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Summer Planning for Children with Special Needs

Summer vacation often poses a challenge for parents of children with special needs. You can find programs that
will provide an engaging and enriching environment for your child, but it’s important to start thinking early about
what kinds of activities your child would benefit from and what your options are.

Determining your child’s needs

When choosing a summer program, it's important to consider your child’s age, interests, and personality. You'll
also want to think about how summer activities can help support your child’s year-round learning. Here are some
questions that can help you determine what kind of summer program would be good for your child:

¢ What would your child enjoy? Many children have a particular passion, such as music or animals. If your child
has a special interest like this, look for summer programs that would encourage her passion, such as a zoo pro-
gram or a music camp.

¢ What skills is he working on? A child who needs help learning to read could benefit from a program that provides
specialized reading tutoring. If he’s been focusing on socialization skills, a noncompetitive camp setting with lots
of interaction with other children could be a good opportunity to continue learning how to interact with others.
If he needs to acquire skills that will help him get a job in the future, maybe an internship would be a good idea.
Think about the goals he has been working toward during the school year and how he could continue making
progress over the summer. Your child’s Individualized Education program (IEP) can serve as a guide.

¢ Does your child have difficulty with new or unfamiliar situations? If so, a camp or other program may be chal-
lenging. Talk with other parents in your child’s class or your neighborhood to see if your children could attend
a program together.

Exploring the options

As you begin to explore the activities and programs in your community, remember that your child’s options aren’t
necessarily limited because of her disability. You don’t have to focus your search on programs for children with
special needs. The law says most providers have to accept your child. And with the right resources, some extra
planning, and good communication with care providers, you can create a positive situation almost anywhere.

The first place you should go to find out about summer programs in your community is your child’s school staff.
Your child’s teachers can probably recommend programs and activities that have been accommodating and suc-
cessful for children with special needs. You may also want to talk to other parents for ideas.

Here are some options that may be available in your community:

¢ Local park and community-center recreation programs. These are often half-day or all-day programs, some-
times in special areas like sports, art, or music. In many parts of the country, programs like these cost less than
other options, but some have residency requirements. These programs tend to have limited hours (often 9 a.m.
to 3 p.m.), but some offer extended-day coverage for an extra fee.

¢ Day camps. Many religious organizations, Boys and Girls Clubs, Y’s, and schools offer day camps. Like recreation
programs, they tend to have limited hours, but some offer extended-day coverage.

e Activity programs and workshops. Some organizations like museums and nature societies offer short-term
workshops in a variety of areas. Organizations might include language-school programs, theater-sponsored
workshops, music-school programs, museum programs, or public library summer-reading programs.

¢ Expanded after-school programs. Before- and after-school programs that operate during the school year at Y’s,
schools, or other community agencies sometimes expand to offer full-day care during the summer, even for
children who aren’t enrolled during the school year.

¢ Overnight camps. Overnight camps may offer stays by the week, month, or all summer. Some camps are oriented
toward specific activities, such as sports, nature, or the arts. Some also provide opportunities for overnight ad-
venture trips, like whitewater rafting or backpacking.



Again, keep in mind that it’s against the law for a provider to tell you that your child cannot be admitted to a pro-
gram because of his disability. Also remember that many options and ideas are available for making a situation
work. For example, if your child needs one-on-one assistance at a camp but the camp cannot provide this, your
insurance company or state department that oversees the welfare of children with disabilities may be able to pay
for an extra teacher, aide, or counselor.

Taking a closer look

Once you have found a handful of programs you think might work, it’s time to do some in-depth research. Here are
some questions you might ask as you learn more about each program.

e What is the program philosophy? Well-run camps have clearly stated goals. Look for programs that will be
a good match with your child’s personality and increase her sense of confidence and self-esteem. Consider
whether your child will do better in a competitive environment or one that is cooperative.

