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CHAPTER 5: SUMMER COMMUNICATION 

Ongoing Communication with Parents/Communicating About Campers within Camp 

The intake process section of this resource guide stresses the importance of working collaboratively with 
parents. It takes a great deal of trust and faith for parents of a child with a disability to be ready to send them 
to summer camp. Until now, they have seen and interacted in person with their child every day. They know his 
or her eating preferences and habits, as well as showering and other self-care needs. Parents instantly 
understand what a child is feeling and understand what he or she is communicating or asking, even if the child 
is nonverbal. Now, perhaps for the first time other than school, which is only for a few hours per day, parents 
are finding themselves in a position where they must entrust their precious child to strangers—us! With this 
trust comes a responsibility on the part of camp to communicate with parents. How do we keep parents in the 
loop? How much, how often, and through what communication mechanisms do we stay in touch?  

Consider the camp experience from the parents’ perspective. They dropped off their child on the first day of 
camp and have absolutely no way to really hear how the experience is going. Most camps do not allow phone 
calls. Campers must write home but what camper, typically developing or otherwise, communicates much in 
writing? Campers with disabilities may write a few words, which is exciting for the parents, but they can’t really 
capture the camp experience in a handwritten letter. 

So what is a parent to do? All camp parents wake up each morning and check the camp website/photo gallery 
for photos of their children. They scroll through often hundreds of photos until they find a photo or two of their 
child. And they proceed to carefully study each photo! Why does he look sad? How come no kids are near him? 
Doesn’t he have any friends? Is that a bug bite? Is that sunburn? Where is his sunscreen?  

How and when do inclusion directors keep in touch with parents? 

(All directors have different styles but here are some suggestions) 

● Call or send an email to parents of all new campers by the first morning. Parents sigh a sigh of relief 
just knowing their child ate dinner and slept through the night! And directors, proceed to drop a note to 
all parents, one by one, within the first few days of camp. 

● Send out a global, general weekly update to all families, including a few paragraphs about the 
happenings of the division and about the welfare of the entire division. A few well-chosen photographs 
of happy children never hurt as well!  

● Start a Facebook group open only to parents of campers in the disabilities program; it is a way for 
parents to view photos and connect with each other as well as with the inclusion director. 

● Tell parents how you prefer to be contacted and when they can realistically expect a reply. Some 
inclusion directors don’t have an office and don’t go by the main office more than once a day. A 
message left in the coordinators’ mailbox may not get returned for a day or two, which is insufferably 
long for a parent. Some directors prefer a parent to take their chances and call the director’s cell 
phone. Others prefer an email. Some actually prefer text messages. Decide on your preferred method 
of communication and share this with parents. And if parents do leave a message, be sure to return it 
promptly. There are times when it may be necessary to set limits with parents and to let them know 
that, if you are on the phone or online returning emails, then you are NOT with the campers and staff, 
which is crucial for the safe running of the program. They will appreciate the honesty and candor and 
in most cases will be respectful and understanding.  

● Tell parents who on the team will be their “point person.”  

It may be counterintuitive but the MORE you share with parents, the LESS they will call, write, and text to ask 
about their children! This is why regular updates go a long way. Once per four week session, the bunk 
counselors should write a camp-issued postcard to each parent. Such postcards are always upbeat and share 
a few details about the campers’ activities. Be sure the division head or director approves the content before it 
is sent out. 
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Communicating About Campers Within Camp: Some “Who’s” and “How’s” 

For a parent, the only thing worse than having a child sent home is learning that the child is having difficulties 
only when the fateful call comes. It is extremely important for camps to devise and utilize systems for keeping 
timely track of camper issues and then communicating them to parents. 

Some camps utilize some version of weekly camper care meetings. The camp director, the director of camper 
care or inclusion director, and other support personnel participate in one staff meeting per week where each 
camper is briefly reviewed. In some camps, they are assigned a color: green (all is well), yellow (minor 
concerns) or red (major concerns). All yellows and reds are discussed at length. Perspectives of bunk 
counselors, specialists, etc. are shared and this information is documented. In some cases, notes are written 
in the camper file (Camp Minder, etc.) and the yoetz (advisor) or other designated staff member may call the 
parent. It is always useful to have a written record about each camper. While certain events and interactions 
may be fresh in one’s mind during the summer, it will be a distant, unclear memory when discussing this 
camper or event in the fall or winter. It will also provide a useful script for conversations in the off-season with 
parents. 

