laughing young man. My son had a hard year in school. He was stressed, worried, and anxious. He came out of his two weeks loving the mountains, loving activities he never would have tried in a million years, and, most importantly, believing in himself. He has never been a kid who in almost nine years of life has ever believed in himself despite everything we’ve tried, and you changed that. Magic!




With gratitude,


Lindsey








Parents often share the positive changes and increased maturity they notice in their children when they arrive home from camp. Years later, those who were regular campers and their families continue to testify about the lifelong, positive impact camp had on their children’s social skills, character development, and emotional well-being. Kids often meet their best friends at camp, gain newfound confidence in their own abilities, discover lifelong recreational passions, and even pursue careers based on interests and strengths developed at camp. Campers describe experiencing their first feelings of belonging and acceptance and of discovering their true selves while at summer camp. I’ve had the privilege of watching two generations of campers return as camp counselors and even as camp parents. Our loyal, longtime campers consider their time at camp the most important and pivotal part of their childhood. Many call camp a “second home” and often use the word magic to describe what it feels like to be part of the camp community.


Those of us who have dedicated our careers to working at summer camps know that no one actually has a magic wand. The transformations that happen at camp are the direct result of the research-based, intentional strategies we’ve implemented to create this positive environment for nurturing optimal growth. Of course, it’s super-fun for children to live in a tent, enjoy the beautiful outdoors, learn adventurous recreational skills, and gather around a nightly campfire roasting marshmallows, but there are important principles behind the work we do. While teaching a child to water-ski or rock climb, we know they’re gaining far more important skills, like the courage to try something new and the perseverance to do it over and over, despite failure.


As parents, we can look at the skills we teach our children in the same way. When we have our child help with a regular daily household chore, like washing dishes, they are learning more than just kitchen hygiene. They’re gaining a sense of responsibility, a work ethic, and an understanding of how each family member contributes to running the household. When we think about our parenting choices, it’s important to remember that our end-goal is helping our kids develop life-changing skills and character traits that will help them thrive as adults. With this framework, it’s clear that washing dishes is not just about having a clean kitchen.


Young people require much more than intellectual growth and physical health to become happy, successful adults, and yet much of our time as parents is focused on their academic, athletic, and other endeavors. This is why summer camps work so well to produce profound changes in a such a short time; the camp environment fosters connection and is one of the only places where the culture is focused primarily on kids’ social and emotional development.


Just like children practice important social skills at summer camp, at home kids can gain those same important relationship skills. When we sit around the family dinner table, sharing our ideas and dreams or talking about our highs and lows from the day, our children are developing important social skills like better listening, learning to ask questions, offering compliments, and sharing appropriately. Regular opportunities to practice engaging translate into our children being better able to navigate social interactions at school and in other settings.


The close connections children feel to parents and siblings have a profound and positive impact on the way they successfully navigate relationships outside the family. Knowing that social skills, positive relationships, and character traits like kindness, grit, and optimism are so closely linked to our children’s present and future happiness and well-being, in Happy Campers I share the tools I’ve developed at camp to foster these and other important traits so that you can provide the same guidance to your kids at home. Camp experiences, I have determined, can be accurately viewed as a positive psychological intervention for children, contributing both to their social skills development and their overall wellness.1 In this book, I’ll show you how to create that intervention in your own home, where the benefits last not just two weeks but a lifetime. Magic!















They Call Me “Sunshine”





My time at camp has made me realize the version of myself I’ve always wanted to be. Camp made me feel like I was spending my time in a way that I was going to remember. Camp reminded me I have the power to live my best life. Camp has inspired me to take my aspirations and happiness into my own hands.




—Chloe








The transformative power of summer camp is, for me, very personal, because I experienced it myself. In the 1980s, while my Stanford University classmates dressed in suits and pursued internships at Oracle and Coca-Cola, I spent my final three summers of college working as a camp counselor at Gold Arrow Camp. During those summers while I drove a ski boat, taught kids to water-ski, and led cabin group games and discussions around the campfire, I learned several things that would shape my future. First, I realized I did not have the same career ambitions as most of my classmates. In fact, although I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what I wanted to do postcollege, I knew what I did not want—a job that required me to work in a cubicle or wear a pencil skirt and heels. Second, I discovered that although I had long thought of becoming a classroom teacher, the kind of teaching I really loved did not happen in the confines of a classroom. Back then, the career of “life coach” hadn’t been invented, but looking back, I loved being a life coach for my campers. I relished the chance to talk with kids about their dreams and struggles, and I appreciated having ample, unrushed time in the outdoors to get to know them and hear their stories.