¢ How much training and experience do staff members have? Will they welcome your child or be intimidated by
her? Teenagers earning a summer salary can be wonderfully enthusiastic; in some cases, though, well-trained
adults might provide a better experience for your child. Are staff members able to make needed accommoda-
tions? Are they willing to work closely with your child’s aide? Can they effectively manage your child’s behavior
in a way that makes you feel comfortable?

e What is the ratio of staff members to kids? A program with one adult for every two children will be quite differ-
ent from a program with one adult for every ten. If your child will be attending camp, you should consider the
staffing guidelines of the American Camp Association (ACA), which take into consideration the age and special
needs of participants. For example, the ACA recommends a ratio of 1:1 for campers with severe mental disabili-
ties. Check the ACA Web site at www.acacamps.org for more information.

¢ What kind of medical facilities or professionals are on site? Find out if a nurse is available and how medications
are dispensed. If your child needs medication or may need other medical care, you will want to be sure that the
program has good personnel and procedures in place. For example, if your child takes insulin, be sure that there
is a designated, safe storage area for the medication. Also make sure that the camp staff is trained to respond to
medical emergencies, such as seizures.

o Are the facilities accessible? Remember that solutions are available to many accessibility issues, but those solu-
tions will only be successful if the program staff is willing to work with you.

¢ How will you communicate with staff members and with your child? If your child will be attending a day pro-
gram, find out if you will have opportunities to speak with counselors at drop-off and pick-up time. Will staff
members be readily available by phone or e-mail? If your child will be attending an overnight camp, find out how
often you will be able to speak with him.

¢ What are the sleeping, bathing, and eating arrangements? If you are considering overnight camp, you will want
to be sure that your child will be comfortable and will get the help she needs to be able to fully participate in the
program. If your child requires a special diet, make sure the camp can provide it.

¢ What do other parents think of the program? No matter what kind of program you are considering, ask for refer-
ences, and try to talk to at least three parents to get a good idea of what you and your child can expect.

Paying for your child’s summer program

Some programs, especially those designed specifically for children with special needs, can be expensive. But it’s a
mistake to avoid looking at these programs just because of the cost. You may have more options than you think.

You may be able to get some or all of the cost for your child’s summer program paid for by your school district. If
you can prove that your child will be working on the skills outlined in his IEP at the summer program, the school
district may pay for it. Be sure to talk with school or district administrators early in the process if you will be asking
for the school district to cover some or all of the cost of your child’s summer program.
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Making it work

Choosing a summer program or activity is only the first step toward creating a fun and enriching summer for your
child. You'll also need to develop a plan to communicate with the staff at the program or camp and take other steps
to ensure your child’s experience is a positive one. Here are some tips that can help:

¢ Get to know the camp or program staff. Visit the camp site and make arrangements to meet as many program
staff members as you can. A good relationship with staff members is the best way to ensure your child has a
great experience.

¢ Ask who should be your main point of contact. You'll want to have lots of day-to-day communication with coun-
selors or staff members, but it's also a good idea to develop a relationship with one administrator or program
director. This is the person you'll call whenever you have any concerns or questions. Make sure your contact
person knows how to reach you at work and at home and encourage her to call you with any information, nega-
tive or positive.

e Educate staff about your child. It's important that any staff members who will be interacting with your child
understand his condition or disability. If you have brochures about the condition, distribute those. You can also
print fact sheets off the Internet or get them from your health care provider. In addition to understanding your
child’s specific condition, it's important that the staff learn something about your child personally. For example,
if your child does best when she is interacting with calm, very patient teachers or counselors, let people at the
program know this so that they can match her up with the right staff members.

e Look for ways to support the program. Small gestures, like bringing in popsicles on a hot day or volun-
teering to run a booth at the summer carnival, will let staff and other families know how much you ap-
preciate their hard work. You may also be able to lend your support through fund-raising activities
in your community.

¢ Thank everyone who worked to make your child’s summer a success. Thank counselors, staff, and other children
for everything they did to help your child. If a staff member was especially helpful, consider writing a letter of
thanks and sending a copy to the program director or governing board.