Calls home do not always mean the camper is going to be sent home. They are opportunities to share 
information, invite parental input, and elicit information about similar behaviors in the past. In some cases, the 
call is the continuation of an already collaborative relationship. Camp staff may be put in contact with the 
child’s therapist for additional problem solving and consultation. It is crucial that inclusion directors be 
proactive in reaching out to parents rather than waiting until a problem is beyond repair and the child is being 
sent home. It is also advisable for each camp to have a clear policy of behavior that will not be tolerated at 
camp and under what circumstances a camper might be sent home. This policy should be shared with all 
parents prior to the start of camp. 

s  

INCLUSION TRAINING GUIDE FOR JEWISH SUMMER CAMPS  71 


	Users’ Guide
	ChApter 1:
	Inclusive Camping for People with Disabilities
	Research on Serving Children with Disabilities at Jewish Overnight Camps
	History of Tikvah Programs in the Ramah Camping Movement
	History of Union for Reform Judaism (URJ) Programs for Campers with Disabilities
	About Yachad
	History of Keshet and its Work in the Area of Jewish Camp
	Background and Mission
	Keshet Integrated Camp Program

	Ramah Tikvah Survey Results: The Positive Impact of Disabilities Programs on the Camp Community
	Where to Begin? Developing a Successful Program Which Is Supportive of Campers with Disabilities and Seamlessly “Fits In” at Camp
	A Range of Inclusive Models to Consider for Supporting Campers with Disabilities
	A Definition of Inclusion at Camp
	Other Approaches to Supporting Campers with Disabilities
	Other Program Approaches
	A Word about Day Camping
	A List of Inclusive Camps
	Chapter 2:
	Successful Inclusion in Jewish Summer Camp
	Inclusion is an Attitude and Approach, not a Place or a Program:
	Inclusion Opportunities throughout Camp
	General Group and Activity Planning Guidelines for Inclusion/Shadow Counselors
	Self-Assessment on Inclusion
	Steps to Achieving Full Inclusion0F
	1. Leadership at the Top Needs to Buy in and Share That Vision
	2. Nothing About Us Without Us
	3. USE “PEOPLE-FIRST” LANGUAGE
	4. WALK THE WALK
	5. BUDGET enough TIME AND MONEY TO DO IT RIGHT
	6. ESTABLISH TRUST through your REGISTRATION FORMS AND INTAKE PROCESS
	7. HIRE AN EXPERIENCED INCLUSION DIRECTOR/COORDINATOR
	8. TRAINING SEMINARS AND MANUALS
	9. PROMOTE “EXPECTED BEHAVIORS” TO REDUCE TANTRUMS/MELTDOWNS
	10. MARKETING: GETTING THE WORD OUT
	11. FOCUS ON PROVIDING CHILDREN WITH SOCIAL SKILLS AND POSITIVE PEER RELATIONSHIPS
	12. HIRE Staff MEMBERS with Disabilities
	13. PROVIDE SCHOLARSHIPS TO JEWISH CHILDREN WITH DISABILITIES AND THEIR FAMILIES
	14. CREATING A HOME AWAY FROM HOME: MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT OR AFFINITY GROUPS



	Chapter 3:
	People First Language
	Words Matter: “What Do We Call Him?”
	About People First Language
	Eliminating Stereotypes
	What Do You Call People with Disabilities?
	People First Language:    Disability-Centric Language:


	Chapter 4: Pre-Camp Resources
	Sample Job Description and Qualifications for Camp Inclusion Director:
	Responsibilities

	Sample Counselor Evaluation Form
	Mid-Summer Review:
	End of Summer Review:
	Comments from Staff member being evaluated (you may use back of page if necessary)
	Conclusion (End-of-Summer Evaluation Only):

	The Intake and Admission Process and Preparing Campers for Camp
	Tips For approaching the intake:

	Suggestions for Effectively Communicating with Families of Campers with Disabilities during an Intake
	Demonstrate Sensitivity to Preferred Terminology: Disabilities vs. Special Needs
	Use people first language. Take care in how you describe people with disabilities — the words that you choose matter (See chapter 2, above). Briefly:
	Things to be careful not to say or do
	Know Other Camps and Resources
	Articulate THE Range of Models, Programs, and Services Camp Offers

	The Telephone Intake: Balancing Compassion with Obtaining Relevant Information
	What are the things that you should do when you receive this call?
	Questions that you might ask in order to understand if the child may be a good fit for your camp or if you should refer to another camp program.

