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Abstract

empirically based camp research focused on best practice approaches is limited in camp set-
tings that serve individuals with disabilities. The current study was implemented to address this 
issue by using a case-study design to understand the lived experience and personal memories of 
27 adult participants with varying degrees of cerebral palsy. Participant attendance at this camp 
ranged from 5-42 years with many starting as pediatric campers. Parents were also surveyed to gar-
ner an additional perspective on the camp experience. A phenomenological approach was utilized 
as a means of understanding the nature of their experiences. emerging themes included: 1) being a 
respected member of a community (including three subsets of community), 2) a place to have fun, 
3) to participate in outdoor leisure activities, 4) a week of independence, and 5) a needed respite 
for parents and campers alike. overall, the most prominent theme was being a part of a supportive 
community. discussion and implications center on the potential use of community as a therapeu-
tic modality for campers with specific medical needs, in providing direction for future research, 
and finally as the possible building block of a best practice camp model in settings concerned with 
serving individuals with disability. 

 KEYWORDS: recreation Therapy, Disability Specific camp, community, cerebral palsy, 
phenomenology
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Introduction

The American camp Association (AcA) 
reports that 11 million children and adults 
take part in a camp experience annually in the 
United States (American camp Association, 
2008). Numerous studies spanning the history 
of organized camping have documented posi-
tive outcomes of participating in camp espe-
cially in the social and developmental domains 
(American camp Association, 2005; Biale-
schki, Henderson, & James, 2007; Henderson, 
Bialeschki, & James, 2007). campers benefit 
from the emotional support and guidance of 
positive relationships, feeling emotionally and 
physically secure, being involved in a meaning-
ful way through giving input and having oppor-
tunities to lead, and from having a challenging 
and interesting learning experience that fos-
ters a sense of growth and progress (American 
camp Association, 2006). Similar findings 
have occurred within a limited number of stud-
ies focused on camp environments that serve 
individuals with disabilities (e.g., Briery & Ra-
bian, 1999; devine & o’Brien, 2007; devine 
& Parr, 2008; Michalski, Mishna,Worthington, 
& cummings, 2003); however, there is a need 
to pursue additional research that will further 
enhance knowledge and practice in this area. 
Furthermore, a common recommendation 
found within the literature is to further explore 
causal factors, or camp characteristics, that 
actually create observed benefits (Henderson, 
Bialeschki, & James, 2007). 

Literature Review

Camp Research
Youth camps for children with disabili-

ties carry a long history dating back to the 
19th century. Ramsing (2007) reports that dr. 
Rothbrock created a camp in 1876 for “frail 
boys” to improve their health. Throughout this 
time, there has been a common assertion that 
these camps provide therapeutic benefits. The 
following sections summarize current research 
that focuses on the benefits of camps for indi-
viduals with disabilities. 

 Goodwin and Staples (2005) contribut-
ed an interesting perspective to the literature 
through their study of an inclusive camping 
experience for 9 youth with a variety of dis-
abilities including 5 who have cerebral palsy. 
The authors suggested that inclusive experi-

ences for children with disabilities are valu-
able, yet noted they also benefit greatly from 
disability specific camp experiences.   The au-
thors concluded that more discussion is needed 
on the topic of inclusive camp programs versus 
disability specific camps.   

in another study, youth camp participants 
in an inclusive camp setting were examined in 
the context of contact theory by devine and 
o’Brien (2007). Their research design includ-
ed the use of qualitative in-depth inquiry with 
8 participants 12-16 years of age with and with-
out disability. camper disabilities included di-
agnoses such as Asperger’s Syndrome, cerebral 
Palsy, and Spinal Muscular Atrophy.  The find-
ings were that campers had positive, negative, 
and mixed attitudes regarding their inclusive 
camp experience. Positive experiences were 
generated from contact that produced genuine 
relationships and acceptance of the individual 
while negative contact included relationships 
that felt contrived. 

devine and Parr (2008) explored the 
same camp study data in the context of social 
capital, i.e., gaining benefits from membership 
in a social network or structure (Portes, 1998). 
in this context, the authors point to the no-
tion that an inclusive camp setting may ob-
struct the acquisition of social capital due to 
a lack of trust, unease with interactions, and 
reciprocity as a result of campers without dis-
ability viewing campers with disabilities in the 
context of their medical diagnosis rather than 
through a true understanding of the individual. 
Although this article is in no way discouraging 
the use of inclusive services, it does highlight 
the difficulties for individuals with disabilities 
to take part in an inclusive society and points 
to a need for more discussion on how to best 
support individuals with disabilities through 
purposeful programming.  