Resources

American Camp Association (ACA) www.acacamps.org. The ACA is the national accrediting organization
for camps and provides a wealth of information and resources for campers with and without special
needs.

Internet Special Education Resources (ISER) www.iser.com. The ISER is a nationwide directory of profes-
sionals, organizations, and schools that serve the learning disabilities and special education commu-
nities. It helps parents and caregivers find local special education professionals to help with learning
disabilities and attention deficit disorder assessment, therapy, advocacy, critical teen issues, and other
special needs.

Kids Camps.com
www.kidscamps.com. This online directory of camps all over the U.S. includes listings of camps for
children with special needs.

Published by: The Federation for Children with Special Needs (www.fcsn.org), a non-profit organization
committed to listening to and learning from families and encouraging full participation in community
life by all people, especially those with disabilities.
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Disability

CAMP NAME Camp Website Category
https://www.bostonabilitycenter.co
Boston Ability Center Natick MA m/intensivetherapycamps General
North https://triumphcenter.net/programs
Camp Triumph Reading MA [therapeutic-camp/ General
Camp Winnetaska Birmingham [AL https://www.winnataska.org/ General
West
Camp Woodhaven Boylston MA http://www.campwoodhaven.com/ |General
https://www.oldcolonyymca.org/loc
Camp Yomechas Middleboro |MA ations/camps/camp-yomechas General
Center Church Camp Asto
Wamah Columbia CT https://www.campastowamah.org/ |General
https://cfdsny.org/our-
Clover Patch Camp Glenville NY services/clover-patch-camp General
Duxbury Bay Maritime
School/AccessSail Duxbury MA http://dbms.org/ General
http://www.easterseals.com/cfc/our-
Easter Seals Camp Hemlocks Stamford CcT programs/camp-hemlocks/ General
Easter Seals Summer Camps Worcester |MA http://www.easterseals.com/ma/ General
Exploration Summer Program Norwood MA https://www.explo.org/ General
Grotonwood Groton MA https://grotonwood.org/ General
Harbor Explorers at Piers Park
Sailing Center East Boston [MA https://piersparksailing.org/ General
https://www.harborhillsdaycamp.co
Harbor Hills Day Camp Mendham NJ m/ General
Hillside School Summer Term Marlborough |[MA https://www.hillsideschool.net/ General
https://www.inlyschool.org/summer
Inly School Day Camp Scituate MA /summer-overview General
http://www.girlscoutsgwm.org/en/c
Kettleford Day Camp Bedford NH amp/our-camps/kettleford.html General
Lions Camp Pride Atkinson NH https://www.lionscamppride.org/ General
https://www.lumosdebate.com/sum
Lumos Debate Institute Newton MA mer-programs-landing-page General
Great
Madden Open Hearts Camp Barrington MA https://www.openheartscamp.org/ |General
http://www.maplewoodyearround.c
Maplewood Country Day Camp |South Easton [MA om/ General
Med O Lark Washington |ME http://medolark.com/ General
Nobles Day Camp Dedham MA https://www.noblesdaycamp.org/ |General
Oceanwood Ocean Park [ME https://oceanwood.org/ General
Onyahsa Dewittville  |NY http://www.onyahsa.org/ General
Outward Bound U.S.A. Golden co https://www.outwardbound.org/ General
https://recreation.watertown-
ma.gov/217/Pequossette-Summer-
Pequossett Summer Program Watertown |MA Recreation-Program General
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CAMP NAME

Disability

Performing Arts Center of

Camp Website

Category

Metrowest Framingham [MA http://pacmetrowest.org/ General

Pinewoods Dance Camp Plymouth MA http://www.pinewoods.org/ General
http://www.wsymca.org/child-care-