I knew the life skills I could teach and the positive influence I could have were exactly what I was created to do. Before passion had become a buzzword, I had found mine. My sense, from my very first summer as a camp counselor, was that I was teaching children so much more than how to water-ski. Overcoming fears and experiencing multiple failures were, for many of my campers, their first lessons in perseverance. I was hooked. Their accomplishments felt like my own.


Another positive outcome from my summer camp counseling experiences came from the sense of community I felt. I had never been in a setting where the values were so in line with my own. Being outdoors and chatting around the campfire with my campers and fellow counselors, I felt a sense of belonging. I enjoyed being with people who were unconcerned about appearance, accomplishments, or material belongings, which was a big cultural shift from what I had experienced outside of camp. Having been on the academic treadmill of a college-preparatory high school followed by attending a competitive college, with the level of academic pressure and expectation not too dissimilar to what many kids are experiencing today, I had never stepped off the prescribed path long enough to figure out what I was actually interested in. No one had ever asked me or encouraged me to think about my real strengths and interests. I had always felt a bit like a fish out of water at Stanford University, and the difference was even more striking after I had experienced camp. Once I had lived in the supportive, familial, noncompetitive community of camp, and experienced the calming simplicity of living in a tent with a few old T-shirts and some hiking boots, I—like the campers we serve today—spent my school year counting down the days to summer. It turns out I had found what I was meant to do.


I was less than a year out of college with a degree in an unrelated field (International Relations) when I had the chance to purchase the camp where I had gone as a child and worked as a counselor. I had spent the fall substitute teaching and applying to teaching credential programs. Over winter break, the elderly, widowed camp director—who had been ready to retire and sell Gold Arrow Camp for several years—contacted me after a prospective buyer backed out of a purchase. My father, a lifelong business executive with outstanding leadership skills and financial sense, gave me a quick course in writing a business plan and securing a loan, and I was on my way to a great adventure, one that an older, more risk-averse me might not have considered. At a very young age, before I was married or had children of my own, I took on the weighty responsibility of taking care of other people’s children—and took on the camp name “Sunshine.” It’s been an incredible ride.


I love my job and feel both honored and humbled by the trust parents place in my staff and me when they send their precious seven-year-old to spend two weeks with us at camp. Being part of that same child’s growth and development over the years and being able to witness many of them successfully move into the leadership role of camp counselor, are the greatest rewards of what I do. I have taken my role and responsibility seriously, and I continually strive to create and enhance the camp culture that has garnered so many loyal camp families over the years.


During my years at Gold Arrow, I met and married my husband, Steve, and became a mother to my own five kids. My own parenting has influenced my belief that many of the simple practices used by camp counselors can be replicated at home to help parents create a more loving, supportive environment where kids thrive. Steve Jobs once said, “We’re here to put a dent in the universe. Otherwise, why else even be here?” My work with our campers, the mentoring I’ve done with counselors, my many counseling conversations with parents, and being a loving mom to my own kids have been of significant value. I measure my success one child and one parent at a time. If a camper learns to be a little kinder or more grateful, or overcomes homesickness, anxiety, or a social fear to thrive at camp, or if a parent discovers a way to have a closer connection with their child because of something I’ve shared, then I have successfully made my dent.















Strategies for Bringing the Magic of Camp Home



The strategies presented in this book will, if implemented consistently, help you create a more positive and connected family culture where your children will feel accepted for who they are and have the best chance at becoming happy campers—thriving, positive individuals who feel a sense of purpose and belonging.


Each chapter of this book covers one social or emotional skill area, character trait, or parenting practice, including the research backing its importance. This research is interesting, but necessary only if you need convincing of the significance of a particular skill, trait, or parenting practice—or if you need ammunition with which to convince your co-parent of the importance of developing certain character traits or skills in your child or yourselves.