 The benefits of summer camp for children 
with learning disabilities and related psychoso-
cial problems were examined by Michalski et 
al. (2003). Their methods of inquiry included 
data collection on a 3 week camp experience 
for 48 children as well as a 3 week camp ex-
perience for 48 adolescent participants. A pre-
test, post test, and 6-8 month follow up (follow 
up included parents and campers) was used to 
garner results related to self esteem, loneliness, 
and social skills. Although mixed results were 
found, the findings indicated that campers 
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experienced less social isolation and parents 
expressed perceived benefits for their child 
including increased self control, responsibility, 
and cooperation. The authors summarize their 
findings by concluding that therapeutic sum-
mer camps are one of the few settings available 
that provide a safe haven for kids that have 
specific medical needs who are often excluded 
from attending integrated recreational pro-
grams due to the involvement of their disabili-
ty. They conclude by calling for future research 
not only to explore the benefits of these types 
of camps, but also to investigate what mecha-
nism of camp is causing these therapeutic out-
comes for campers. 

Briery and Rabian (1999) report on the 
psychosocial changes that were present for par-
ticipants of three individual disability specific 
pediatric summer camps that support children 
with asthma, diabetes, and spina bifida respec-
tively. These authors used pre-test and post-
test measures using the child Attitude To-
wards illness Scale (cATiS) and the A-Trait 
Form from the State-Trait Anxiety inventory 
for children (STAic). Their findings support 
the notion that these types of experiences as-
sist campers in improving their attitudes to-
ward their disability or illness while reducing 
self-reported anxiety. interestingly, the authors 
question conflicting data that indicate some 
returning campers display higher trait anxiety 
and more negative attitudes toward their dis-
ability at the beginning of camp. The authors 
recommend exploring multiple year experienc-
es for campers attending the same camp.   

Adult camp opportunities are less com-
mon, but are still documented in the literature. 
The benefits of a disability sports camp experi-
ence were examined by Ashton-Shaeffer, Gib-
son, Autry, and Hanson (2001). in this study, 
the authors examined 15 adults with physi-
cal disabilities by using qualitative methods 
consisting of interviews on lived experiences 
through participation in this program. devel-
oping themes indicated that participation in a 
disability specific sports camp for adults with 
physical disabilities increased empowerment 
through the active involvement of participat-
ing in a community in which participants could 
truly be themselves and be accepted for who 
they are. Furthermore, the actual participa-
tion in sports activities helped participants to 
confront commonly held stereotypes in society 

regarding disability, e.g., people with disabili-
ties can be physically active and participate in 
high level sport activities. The authors call for 
further investigation into the interplay of dis-
ability and sport while suggesting that looking 
through the lens of previous findings on gen-
der and sport, specifically the work centered 
on feministic sport perspectives, could help to 
inform the future direction of sports program-
ming for individuals with disabilities.   

in another study, Mccormick, White, 
and McGuire (1992) asked parents that had 
recently sent their child with intellectual dis-
ability to a 1-week summer camp to complete 
a 22 statement questionnaire survey to attain 
perceived benefits of the experience. Their 
findings suggest that parents viewed their 
child’s experience as helpful in promoting 
social skill development, social competence, 
increased self-worth, success, and joy. Respite 
for parents was also identified as a benefit of 
sending their child to camp. 

Finally, Henderson, Bialeschki, and James 
(2007) provide an overview of the current 
camp research for participants with and with-
out disability. Their article makes meaningful 
suggestions for the future direction of camp 
research. They state that research should not 
only investigate the direct impact of camp but 
also how those benefits transfer post camp. For 
example, they encourage longitudinal stud-
ies to explore if transference of these benefits 
can carry over to real life post camp. With re-
gards to disability specific camps, these authors 
point to the need for further investigation into 
managing the possible juxtaposition of camps 
having therapeutic goals while also preserv-
ing the natural dynamic of camp being a fun 
experience. Henderson and colleagues (2007) 
go on to call for more empirically based evi-
dence that points to what it is about the camp 
structure that specifically causes campers to 
have beneficial experiences. This has yet to be 
clearly defined in the literature. 