Polliwog Creative Arts Camp Newton MA camp/summer-camps General

Ponkapoag Outdoor Camp Boston MA http://ymcaboston.org/camps General

Raynham Parks and Recreation

Department Raynham MA https://www.town.raynham.ma.us/ |General

Rolling Ridge Brooklyn CcT http://www.thelearningclinic.org/  |General

Roxbury YMCA Boston MA http://ymcaboston.org/camps General

Search Beyond Adventures Boston MA http://www.searchbeyond.com/ General
http://www.girlscoutsgwm.org/en/c

Seawood Day Camp Portmouth |NH amp/our-camps/seawood.html General
https://www.seedsofpeace.org/prog

Seeds of Peace New York NY rams/developing-leaders/camp/ General

Somerville YMCA Somerville MA http://www.somervilleymca.org/ General
https://ssymca.org/program/?types

South Shore YMCA Camp Norwell MA %5B0%5D=45 General

Student Hostelling Program, Inc. |Boston MA http://bostonhostel.org/ General

Summer Camp Hale Reservation [Westwood [MA https://halereservation.org/ General

Summer Youth Sailing Program |East Boston [MA https://piersparksailing.org/ General

Techtigers Rochester NY https://www.rit.edu/ntid/techtigers |General

The Bridge Center Summer https://www.easterseals.com/ma/pr

Camps Bridgewater [MA ograms-and-services/recreation/ General

Wellesley http://www.dramaplayconnection.co

The Drama Play Connection Hills MA m/ General

The Giving Camp Warner NH http://www.thegivingcamp.org/ General

The Guided Tour, Inc. Elkins Park PA http://www.guidedtour.com/ General

The Paul Center for Learning and

Recreation Chelmsford [MA http://www.thepaulcenter.org/ General
http://www.thesummercamp.org/ab

The Summer Camp, Inc. Bridgton ME out#mission General

Tiny Tadpoles Newton MA http://www.wsymca.org/ General
http://www.girlscoutsgwm.org/en/c

Twin Hills Day Camp Richmond VT amp/our-camps/twin-hills.html General

UNH 4H Camps Durham NH https://extension.unh.edu/ General
https://www.mass.gov/orgs/univers

Universal Access Program Ambherst MA al-access-program General

Variety Club Camp and

Developmental Center Worcester  |PA http://varietyphila.org/ General

West Suburban YMCA Newton MA http://www.wsymca.org/ General
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CAMP NAME

Disability

Windsor Mountain Summer

Camp Website

Category

Camp-Deaf Plus Windsor NH http://windsormountain.org/ General
Camp Amerikids Stamford CT https://elm-project.org/programs/ |HIV / AIDS
Thetford Intellectual
Camp Akeela Center VT http://campakeela.com/ Disabilities
https://www.92y.org/camps/tova- |Intellectual
Camp Bar Tovi New York NY bari-tov.aspx Disabilities
Intellectual
Camp Chazak Clifton NJ https://chazakdaycamp.com/ Disabilities
https://ymcaboston.org/youth-and-
family/camps/day-camps/huntington{Intellectual
Camp Huntington High Falls NY camp-guide/ Disabilities
Intellectual
Camp Lee Mar Lackawaxen [PA http://www.leemar.com/ Disabilities
http://www.bridgewell.org/what-we-|Intellectual
Camp Pinecrest Peabody MA do/recreational-services/ Disabilities
https://www.92y.org/camps/tova- |Intellectual
Camp Tova New York NY bari-tov.aspx Disabilities
http://www.confidenceconnection.o |Intellectual
Confidence Connection Needham MA rg/ Disabilities
Confidence is Cool Summer Intellectual
Camp Newport RI http://sailtoprevail.org/ Disabilities
https://camping.ahrcnyc.org/our-
Katy Isaacson Elaine Gordon camps/katie-isaacson-elaine-gordon- |Intellectual
Lodge East Jewett |NY lodge/ Disabilities
https://www.jccotp.org/neil-klatskin- |Intellectual
Neil Klatskin Day Camp Tenafly NJ summer-camps/ Disabilities
Intellectual
The Charles River Center Needham MA http://www.charlesrivercenter.org/ |Disabilities
Wediko New Hampshire https://thewedikoschool.org/camp- [Intellectual
Summer Program Windsor NH wediko/ Disabilities
Learning
Camp Maple Leaf DeKalb IL https://kishsra.org/camp-maple-leaf/|Disabilities
http://www.ramapoforchildren.org/ |Learning
Camp Ramapo New York NY our-work/camp-ramapo Disabilities
Learning
Camp Sequoia Pennsburg [PA http://www.camp-sequoia.com/ Disabilities
https://www.umb.edu/csde/camp s |Learning
Camp Shriver at Umass Boston MA hriver Disabilities
Learning
Camp Starfish Rindge NH http://www.campstarfish.org/ Disabilities
http://www.confidenceconnection.o |Learning
Confidence Connection Needham MA rg/ Disabilities
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CAMP NAME