To make Happy Campers a useful parenting tool that encourages, inspires, and doesn’t leave you overwhelmed, in the back of each chapter I’ve included the “Bringing Camp Home” section, which you can flip to when you have only a few minutes. There you’ll find specific activities and discussions to foster the character trait or skill you are interested in developing in your kids. The activities range from simple things you can implement alone, to more detailed suggestions for how to create new family habits or encourage a culture shift around a particular trait.


Here is an overview of the types of activities, discussions, and suggestions included in each “Bringing Camp Home” section:


One Simple Thing


This is intervention on the most basic level and involves making only a small tweak to your own behavior. The simple suggestions here don’t require “buy-in” from your parenting partner or your kids. You don’t even need to talk about it with anyone. This is something you can try on your own and conduct a personal experiment. Does your simple behavior change have any impact on the rest of your family? What changes do you notice in them from your own small shift?


The Sticky Note Solution


I believe in saving my parental energy and have found that sticky notes are often extremely effective in getting my kids to do something I’d like them to do. This, again, will be a simple strategy requiring nothing more than a sticky note pad, a pen, and one minute.


Make It Fun


At camp, we try to incorporate fun into much of our day. Here is where I’ll share ways to bring some of that fun home.


Around the Campfire


I am a huge believer in the value of daily family sharing, usually at dinnertime. While it may feel awkward at first, kids really do end up enjoying this time when each family member shares a topic or question. I find that around the dinner table is the best time for this, but it can also be part of your bedtime routine.


Family Meeting Topic


One concept that you may not be familiar with is the family meeting. Just like successful companies have regular check-in meetings and strategic planning sessions, your family can benefit from regular formal communication. In case having a family meeting is a new concept for you, in each chapter I share a topic suggestion to cover at your family meeting. I also give some ideas and guidelines for family meetings in the “Resources” section at the back of the book.



Diving Deeper


This is where I’ll share a more detailed approach to addressing underlying issues to create a change in family culture. This can be especially helpful if you think your kids need some more serious redirection in a particular area.


As you read on, think about what you value most and which area of family life you are most wanting to enhance to create a happier, more connected family. New habits and activities take time to develop and are best incorporated one at a time. Different activities and ideas will work better for different families. Whether you read the book all at once or in smaller doses, I encourage you to focus on just one chapter or secret at a time, starting with what is most important to you. Focusing on creating close relationships with your kids is a great place to begin.















Camp Secret #1



Connection Comes First




There is no doubt in my mind that I am the person I am today because of camp. The lessons I have learned at camp about being optimistic, positive, friendly, and outgoing have helped me through many hard times and have helped me to achieve successes that I never thought possible. I learned that with everything I do, “it’s about the process, not the end result.” That lesson I have applied to my life and every experience I am in. Leaving camp this summer, it was very hard to close this chapter of my life and experience the transformation from child and camper to adult, but as I look back I honestly know that camp was the highlight of my childhood and a major part of my life. I cannot thank you enough for eight amazing summers filled with pure happiness and for creating a second home for me where I can truly be myself.




—Stevie








Some of the most touching testimonials I’ve received about camp include the words home or family. Many campers think of their few weeks at camp as their annual time to get back in touch with themselves and their close friends. As young adults, they are often drawn back to camp to serve as counselors because of their desire to pass along these values to the next generation. When adults reminisce about their camp days, they often say things like, “I met my best friend at camp; we’re still friends thirty years later.” The relationships and connections campers experience are not just a small part of the program we offer, but the basis for the entire experience; the story about camp is a story about connections. If our campers don’t feel accepted, included, and valued, nothing else we teach or do at camp matters. We could have the snazziest cabins, the most delicious food, and the coolest zip lines and Jet Skis, but if we aren’t helping kids form connections, we aren’t doing what matters most.


I believe the exact same thing is true in our families. Creating a close and connected family culture that promotes positive, lifelong relationships is the most important thing we can do for our children. Warm and supportive parent-child relationships, a sense of being loved, and help and support from family members serve as protective factors and increase children’s resilience and their ability to face many of life’s inevitable challenges.1 This doesn’t happen just because you live under the same roof, and it doesn’t happen by filling your home with cool stuff or your calendar with lavish vacations. Just like at camp, connections are the result of intentionally chosen, day-to-day family habits that create feelings of warmth and belonging.


Social Connections Predict Happiness and Success




Very little that is positive is solitary. When was the last time you laughed uproariously? The last time you felt indescribable joy? The last time you sensed profound meaning and purpose? The last time you felt enormously proud of an accomplishment? Even without knowing the particulars of these high points of your life, I know their form: all of them took place around other people.