Purpose Statement
literature on the benefits of summer 

camp programs for individuals with disabili-
ties, although not fully developed, is present 
within the broader body of camp-based re-
search.  While more work needs to be done to 
determine the value of the camp experience 
for varied population groups, there also con-
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tinues to be a strong call for further investiga-
tion into how camps achieve these therapeutic 
benefits. Many of the current studies presented 
in the literature, as outlined above, center on 
the benefits of camp, but these efforts only be-
gin to touch on the methods through which 
those benefits are achieved.  Heeding the call 
of these researchers, the current study aimed 
to gather data on the therapeutic value of 
camp for individuals with disability, and also 
attempted to understand what mechanisms of 
the camp experience generate these benefits. 

Methods

Research Participants
The research participants included indi-

viduals ages 19 through 76 who had a range 
of experience with the camp from 5 years of 
participation through 42 years of participation. 
More women participated than men (10 males 
and 17 females). Varying degrees of cerebral 
palsy were present in this population including 
individuals that independently ambulate and 
navigate activities of daily living to campers 
who needed the full assistance of a 1:1 ratio 
of staff to camper. The average support needed 
in this participant group is one staff member 
for every two campers.  Research participants 
used a variety of communication methods in-
cluding:  1) clearly spoken english language, 2) 
speech that is heavily distorted by the impact of 
cerebral palsy, 3) communication boards, and 
4) sign language. Although speech and physi-
cal disability was in many cases very involved, 
there was not a strong presence of intellectual 
disability. The research participants had the 
ability to articulate thoughts (albeit in their 
own personal way), recall memories, and take 
part in meaningful conversation. The partici-
pants were very familiar with the camp, their 
fellow campers, the multiple ways in which the 
camp has been structured over the years, and a 
general history of the staff and facilities. 

Research Setting
The summer camp program utilized in the 

study is a 2,500 acre facility built with universal 
accessibility principles throughout the build-
ings, trails, and program areas. The facility is 
the outdoor center for a major Mid-western 
public university as well as part of the depart-
ment of recreation, park, and tourism studies 

which offers therapeutic recreation as an un-
dergraduate and graduate field of study. The 
therapeutic recreation process (assessment, 
camper care plan, therapeutic programming, 
and evaluation) is implemented throughout 
the delivery of the therapeutic recreation pro-
grams. 

The summer camp program used in the 
research has been in existence since 1955 
through the original partnership with a na-
tionally recognized children’s hospital. Sum-
mer camp programs consist of mostly pediatric 
camps for participants with a variety of disabil-
ities and chronic illness. each camp consists of 
a disability-specific camp experience, provid-
ing a week-long camp in which participants 
have similar disabilities or chronic disease. 
The specific camp examined in this study is the 
only adult camp conducted during the summer. 
Many of these adult campers began their camp-
ing careers in the pediatric camps for children 
with physical disabilities and then transitioned 
into the camp for adults with cerebral palsy at 
the age of 19. 

Philosophical underpinnings of the camp 
include the promotion of self-determination 
via choice, empowerment of campers, and 
social engagement of staff with campers. Staff 
members are trained to be empathetic rather 
than sympathetic towards disability while 
person first language is highly stressed to the 
staff. Specific to programming, healthy leisure 
participation and social interaction are major 
goals of the adult camp due to the fact that 
many of the participants have little to no op-
portunity to recreate outside of their camp ex-
perience. Also, at the heart of the therapeutic 
goals is increasing independence in activities 
of daily livings. A sample of recreation activi-
ties include the use of a pool and lake, pon-
toons, fishing, live music, nature activities, 
adaptive archery, creative arts, casino nights, 
special events, cooking, and hiking. campers 
are encouraged to offer suggestions for pro-
gramming and are provided the opportunity to 
lead activities when appropriate. 

Research Design
This research used a phenomenological 

framework to understand the lived experi-
ence and personal memories of participants 
attending a disability specific (cerebral palsy) 
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residential camp for adults (denzin & lincoln, 
2005; Patton, 2002).  A qualitative case-study 
design was implemented with the case being 
the summer camp. The case was selected for 
its intrinsic interest (Stake, 2005) as an unusu-
ally long-standing camp of individuals with a 
unique perspective on the summer camp expe-
rience. The intention was to gather primarily 
descriptive data, thus allowing participants to 
reveal the meaning and essence of this camp 
as constructed by their individual and shared 
experiences of the program (Patton, 2002; Yin, 
2003). At the same time, the extent and depth 
of their experience with camp enabled this 
information-rich case to offer broader insight 
into not only the perceived meaning of camp 
(Stake, 2005), but also what may be causing 
these experiences to take place. 

