
THE IMPACT OF 
CAMP ON KIDS 
WITH T1D ...
AND THEIR 
PARENTS

* THIS PRESENTATION BORROWS “LIBERALLY” FROM 
PAST PRESENTATIONS AT THE AMERICAN CAMP 
ASSOCIATION AND THE ACADEMY OF LEISURE 
SCIENCE PROVIDED BY DR. GAGNON AND DR. 
GARST



Hi, I’m Ryan

• Assistant Professor of Parks, Recreation 
and Tourism Management at Clemson 
University
• Why Out-of-School-Time Programs 

Fail
• Overparenting
• Underrepresented Youth in Out-of-

School-Time Programs
• Scientific Translation



Today

• How medical specialty 
camps work (and don’t 
work) for kids with T1D

• Some influences of parents 
on out-of-school-time 
experiences like camp. 

• Adapted from camp director 
training to work deal with 
parents



Medical specialty camps can serve as 
a powerful context for positive youth 
development.

• These camps can..

• Improve self-esteem

• Develop disability management skills

• Enhance social skills

• Propagate resilience

• Cultivate relationship skills

• Foster confidence

• Provide escape



Medical specialty camps often 
provide these opportunities to 
campers free-of-charge

• Across out-of-school contexts funding is 
increasingly tight
• A notable shift from public 

(government) to private (foundation) 
based models

• Increased bar of evidence to demonstrate 
program efficacy from the donation 
pipeline to outcome production
• Demonstrate Results



Is more camp better?
• Kids who go to camp get better…and kids who go to more camp 

get “betterer”?

• Conventional wisdom suggests that more camp lead’s to better 
outcomes 1

• Some research indicates year-to-year attendance of out-of-
school-time (OST) programs leads to increasingly meaningful 
positive development 2



Orthogenetic Principle & 
Ecological Systems Theory

• …as a child develops (i.e., ages) they 
interact with an increasingly sophisticated 
array of people, places, and systems; thus, 
an environment (i.e., summer camp) which 
could serve as a powerful developmental 
context for a younger child, may not have 
the same degree of influence on an older 
child. 

• Camp outcomes should be better for 
younger kids…



Prescribed 
Camp 

Outcomes

Repeated Camp 
Attendance

• Does repeated camp attendance result in escalating levels of 
outcome achievement?
• Is more camp better?

• Does camper age moderate the relationship between camp 
attendance and outcome achievement?
• Do younger kids benefit more?



Methods (Setting & 
Procedures)

• Large non-profit camp serving children with 
disabilities located in the Southeast United 
States 

• Part of larger Summer study exploring the 
development of self-determinate behaviors in 
youth with disabilities

• Data collected on last day of camp by trained 
counselors through a paper survey 

• Youth with Type 1 Diabetes 
• Mostly Female (67.3%)
• Average Age of 12.86 Years (SD = 3.17 years, 

range = 10 – 17)
• Average of 3.17 years attending this camp 

(SD = 2.12 years, range = 1 to 11 years)



Methods (Measures)
• Diabetic Autonomous and Controlled 

Regulation (TSRQ; Williams et al. 2004; 15-
items)

• Basic Psychological Needs Satisfaction and 
Frustration Scale (BPNSFS; Chen et al., 
2015; 24-items)

• Autonomy, Competence, Relatedness

• Global Self-Esteem (RSES; Rosenberg 1965; 
10-items)

• All 7-point Likert Scale



SEM 
Results

Is more 
camp 
better?

No?



SEM 
Results

Is there 
an age 
related 
effect?

No



Discussion (Implications for Research)
• Conventional wisdom indicates more camp is better

• Of course it does!

• Some camp may be better in greater doses

• No moderational or direct influences of age on 
outcomes

• Universal programming has universal outcomes

• Bonus Science! Negative valanced questions...

• Criterion validity

• Allows respondent to share negative 
experiences (camp isn’t always good)

■ What about unintended effects? Don’t more 
experienced campers gain other stuff?



Gee-I-Wish-I (Limitations)

• Slopes versus intercepts

• How did differing groups of 
campers change over time 
versus cross-sectional 
(end-of-camp)

• Only measured one-
dimension of “experience” 
(duration)



Discussion (Implications 
for Practice)

• When making a funding decision…in 
this camp…in this sample…select the 
less experienced camper

• The lack of age related effect…(again 
in this camp…in this 
sample)…suggests that universality 
of programming leads to universality 
of outcomes



On parenting 
and youth 
programs



Poll Everywhere

•Go to Pollev.com/ryangagnon259

Or

•Text RYANGAGNON259 to 22333



What’s a high score (an 
excessive one)?