—Martin Seligman, Flourish2




To understand why it’s important to take connections so seriously, we need look no further than the multiple studies, including the landmark eighty-year Harvard Men’s Study, that have shown how social connections are the greatest predictor of all aspects of lifelong success, including health, academics, and career.3 This study, along with much recent research in the field of positive psychology, has provided countless examples of why our social connections are so important.


One such researcher and a founder of the positive psychology movement, Martin Seligman, wrote the book Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-Being. In it he explores PERMA, the acronym he uses to define his theory and five measurable elements that lead to well-being. According to Seligman, in addition to positive emotion (P), engagement (E), meaning (M), and accomplishment (A), a key element of well-being is positive relationships (R). When I first read Flourish, I kept having “ah-ha” moments. Finally—I’d found the science behind why kids flourish at camp, which led me to how this science could be applied for kids who will flourish at home. Below I explore PERMA as a framework to show you how.


P: Positive Emotion


Positive emotion is exactly what it sounds like: feeling happy and having positive thoughts about yourself, the people around you, or your surroundings. At camp, positive emotions are the norm, not the exception. We’re singing; we’re dancing; we’re doing skits that don’t make sense but that cause us to laugh so hard our stomachs hurt. Whether we’re telling jokes and stories around the campfire or just entertaining ourselves by talking and hanging out together, positive emotion is literally swirling around camp.


Creating positive emotions at home requires that we make sure to do activities that elicit positive feelings. Anything we can do with our families that makes us laugh, smile, or feel good increases the positive emotion in each of us as individuals. A few years ago, when I was deeply sucked into Pinterest, during nightly sessions of pinning I started a board called “Funny.” While most of the things I put on there were not funny to my kids, what was funny to them was watching me laugh so hard until I cried. Whatever we can do to bring some laughter and fun to our homes, the better we all feel.


E: Engagement


Seligman describes engagement as being interested in and connected to what you are doing. When you’re engaged in your hobby or book or job, you’re fired up about learning something new and energized by the activity. At camp, kids are constantly exposed to new experiences and challenges—both recreational and social—that get them interested and excited to learn. They’re pushed to get outside their comfort zones and really engage. For some kids, their stay at camp is the first time they’ve slept away from home and their parents, and they are engaged in learning to live with a group of new people. For others, the camp dance is the first time they’ve ever danced with other kids, so they’re being engaged socially in new ways.


With our families at home, one way to increase engagement is to try a new activity or visit a new place together. Perhaps there’s a craft you make as a family, or everyone could go for a hike or a bike ride. Each time we expose our kids to something new that they haven’t done before, we present them with the opportunity to engage with something potentially fascinating to them. This can lead to their continued interest in trying new things and finding the engagement that makes them excited to wake up in the morning.


R: Relationships


As Seligman and other researchers found, and most of us intuitively know, “other people are the best antidote to the downs of life and the single most reliable up.” We all know that positive relationships are one of the main contributors to our happiness in life, so it’s no surprise that relationships are an important pillar of Seligman’s theory of what it takes to achieve well-being. Our life’s relationships—with our parents, our siblings, our friends, our spouses, and our coworkers—are key to our happiness. At camp, everyone comes to see their old friends, make new friends, and just spend quality time connecting with others and building positive relationships. These relationships at camp are positive, grow strong quickly, and help kids flourish because they do not come with all the competition and baggage that kids have in some of their relationships elsewhere: Two bright students who are close friends are also competing for the valedictorian spot. Or, two athletes who have grown up together are competing for the same position on a soccer team, and so on. The stress that’s part of relationships in the real world may challenge our kids’ ability to connect.


That’s why our family relationships are so important. For our kids, family relationships are their first opportunity to experience the positive connections that teach them how to learn and relate to others, even amidst challenge. The love and caring they experience from parents and older siblings teach kids skills they will use their entire lives in friendships and romantic relationships. At home is where our kids first experience the positive relationships that are key to their well-being.


