When campers come to camp we want them to have the best experience possible.  However we recognize that many campers will experience some form of homesickness.  Homesickness can affect any camper regardless of age.  Sugar Creek staff spend many hours in staff training about caring for your children.  Including a session on how to help a camper who is homesick.  

There are things that you as a parent can do to help your child cope with homesickness.  Some parents may know your child is going to be homesick while others it’s a complete surprise.  Some campers come to camp every year knowing they will be homesick, but come anyway, because in the end they have a wonderful and fulfilling time.

How can you help your child with homesickness?

· Help them prepare and pack for camp enthusiastically.  Pack (old) favorite clothes and stuffed animals.  Send along some stationary and pre-addressed stamped envelopes or postcards for family and friends.  Do not bring up the topic of homesickness, even if your child brings it up first.  It is natural for people of any age to miss home when they go away.  Be encouraging and affirming.  Tell them what a great time they will have and that you are excited for them.  Do not tell them how much you will miss them, (although that will be true.)  

· Do not tell them they may call home. This is for a couple reasons. The camp policy does not allow children to call home (see further down for how the camp does help with homesickness) also it portrays to your child that you don’t think they will be able to make it.  It is very hard for a counselor to help your child cope if all they are focused on is that they can call home.  

· Write letters to your campers.  There are some dos and don’ts with letter writing.  In your letter be affirming and encouraging.  Ask about activities they are doing, tell them you know they are having fun, you’ve been thinking of them, what have you been up too.  Do not share with them that you miss them, the pet misses them, and the neighbors miss them.  This can trigger homesickness and make a camper think they should be at home.  The other thing not to include in a letter is major events.  Deaths of people or pets, divorce, moves, anything that really should be shared with children in person.  (Believe it or not this happens to campers.)  This creates stress and feelings that they should be at home and distracts them from the fun they have at camp.

What to do if you get a letter from you camper that breaks your heart?  Homesickness occurs most at the very beginning of the week, during down times of camp, like meals, quiet time or right before bed.  If you get a letter that asks to go home take into consideration when it has been written.  If it was written Sunday night or Monday they are probably still adjusting to camp life.  If something really raises caution in you, call program director.  She will be happy to check on your child personally and give you a call back with an update.  

How does the counselor know the camper is homesick?  There are many signs and symptoms of homesickness.  

· The camper talks about it

· The camper is withdrawn or overly quiet

· Crying

· Physical ailments, stomachache or headache

· Acting out, being disruptive

Homesickness usually happens during certain times of day.  Especially right before bed.  Some campers will be fine and having fun all day long and then get a bit homesick right before bed. 

Counselors are trained to keep campers busy and to compassionately help the homesick camper.  Other staff people in camp may also help out with chatting to homesick campers. 

The Sugar Creek policy on homesickness

The counselor should work through it the best they can.  If they need help they will enlist the help of another staff person in camp.  They will set small goals for the camper, focusing on the next activity and not the week as a whole.  If the camper is experiencing what we call extreme homesickness…which may include continuous crying, not eating or sleeping.  The program director will call the parent without the campers knowledge to ask for some advice specific to the child and/or to set up a time when they may call their camper to help them cope.

If you get that call, it’s ok for you to say that you don’t want your camper to talk to you.  Sometimes when campers know that the only option is that they need to stay at camp, they work through it better.  If you do talk to your camper, which can help also, again it’s ok to say, “I know you miss us and home, but we know you will have a good time and you have to stay the rest of the week.”    Again if campers know it’s the only option, they have no other option than to make themselves enjoy it.  It is hard to say no to your camper, especially if they are crying and upset.  This is a time where they may exaggerate  facts to get you to feel sorry them.  This usually works, no one wants to see their child upset.  But prepared to stand your ground and be compassionate.

If you child does end up going home, this will probably be disappointing for them.  It’s important not to dwell on it, and to make them feel good.  Make sure they realize that they are not a failure because they did not stay the entire week.  Stay positive and talk about going to camp again.

Homesickness can happen in any age of camper.  We strive to make Sugar Creek the best camp experience they will have.  We know that campers will have feelings of homesickness and we will help them, but helping your camper cope starts with you.  