The current study was conceptualized 
with the ideas associated with Appreciative 
inquiry (coghlan, Preskill, & catsambas, 
2003; Smart & Mann, 2003) which focuses on 
studying the positive attributes of human sys-
tems and organizations to provide depth and 
breadth into the value and success of a group. 
This methodology is well aligned with the 
strengths-based perspective of therapeutic rec-
reation (Peterson & Stumbo, 2000).  camper 
interviews (see figure 1) and parent surveys 
(see figure 2) centered around what campers 
enjoy about camp, what the experience means 
to them and their families, how they benefit 
from participating, and why they continue to 
attend each year.  

Data Collection and Analysis
All adult campers and their parents were 

approached about participation in the study 
on opening day and informed consent was 
provided to those who expressed an inter-
est in participating. Parents received written 
questionnaires to return 6 days later when they 
picked up their campers. Standardized written 
questions focused on how the camping experi-
ence has evolved over the years as well as the 
positive and negative experiences witnessed 
in their camper and the program itself. There 
was a low response rate among parents (15%), 
but all respondents reported a long-standing 
relationship with camp (15–40 years). A crite-
rion-based purposive sampling method to was 
used to select 27 of the 60 campers for camper 

interviews (Patton, 2002). campers who were 
deemed able to understand and answer at least 
some of our 12 interview questions verbally, 
through American Sign language, or using a 
communication board were asked to partici-
pate. The assumption was made that the bias 
introduced by this essential criterion of in-
terviewing was outweighed by the benefits of 
empowering the campers to speak for them-
selves rather than be observed. campers were 
given the choice of interview setting with 12 
choosing an individual interview and 15 par-
ticipating in one of four focus groups. Groups 
were scheduled to include campers with shared 
histories, ability levels, and social connections. 
Although both settings yielded similar data, 
the two options helped to provide a success-
ful environment for all interviewees. Groups 
enabled highly verbal campers to swap stories 
and build on each other’s comments as they 
evaluated and discussed camp, thus enhanc-
ing the depth of the data (kitzinger, 1999). 
individual interviews were especially helpful 
with participants who desired to elaborate on 
their camp experiences as well as those camp-
ers who required one-on-one attention for suc-
cessful communication. interviews lasted from 
20 minutes to 120 minutes depending on the 
amount of discussion generated by the camp-
ers. All camper interviews were audio-record-
ed and transcribed verbatim. Parent surveys 
were taken from hand written surveys, typed, 
and added to the camper data set and embed-
ded into the overall set of quotes for analysis. 
Analysis then began with repeated reading of 
the camper and parent comments to develop 
and assign data-driven codes. concept-driven 
codes based on desired outcomes of therapeu-
tic recreation such as independence and social 
skills were also applied (Gibbs, 2007; kvale 
& Brinkmann, 2009). one co-researcher 
combined the codes into emergent categories 
and the other co-researcher cross-checked 
the themes as a validity check. Five themes 
emerged by way of this process with sense of 
community also developing into three subsets 
(see figure 3). 
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Figure 1: Camper Interview Questions 
 

1. When did you start going to this camp?  How many years have you come 
to this camp?  Did you begin in the adult camp or in the youth camp? Do 
you also attend the weekend adult retreats held by the camp? 
 

2. Would you walk me through the highlights and hard times of your years 
at camp?  I am interested in documenting the history of camp as well as 
in your personal experience here. 
 

3. Could you choose three experiences that stand out for you and tell me 
about them?  What makes them memorable? 
 

4. What changes have you seen at this camp over the years? 
 

5. What are your main memories of  
a. Cabin life 
b. Programs: nature, recreation, arts, waterfront, campouts, other 
c. The dining hall and meals 
d. Evening programs and campfires 
e. BW staff 

 
6. What is your favorite part of camp, now and in the past? 

 
7. What is your least favorite part of camp, now and in the past? 

 
8. Why do you come to camp? 

 
9. What impact do you think camp has had on your life and why? [Probe 

with questions about physical, social, or personal impacts as needed.] 
What aspects of camp have been particularly influential, positively or 
negatively? Not influential?  
 

10. What suggestions do you have for camping programs? For other camps 
wishing to learn from this research? What concerns do you have? 
 