M: Meaning


To flourish in life, we need to feel that there is meaning to our existence, that we matter and have value in this world. According to Seligman, meaning comes from “belonging to and serving something that you believe is bigger than the self.” Being a member of a cabin group at camp helps kids gain an understanding of how they are valued by others. For some kids, camp is the first place where they understand what it means to be a valued and an accepted member of an outside community. Unlike at school, where some kids can feel invisible and go through a day without connecting with others, camp forces integration. Through the experience of being an integral part of their cabin group, kids discover their character strengths through recognition from peers and counselors.


While at camp, kids also have the opportunity to feel part of something bigger than themselves—a camp community that goes back nearly a century, where we still get to follow the same traditions our predecessors did. While learning about friendship, gratitude, and kindness, and practicing those skills, kids learn that they can positively impact others. They learn that they have purpose and that there is meaning in life.


At home, we can help our kids find meaning in their roles in our family by making sure they know they are a necessary and important part of making our household and family function well. Something as simple as asking them to help cook dinner or clean up afterward presents the opportunity for kids to increase their feeling of connection and meaning in the family.


A: Achievement


People flourish when pursuing goals and challenging themselves toward the mastery of a skill. While having a one-time achievement is wonderful, much of the benefit comes from the good feelings we get while striving toward the achievement. Many people report that it was a lot of fun working their way up and accomplishing small steps on the way to a goal. In fact, many people feel disappointed once a goal has been achieved and realize the truth in the saying, “Life is a journey, not a destination.” My husband, an accomplished runner and triathlete, has often shared about his postrace blues. After all the hours of training and working toward a specific time or milestone in a race, once the race is over he has a feeling of being let down, even after achieving his desired goal. Working toward the goal is what he enjoys most, so he signs up for another event!


Every day at camp, kids have the opportunity to try new things, master new skills, and both give to and receive encouragement from others who are there to do the same. Some kids arrive at camp with a specific goal: a bull’s-eye at archery or getting up on a slalom water ski. But others simply practice and work toward improving or challenge themselves to try something that frightens them—like completing the ropes course. And all of their progress and achievements made in the supportive company of friends add to kids’ flourishing at camp.


At home, we can encourage our kids to set goals by modeling that we, too, are setting and reaching goals. My pursuit of a master’s degree, and the hours of reading, research, and study, showed my kids firsthand what it looks like to set and work toward a goal. Our kids learn much more from how they see us living than anything we tell them to do. If we want our kids to set and reach big goals, we need to demonstrate how that’s done and show them how we encourage other family members to dream big.


Speaking of goals and how connection fuels a successful life, we now look to Harvard researcher Shawn Achor’s book The Happiness Advantage. In it he describes his study of 1,600 undergraduates that determined “social support [is] a far greater predictor of happiness than any other factor, more than GPA, family income, SAT scores, age, gender, or race.” Further, for those who remain unconvinced that happiness is a valid goal, Achor relays the finding that “the happier you are, the more advantages you accrue in nearly every domain of life.”4 For our kids, feeling connected—and the associated appreciation and belonging—is vital to their well-being and their future success. The research therefore validates putting as much—if not more—effort into having kids who feel connected and have close relationships with other people than having kids who excel at academics or athletics. Which college our kid goes to is less likely to determine their eventual “success” than the quality of their relationships.



REALationships


Quality of relationships is so important. There is one concept counselors at Gold Arrow focus on throughout each summer. The concept is reinforced with a word we created: REALationship. In order to help our campers distinguish between the many “friends”—online and in person—they have already encountered, instead of “relationship” we say, “realationship,” with emphasis on the real. Many of our campers come to us from lives drenched in social media and face competitive pressure academically, in sports, and sometimes between siblings in their own family. Some children believe, whether accurately or not, that their parents’ and others’ love and acceptance of them is based on their appearance or individual achievements. The most important thing their time at camp can do is fuel their spirit with strong friendships and acceptance for who they are.


Just like our counselors’ most important priority is to form positive, close relationships with each of their campers, parents, too, need to prioritize forming REALationships with each child. This close connection is more important than any other aspect of parenting. Forming a positive, nurturing relationship with your child will help ensure your child’s future success and happiness in all areas of life.


A (Acceptance) + B (Belonging) = C (Connection)


Forming close connections with children can be remembered using the acronym “ABC”: Acceptance + Belonging = Connection. The most basic element of any REALationship is spending time getting to know each other. At my camp, starting with their very first interaction and continuing throughout the camp session, we strive to go beyond simply learning our campers’ names and surface information about their family, like where they’re from, and what hobbies and sports they like. The goal, once a comfort level has been achieved, is to learn about each camper’s inner strengths and what makes them tick. Camp counselors learn these deeper character traits through asking a lot of questions, listening well to their answers, modeling and encouraging vulnerability, and expressing sincere interest in each camper.