Camp Website

Disability

Category

https://www.eaglehill.school/summe|Learning
Eagle Hill Summer Program Hardwick MA r/summer-session Disabilities
Landmark School Summer Prides Learning
Program Crossing MA https://www.landmarkschool.org/ |Disabilities
https://www.summerschoolreview.c |Learning
Linden Hill Summer Program Northfield MA om/school ov/school id/178 Disabilities
East https://riverviewschool.org/program |Learning
Riverview Summer Program Sandwich MA s/summer-program Disabilities
Learning
SOAR Balsam NC http://www.soarnc.org/ Disabilities
https://www.carrollschool.org/acade |Learning
Summer@Carroll Waltham MA mics/summer-camp Disabilities
Learning
The Learning Camp Newton MA https://learningcamp.com/ Disabilities
Learning
The Summit Camp Honesdale [PA https://www.summitcamp.com/ Disabilities
Camp Sunshine - Let Kids Be Kids https://www.campsunshine.org/prog
Summer Program Casco ME rams Lupus
Religious
Camp Pembroke Pembroke MA https://www.camppembroke.org/  |Affiliations
Camp Ramah in New England - Religious
Tikvah Program Palmer MA https://www.campramahne.org/ Affiliations
http://campwarwick.org/camp- Religious
Camp Warwick - Camp Sunrise |Warwick NY sunrise/ Affiliations
Religious
Canonicus Camp Exeter RI http://www.canonicus.org/ Affiliations
https://www.bostonjcc.org/program |Religious
JCC Grossman Camp Newton MA /camp-grossman/ Affiliations
JCC Maccabi Camp Kingswood- https://campkingswood.org/future- |Religious
Zohar Program Bridgton ME families/bunk-life/zohar/ Affiliations
https://www.springfieldjcc.org/camp
[H#:~:text=The%20Springfield%20JCC'
s%20ACA%2Daccredited,0n%20the%
JCC Springield Summer 20Springfield%2FLongmeadow%20lin|Religious
Programs Springfield MA e. Affiliations
Winnekeag Camp & Retreat Religious
Center Ashburnham |MA https://campwnkg.org/ Affiliations
Ventilator
PA Vent Camp Lancaster PA https://www.paventcamp.org/ Dependent
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https://www.springfieldjcc.org/camp/#:%7E:text=The%20Springfield%20JCC's%20ACA%2Daccredited,on%20the%20Springfield%2FLongmeadow%20line.
https://www.springfieldjcc.org/camp/#:%7E:text=The%20Springfield%20JCC's%20ACA%2Daccredited,on%20the%20Springfield%2FLongmeadow%20line.
https://campwnkg.org/
https://www.paventcamp.org/
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FEDERATION FOR CHILDREN
WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

The Schrafft Center | 529 Main Street, Suite 1M3 | Boston, Massachusetts 02129
617-236-7210 | In-state toll free 800-331- 0688

Email: info@fcsn.org | www.fcsn.org
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