11. If you had to describe this camp in one or two sentences, what would 
you say? 
 

12. Is there anything else you would like to add? 
 

Figure 1.  

caMper inTerview QueSTionS
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Figure 2: Parent Survey 
 
 
1.  When did your son or daughter first go to our camp (either the youth or  

adult camp )? Check one. 
□ 1950s  □ 1960s □ 1970s   
□ 1980s  □ 1990s  □ 2000s 

 
2.  How many years has he or she attended  this camp? ______ 
 □ 0-5 □ 6-10 □ 11-15 □ 15-20     
 □ 21-25 □ 26-30 □ 30-35 □ 35+ 
 
3.  What positive and negative changes have you seen at camp over the 

years? 
 
4.  What impact, if any, do you think camp has had on your son or daughter 

and why? Please be as specific and complete in your answer as possible.  
We are interested in social, physical, emotional, intellectual, and other 
impacts. 

 
5.  What impact do you think camp has had on you or on your family and why? 

Please be as specific and complete in your answer as possible. 
 
6.  Why does your camper continue to attend camp each year?  What 

influences his/her and your decision? 
 
7.  What suggestions or additional comments would you like to share? 
 
 

Figure 2. 

parenT Survey

 

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4 Theme 5 

Community  

Subset:  

A.) Camp is like 

a home 

B.) Being 

respected 

members of 

a 

community  

C.) An 

opportunity 

to see 

friends  

 

A place to have 

fun 

To participate 

in outdoor 

leisure 

activities 

A week of 

independence 

A needed 

respite for 

parents and 

campers 

Note: This 

included 

respite for both 

parents and 

adult children 

with a disability  

 

Figure 3: Five emerging themes from data analysis   

 

 

Figure 3.  

Five eMerging TheMeS FroM DaTa analySiS
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Findings

Theme #1: Community 
The discussion centering on commu-

nity incorporated a variety of topics related to 
this theme including the following subsets: 1) 
camp is home, 2) Being respected members 
of a community, and 3) An opportunity to see 
friends. The following examples highlight the 
importance of community for campers through 
this strongly emerging theme and subsequent 
subsets.  

Camp is home. Many campers described 
the community in terms related to family or a 
home. examples included:  “it is like a big fam-
ily”, “The love”, and that “it’s a home.” An-
other camper described camp as an “adventur-
ous family experience” and a camper that has 
been attending for over 40 years graciously ar-
ticulated, “This is like our second home.”  one 
notable conversation regarding the home like 
atmosphere began with the question, “What 
do you tell people about camp?” The camper 
responded by saying, “it is a second home.” A 
follow up question from the interviewer con-
sisted of, “it’s as simple as that, huh?  it’s your 
home” and the camper replied through a com-
munication board, “Yeah!”  

Being respected members of a com-
munity. campers in one of the group inter-
views commented on the type of community at 
this camp, where staff and campers are friends 
and do not see each other for ability or disabil-
ity. camper 1: “This is a place where everybody 
loves everybody.  And we know in the normal 
world we usually get stared at, called all kinds 
of wrong names.”  camper 2 interjected, “And 
if you’re hanging out with someone that does 
not have a disability in the normal community, 
they automatically assume the person’s work-
ing for you. it’s like you’re not allowed to have 
friends that are able-body [laughter in agree-
ment].” in another interview, campers were 
asked what made them come to camp over the 
years and what they look forward to at camp. 
one response included, “i don’t know.  Just to 
meet people like me, i guess.” A parent survey 
comment summarized her daughter’s motiva-
tion for participation each year, “She contin-
ues because she loves camp and loves the car-
ing, inspiring people she meets and who accept 
her as she is. They see what a wonderful person 
she is—not the disability she has.”

An opportunity for friendships. 
Friendship was another subset of community 
and included comments such as “Seeing your 
old friends and making new friends.” A camper 
was asked why is it that you come to camp and 
he responded by stating: “oh, my friends.” 
Summarizing the importance of friendship in 
this unique community a camper commented: 
“i wish that all the camps were made longer 
and everything because my problem is i just 
get so attached to seeing everybody and every-
thing and it’s almost like i end up crying like a 
river or a stream by the time that it’s over with 
because i just get so attached to people.” one 
adult male with cerebral palsy and a mild intel-
lectual disability was asked why he chooses to 
come back to camp and he responded by say-
ing, “To see everyone.” A follow up question 
asked him to describe the camp experience in 
his own words and he stated, “i miss everyone”, 
as well as, “Nice people, nice friends.”  Parent 
comments related to friendship included, “She 
gets to see old friends and catch up on each 
others lives”, and “Given a chance to interact 
with camp friends has been a social plus.”