Parents, too, can practice these same techniques at home—asking questions, listening well, and sharing personal stories—to form closer bonds with children. While it may feel awkward at first, you can start a family habit of having conversations similar to the ones camp counselors lead. More ideas for conversation-starting questions you can ask your kids are in this chapter’s “Around the Campfire” activity and in “Questions for Connection” in the “Resources” section at the end of this book.


At Yosemite Sierra, counselors build close connections with campers with a nightly “tuck-in.” Whether the camper is eight or seventeen, starting on the first night of camp and continuing throughout the two-week session, the counselor comes over to each camper’s bunk, shares a kindness or an affirmation with them, checks on how they’re doing, and wishes them a good sleep. On the first night, added messages include, “I’m so glad you’re in my group. I’ve been waiting for you,” as well as comments about any information counselors were made aware of ahead of time. While it may feel strange on the first day of camp when they’ve just met, campers quickly come to expect their nightly tuck-in. They also quickly come to love the nurturing from their counselor. Kids of every age enjoy this kind of nightly connection with parents at home.


My daughter, at age eleven, returned from a sleepover at a friend’s house and told me she was surprised that her friend’s mother didn’t come to say good night to them or tuck her friend in. It was my daughter’s first experience of not having an adult say good night, as she had become accustomed to the practice of a nighttime connection both at home and at camp. No matter their age, kids enjoy being tucked in, whether that means an actual bedside chat or a simple hug good night. Often, when our kids most need those nightly chats (preadolescence and the teen years), that’s when parents start to believe they are too old to be tucked in and stop the regular nighttime visits. For as long as possible, stop by your kid’s room, give them a quick back rub or hug, and see if they have anything to share. Many important conversations and sharing happen in the comfort of a dark room right before sleep.


In our busy family lives, we can easily fall into unhealthy patterns that ignore some of our own and our children’s basic needs to be seen, heard, and loved. By focusing on connecting daily, you can help your child feel the acceptance (A) and belonging (B) they need in order to feel the connection (C) that is vital to their well-being. This formula produces close friendships in just two weeks of camp, friendships that campers say are the closest relationships they’ve ever experienced. Parents, too, can create these same feelings at home.


A (Acceptance): “Be You”


Campers often say that while at camp they feel accepted just the way they are, without judgment. In the words of one camper, “Camp is my getaway. I can be myself. I come back every year because it’s the one place I feel safe.”


After hearing this same message from many different campers over the years, I have come to understand more clearly that many campers don’t feel as accepted for who they are when they’re not at camp. Taking a look at the lives my own kids lead outside of camp, it’s easy for me to see how hard it is to “be you” in a world that pressures kids to fit in. With much of their social lives being lived online and not face-to-face, kids spend a lot of time presenting themselves and their lives as far from “real” as one can get. Being genuine, or even being in touch with who they really are, can become challenging. Finding people who accept them just the way they are, and embracing their own unique personality and strengths, is the furthest thing from our kids’ minds when they walk into middle school or post and chat online. Instead, many are so desperate to fit in, to be popular, and to be liked, that they often go to extremes to not be themselves.


At home, our children need to feel accepted for who they are instead of feeling compared to others or pressured to pursue interests that are more valued by parents or our culture at large. When parents recognize and encourage their unique strengths and interests, children feel accepted. Parents can encourage children to be themselves by showing their own quirky traits and expressing positive feelings about people who are doing unique things. At camp, being goofy or what would be considered uncool in the real world becomes the norm, because counselors model for campers that it’s okay to just relax and be themselves. New campers quickly learn that they will be treated with kindness and respect, accepted and embraced for who they are, regardless of their quirks. At camp we embrace and celebrate individuality, and we model this in our interactions with fellow counselors and our campers. By embracing and celebrating your child’s individuality, you, too, can create this same culture of acceptance at home.