	BRIEF TELEPHONE SCREEN FORM
	Sample Intake Forms
	Intake Form 1
	Intake Form 2
	Camp Experience:
	Educational Information:
	Strengths and Interests
	Health/ Medical History and Information

	Intake Form 3
	Parent Interview
	SENSITIVE TOPICS TO ADDRESS WITH PARENTS/ GUARDIANS
	FAMILY
	EMOTIONAL/ BEHAVIORAL
	DEVELOPMENTAL/ HYGIENE

	Camper Intake (Questions to be asked at a Home Visit)
	School Staff or Therapist Intake
	Information Release Form
	Mission Statement on Website


	Chapter 5: Summer Communication
	Ongoing Communication with Parents/Communicating About Campers within Camp
	How and when do inclusion directors keep in touch with parents?
	Communicating About Campers Within Camp: Some “Who’s” and “How’s”

	Chapter 6: Text Based Jewish Values for Inclusive Communities
	How Do Jewish Texts Approach Individuals with Disabilities?

	Chapter 7: Staff Training – A Treasure Chest
	Staff Week Topics to Discuss
	Staff Week Sample Schedule 2014 from Ramah New England
	Code
	Schedule
	Wednesday, June 18
	Thursday, June 19
	Friday, June 20
	Shabbat, June 21
	Sunday, June 22
	Monday, June 23
	Tuesday, June 24

	An Alternative Staff Week Schedule
	XXXXX CAMP
	Thursday, June 21, 2012
	Day 1
	Welcome to Camp!
	XXXXX CAMP
	Friday, June 22, 2012
	Day 2
	XXXXX CAMP
	Saturday, June 23, 2011
	Day 3
	XXXXX Camp
	Sunday, June 24, 2012
	Day 4
	Other Topics to Include during training week
	Staff Week To Do List:

	Role Plays and Inclusion Activities
	Table of Contents
	Role Play Suggestions
	What Would You Do?

	Building an Inclusive Community – Activity Plan
	Activity Goals
	Materials
	How will you know that your activity / program has been a success?
	Often, Sometimes, Never
	Reflection questions (think/pair/share)
	Introduction (review), Inclusion
	Circle of Friends Activity (New Staff)
	Questions to consider
	Circles of acceptance and normality (returning staff)
	Questions to consider
	Circle of thoughts and ideas – creating an inclusive community in your bunk

	Sensitivity Activity
	Materials Needed
	RELAY RACE
	DISCUSSION
	Closing

	Inclusion Counselor Training
	What is a label?
	Ice Breaker

	Experiential Activities
	Sensory Issues – Guess That!
	Strategies we Use – Matching!
	Inclusion – Improv! (Give an example of what scene they can act out)
	What Can We Do In Our Community? Competitive List Making!
	Autism Myths – Mythbuster: True or False
	Getting Involved: Spin The Wheel!

	Games and Activities to Introduce the Themes of Inclusion and Supporting Diverse Needs
	Helpful Inclusion Tips
	Abstract Shape: Communication
	Charades: Communication/Behavior
	Wright Family Story: Attention/Communication
	Would You Rather: Power of Language
	Soy Nut Butter and Jelly: Giving Directions
	Labeling
	Learning Styles
	Sensory Overload Simulation
	Text Study
	A Man with a Task: Perception

	Positive Exposure: The Spirit of Difference
	Understanding The Role of Behavior in Communicating
	(Behavior Management Session for Staff)
	Opening (10 minutes)
	Emotions Activity (10 minutes)
	Scenarios/Role playing (15 minutes)
	Discussion/Questions (10 minutes)



	Chapter 8:
	Specific Disabilities and Related Activities
	Seizure Disorders
	Introduction
	Signs and Symptoms
	What Causes seizures?
	First Aid for Seizures

	Autism Spectrum Disorders (PDD-NOS—Pervasive Developmental Disorder—Not Otherwise Specified)
	What are Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs)?
	Common features in children with ASDs
	Cause & Cure
	Possibilities of medical issues accompanying ASDs
	Signs/Indicators of Autism
	Signs/Indicators of Asperger’s Syndrome
	Comparing Autistic Spectrum Disorder and Asperger’s Syndrome
	PDD-NOS, Pervasive Developmental Disorder—Not Otherwise Specified
	May 2013: DSM-V changes the language we use
	Helping our campers
	Activity

	Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
	What is ADHD?
	Symptoms
	Diagnosis
	Treatment
	Strategies for Campers
	Camper Scenarios

	Communication Disorders
	Activity 1 - Different words
	Activity 2 - No words

	Hearing Impairments
	Activity 1 - Not being able to hear
	Activity 2 - Lip-reading

	Learning Disabilities
	Activity 1 - Say what?
	Activity 2 – Backwards

	Intellectual Disabilities
	Activity 1 - Difficulty understanding
	Activity 2 - How it feels

	Physical Disabilities
	Activity 1 - In a wheelchair:
	Activity 2 - Using one hand

	Vision Impairment
	Activity 1- Blindness
	Activity 2 - Blurred vision


	Chapter 9:
	Anticipating, Understanding, and Managing Behavior
	Knowledge of Strengths/Interests (Relationship)
	Behavior Identification
	Triggers, Unmet Needs, and Lagging Skills
	Strategies for Behavior Change
	Behavioral Strategies and Interventions
	Behavior Plan
	The Ramapo Toolbox: Creating Environments that Support Success
	Role Modeling
	Building Relationships
	Clarifying Expectations
	Establishing Structures and Routines
	Adapting To Individual Needs
	Responding, Reflecting, Repairing

	Setting Camper Goals, Tracking Them and Achieving Them!
	Individualized Camper Program 1 (sample form)
	Individualized Camper Program 2 (sample form)
	Daily Camper Report form: (used at Camp Harlam)
	Sociogram Form: (used at URJ Camp George and Camp Harlam)
	2014 Camp Harlam Sociogram Form

	Behavior Planning Charts
	Behavior Chart 1
	Behavior Chart 2
	Behavior Chart 3
	Positive Plan of Action
	Processing Graphic Organizer
	Five Point Scale

	Behavior and Social Skills Tips
	Behavior Tip Sheet
	Integrating Social Skills
	Being a facilitator
	When and how to prompt
	When and how do I assist a child who needs support?
	Activity
	Common Social Skills

	Responding to Behavior Challenges
	General Tips and Strategies (these will vary from camper to camper)
	Effective Praise


	Chapter 10:
	Visual Schedules, Social Stories, and Other Planning Tools
	Visual Schedules
	Division Detailed Schedule
	7:15: Wake Up
	7:45: Tfillot (Morning Prayers)
	8:30: Breakfast
	9:15: Nikayon (Cleaning the Bunk)
	10:00: Swim Class
	11:00: Jewish Studies Class
	12:00: Sports
	1:00: Lunch
	1:45: Rest Hour
	2:30: Electives
	3:30: Shira/Rikud (Singing/Dancing)
	4:30: Vocational Exploration
	5:30: Bechirot (Choice)
	6:30: Dinner
	7:15: Evening Activity
	8:30: Bedtime

	Day Camp Sample Picture Schedule
	Overnight Camp Sample Picture Schedule
	Social Stories
	Social Story: Winning and Losing
	Social Story: Hands are for High-Fives!
	Social Story: Trying New Things at Camp
	Social Story: Winning & Losing at Camp
	Social Story: Bees and Bugs Live Outside at Camp
	Social Story: How to be a Good Camper
	Social Story: How to Keep Friends
	Social Story: I Try to Keep My Hands to Myself
	Social Story: Words That Help and Words That Hurt
	My Lave Tov -- My Good Heart
	My body is Holy and Good—Worksheet


	Chapter 11:
	Speaking to the Bunk About Inclusion and Disabilities (Tips, Conversations and Activities)
	Tips for speaking to a group about a camper with disabilities
	Tips for speaking 1:1 with a child who is having difficulty accepting/understanding a child with a disability in the group
	Bunk Conversations about Disabilities
	Conversation 1 (Grades 3-5)
	Conversation 2
	Conversation 3
	Conversation 4

	Celebrating Difference with Campers in an Inclusion Program
	Monday


	Chapter 12:
	Glossary
	Types of Disabilities
	OTHER WORDS TO BE AWARE OF

	Chapter 13:  Bibliography and Sources