• …extreme scores are more 
extreme. 70 and up across all 4 
(“total total”)

• 16 and up per dimension sub-
dimensions
• Q1-Q4 Control
• Q5-Q8 Warmth and Support
• Q9-Q12 Problem Solving

• Any overparents?0
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Who sends their kid to 
camp?

•Why?

•Why not?



Overparenting 

• Well intended behaviors taken to 
an excessive degree, to the 
detriment of the childs
development of autonomy, 
competence, and social skills

• How might overparenting manifest 
differently in parents of children 
with disabilities? (not that you are 
an overparent…)
• Appification of Diabetes 

management?



Camp Directors Say…

• Parent communication has been 
identified as the #1 most 
important issue faced by camp 
administrators 

• “Communication with parents” 
and “managing parental fears and 
anxiety” are key themes of this 
issue

• 57% of camps indicated that, over 
the last 2 years, there has been 
an increase in 
parents’/guardians’ expectations 
for communication w/their child 
during camp.



Overparenting across the lifespan

Infant/Toddler

--nanny cams, helmets, monitor bands, separation anxiety 

Elementary through High School

--highly involved, monitoring, unwilling to allow independence

College/University

--expectations for direct contact with professor and administrators



Parenting is NOT
necessarily the same in 
all contexts…nor is it for 

children with extra 
needs





Ramifications of Overparenting

DEVELOPMENTAL LEGAL OPERATIONAL



Overparenting Research in Camps
(Gagnon & Garst, 2016; Garst & Gagnon, 2015; Gagnon & garst, 2019)

• Surveyed parents of youth campers ages 9-
13; Parents completed measures of parent 
anxiety, parent perception of outcomes, and 
overparenting.

• As parents increased in overparenting, they 
tended to view their children as less skilled
in five outcomes prior to camp. 

• Lack of a relationship between overparenting 
and parental perceptions of their child’s 
camp outcomes suggested overparenting 
may minimize a parent’s perceptions of 
their child’s growth a result of attending 
camp.



What examples of overparenting have 
you experienced?



Causes?



Modern culture exerts powerful 
influences on parents, and this 

socio-cultural context 
contributes to both parental 
anxiety and overparenting 

behaviors.



Modern Parenting

• Early learning, constant 
enrichment

• Protection from harm, 
discomfort 

• Constant monitoring, 
consistent supervision

• Pervasive recognition

• Increasing pressures for 
academic and life success.





Risk Society

• Occasional anxious feelings are a 
universal quality of parenting

• Broader social context in which parents 
are constantly engaged in assessing and 
managing risk in all areas of their child’s 
life

• Limits on childhood experiences 
impede healthy development (Parents 
act as gatekeepers due to fears and 
perceived risks!)



Gen-X as Children (1965-1980)

• Experienced their formative years 
as one of the least parented, 
least nurtured generations in U.S. 
history

• Half of all Gen Xers' parents are 
divorced

• 1st generation to be raised in day 
care (in record numbers)

• 40% latchkey kid



Gen-X as Parents

• More involved, but less patient and reasonable, 
than their baby-boomer predecessors

• ↑ action-oriented, ↑ self-reliant, and ↑ cynical
than “boomers”…less respect for individuals in 
authority

• ↑ expectations of youth program providers (to 
help resolve their child’s difficulties) as quickly as 
possible

• Less financially secure than  “boomers” were ($$ 
is major source of stress)



Safety?

• 2013 gun crime rate back to level of 
early 1960s…Pew Study

• 2014 violent crime rate down 
another 4.4%...USA Today

• Pedestrian, bicyclist and car deaths 
ALSO at lowest rate in decades… 
Council on Foreign Relations

• Violent crime ↓ 48% (1993–2012); 
Homicides ↓ down 50.5% (1993-
2012); Forcible rape ↓ 34.5% 
(1993–2012)… FBI Uniform Crime 
Reports



Safety?