What can parents learn from camp counselors to foster feelings of acceptance? Perhaps the most important lesson is what to focus on in conversations with kids. Summer camp is, naturally, not a place where kids get asked much about school. Instead, counselors focus on asking kids questions about what they like, their goals, and their dreams. Encouraging kids to share stories about themselves is one way counselors get to know their campers better. Camp sessions always start with icebreakers, either as a whole camp, in small groups, or some combination of both. Normally relegated to kindergarten classrooms, “Show and Tell” has made a resurgence at Cape Cod Sea Camps (CCSC). As a get-to-know-you activity, campers and staff share an item that is meaningful to them and explain why. “The objects they share tell you so much about the kids,” says director Daniella Garran. In the very first day of camp, counselors at CCSC know something special and unique about each of their campers based on the items they share and the stories they tell.


In describing the traditional first night activities at Yosemite Sierra, Sara Kuljis describes all 200 campers and staff members (120 campers, 80 staff) gathering in a meadow for a series of large and small group icebreaker games. The culminating game, called “The Biggest Fan,” is a huge game of “Ro Sham Bo,” with a twist. Once someone loses in a match, they become a fan of the person they lost to. By the end of the game, two huge groups of fans are cheering on the final two competitors. According to Kuljis, the game creates in kids the feeling of being each other’s fans and encouraging each other that carries over into camp. She says they use the game with all different populations, including inner city groups that attend camp for a week, and all of the kids enjoy the game and feel more connected to each other after playing.


Creating a “camper code,” or what campers at Cheley Colorado Camps call a “Code of Living,” is an important part of the beginning of each camp session and can provide inspiration for families seeking to live together with more kindness and respect. “The campers create a list of five to eight character traits that would be important in their community, traits that they like in their friends. We reference the Code of Living throughout the summer to keep it alive and ingrained in our community,” says Jeff Cheley, owner and director of the camp.


This type of counselor-guided discussion is a common way to start a camp session. Counselors assert that put-downs, negative comments, teasing, or shaming, even done in jest, will not be part of camp life. Counselors also let campers know that the cabin group is like a family and each of them brings different qualities to the group that will add to the experience. Counselors lead a brainstorming discussion of ways campers will support one another. The campers themselves usually come up with ideas like building each other up, encouraging one another, and focusing on positive qualities. These are then introduced as the group norms, written down, and reviewed as needed. Campers who need extra practice at being kind and accepting are given specific coaching by counselors in one-on-one meetings. Even with teenage boys, who are accustomed to disrespecting each other for fun, and teenage girls, who have grown accustomed to social aggression through backstabbing, gossiping, or leaving people out, counselors are able to model and insist upon a new way of interacting with one another, one that is far from the cultural norm in middle and high school.


B (Belonging): “You Are Valued and Needed Here”


Right from the start of camp, counselors are intentional about doing specific activities that create a sense of belonging. Parents, too, regardless of our children’s ages, can use these same types of activities to foster greater feelings of belonging at home. Games and discussions that help people get to know each other, often called “team building,” are a way of life at camp, done throughout the day during walks between activities, while waiting for programs to start, and around the campfire. Counselors select partners for paired activities like canoeing and charge campers with a “get to know you” task to complete during the activity. For example, the campers might be asked to find three things they have in common. At the end of the activity, they share with the rest of the group what they learned about each other. Cabin group cheers, stories, made-up words, and inside jokes also bring kids closer to their group and make them feel like they belong.


Another way to intentionally create feelings of belonging at home is by leading children through a daily reminiscing of events similar to the discussion counselors lead around the campfire. Around the dinner table or at campfire, children enjoy talking and laughing about shared and individual experiences from their day. Each shared camp or family experience children discuss—even seemingly negative ones like being stuck on the shore of the lake for an hour or having a car break down on vacation—serve as another connection point that helps kids feel a sense of belonging to their group or family.


Group memories, recollected in sharing time, create a deep sense of belonging and are one of the reasons campers say their camp friends are their closest ones despite spending only a few weeks a year with them. Don Whipple, director of Mountain Camp, describes a daily activity they do to connect with each other called “Roses, Thorns, and Leaves.” Each camper shares their “rose” or highpoint of the day; their “thorn,” which was their most challenging moment; and their “leaf,” which is what they’re looking forward to tomorrow. Parents can elicit these same feelings of belonging at home by intentionally creating times to reflect on individual and family memories. Photos and family videos also create a great starting point for reflecting on shared experiences.
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