• 2013 gun crime rate back to level of early 
1960s…Pew Study

• 2014 violent crime rate down another 
4.4%...USA Today

• Pedestrian, bicyclist and car deaths ALSO at 
lowest rate in decades… Council on Foreign 
Relations

• Violent crime ↓ 48% (1993–2012); Homicides 
↓ down 50.5% (1993-2012); Forcible rape ↓ 
34.5% (1993–2012)… FBI Uniform Crime 
Reports



Camp directors say…
(Garst & Gagnon, 2015)

• Parental separation and related loss of communication

• Lack of camp experience on the part of parents

• Lack of trust in administration and staff

• Tendency to show overparenting behaviors

• Fear of physical, emotional, or social harm

• Lack of adequate preparation for the program or the setting



Camp parents say…
(Garst, Gagnon, Olsen, & Owens, 2020)

• Parental separation and related loss of communication

• Safety and concerns about peers/bullying

• Lack of trust in administration and staff

• Lack of parental control and overparenting

• Child’s adaptability for camp and their behavior

• Child’s social needs and enjoyment





Trust

Many parents haven’t trusted 
their child to another adult in 

the same way they have to with 
camp program staff and 

administrators.

Why not? 



Reasons for Overparenting? 
1. Broader societal context of risk 

aversion 

2. Parents are generally less 
experienced (smaller families, 
working parents)

3. Fears of “stranger danger” 
(abduction)

4. FOMO- Missing important 
developmental changes

5. When my child isn’t successful → 
I’m not successful

6. ROI- parents demand a “return 
on the investment” (ROI)  they’ve 
made in their kids

7. Fears of poor health outcomes?

8. What else?



Strategies



Before camp

• e-Newsletter
• Private Facebook group
• Pre-camp web chat with 

individual families
• New parent meetings via 

Zoom or  Google Hangouts
• In-person parent orientation 

and training programs
• “Emotion packing lists” (W. 

Mogel)
• Do these help? Why? Why 

not?



Parenting
• What the child needs

Overparenting
• What the parent needs





Research on homesickness 
and adjustment found that 

pre-camp parent training contributed to a 50% 
reduction in 1st-year campers’ homesickness. 

(summarized by Thurber, 2018) 







Questions to Guide Your 
Relationships with Parents

1. How can I build trust with 
parents? 

2. How can I improve how I 
communicate with parents 
about their children?

3. What information can I 
gather from parents to 
improve our relationship (and 
how can I better use that 
information)?

4. What information can I share 
with parents to improve our 
relationship?



Ask Questions. Seek Answers.

• Parent expectations

• Parent fears

• Parents stressors

• Parent “pain points”



Talking with Anxious Parents
(Michael Thompson, 2013)

• Normalize what the parent is saying or feeling 
(“Over the years, many parents have…”)

• Describe their child’s day-to-day experiences. 
What have you seen or heard?  KEY MOMENTS! 

• Try to quote the child’s words (“I saw Zoey in one 
of the morning activities, and she said…”)

• Set boundaries (i.e., time-limited phone calls, 
meetings)



Avoid these approaches!
(Michael Thompson, 2013)

• Repeated reassurances

• “Trust Me”

• Being judgmental of the parent’s 
parenting style

• “She’s fine” / ”He’s fine”

• Violating your own rules, policies, or 
procedures



Establish Boundaries with Parents 

• Tell parents how they can and 
cannot be involved.

• Be clear on how they can 
communicate with you.

• Be clear on how they can 
communicate with their child.

• Some youth programs are using a 
parents’ code of conduct. Would 
that approach be right for you?



Connect Parents and Staff

• Give parents an opportunity 
to build a connection with 
your staff.

• Staff profiles through 
organizational webpages, FB 
groups, or Linkedin.

• Brief staff videos.

• What else have you tried?



Parent Liaison



Parent Panels for Staff Training



DURING CAMP



Staff Daily 
Diary for 
Parents



Facebook 
Group 
(closed?)



Texting 
Services
(Remind; Groupme)



AFTER CAMP



Close the loop!

Share end-of-camp info 
about campers’ growth,  
development, health  

• Camper progress card
• Camper diary or journal 

completed by staff
• Other?

Focus parents on the 
transition back home—
specific things parents 
can do to maximize 
“camp magic” and/or 
improved camper  
outcomes, or to maintain 
heath/wellnes



Sharing post-camp info w/parents?

9%

40%
51%

No post-camp information shared

Post-camp information shared only if parent asked for it

Post-camp information shared w/parent



“Transition of care” from a child’s
academic year to summer, and
from summer to a child’s academic
year is critical for ensuring that a
child’s health and well-being are
properly supported” across the
year and across different settings.



Questions?

rjgagno@clemson.edu

Measure & “stuff” available upon request

(and at ryangagnon.com)

mailto:rjgagno@clemson.edu