The three subsets related to camp as a 
home, acceptance, and friendship paint a vivid 
picture of the importance community plays in 
the structure of this camp. Many more com-
ments centered on the topic of community. A 
portion of these are summarized in Figure 4 and 
further reveal the deep meaning of the camp 
community on the participants’ experience. 
Although there were very few complaints 
about camp throughout the interview process, 
campers did express a desire for growth in two 
related areas to this community. They sought 
additional ways to help out and give back to a 
community that they love. They also expressed 
disappointment and frustration that camp has 
been reduced from 2 weeks to 1 week (and 
now to a few days since the interviews were 
conducted). They were saddened by the ever 
shrinking opportunity to participate in this 
camp community and the inability to contrib-
ute to and preserve a community in which they 
value so much.

Theme # 2: A Place to Have Fun 

comments throughout the interviews in-
dicated that to all, camp is fun. one camper 
stated that, “it’s just a blast to be here,” and an-
other explained, “You have to go [to camp] and 
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“The people that you see out here [at camp], they talk to you.  And they don’t talk 
down to you.  That’s what’s important to me.”  
 
“As you grow up, they let you grow up and treat you your age, and you don’t get 
that anywhere else.” 
 
“I think that the reason why you guys get it here is because you take the time to 
listen.  People out on the streets, they don’t want to take the time to listen.” 
 
“[I come to camp] just to meet people like me, I guess.” 
 
“Camp is a special place where disabled people can come and be who they 
really are without worrying about what people think.” 
 
“It’s a family.  Maybe not in the traditional sense, but trust me, it’s a family.” 
 
“[Camp] is a fantastic place where you feel loved and there’s no hate…It would 
be a better world if it were like camp.” 
 
“That is what I was saying before, you guys (staff) know us. That’s part of why we 
keep coming back” 
 
“A highlight to be with people that I know like me. It’s really home. The people. 
The way the counselors treat us, like we are normal, and we are.”  
  
“I feel like this is my second home.  That’s why I come back” (camper). 
 
“It is positive. I have met a lot of friends here… a lot more friends” 
 
“Camp is a special place where disabled people can come and be who they 
really are without worrying about what people think.”  
 
“You listen to us. Sometimes when I talk to people, I feel like – do so you say it – 
they don’t really care.”  
 
“It’s my second home. I grew up here.”  
 
“A highlight to be with people that I know like me.  It’s really home.”  
 
 
 
Figure 4: Camper response examples related to the camp setting as a 
meaningful community 
 

Figure 4.  

caMper reSponSe exaMpleS relaTeD To The caMp SeTTing  
aS a MeaningFul coMMuniTy
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see for yourself because i cannot describe it. it 
is so much fun.” Parents echoed the value of 
camp as a fun experience with comments such 
as “[He goes to camp] for a few days of fun and 
seeing friends. That’s what camp is all about.” A 
female camper of more than 40 years described 
her transition from the pediatric camp setting 
to the adult camp by stating, “My first year of 
[adult camp], i thought it would be boring. i 
was wrong! i had more fun at the adult camp 
than i did at the [pediatric camp].” Another 
camper was simply asked why they come back 
to camp each year and they responded with an 
equally simple answer, “Because it is fun.”  

Theme # 3: To Participate in Outdoor 
Leisure Activities

  campers also spoke of unique and chal-
lenging outdoor opportunities like going ca-
noeing, camping, and completing the ropes 
course. A female camper dreamed of going back 
to the adolescent camp to take part in a 36 hour 
challenge called a Pursuit of excellence (Poe) 
which consisted of groups working together to 
challenge themselves in completing a difficult 
task. This task may include hiking a 3 mile inac-
cessible trail together, creek stomping, caving, 
or taking part in a group raft build. Many camp-
ers also mentioned the pure enjoyment of camp 
activities such as: “nature”, “being outside”, 
“walks”, “pool”, “archery”, “horseback riding”, 
and   “climbing wall.” one camper described 
an in-depth memory as a child in that she went 
with the camp director to a “light show” (find-
ing lightning bugs together) while another 
mentioned warm memories of “campfires and 
stories.”  A parent’s survey response reinforces 
the camper comments, “Her self-esteem has 
improved as a result of being able to be with 
others and participating in activities she loves 
such as swimming, climbing, crafts etc.”

in terms of impact, campers explained 
that the experience gives them something to 
do, something to remember, and something to 
look forward to. For many, this experience is 
the only opportunity for active leisure partici-
pation in the outdoor setting.  Although these 
activities are very common for campers without 
disability, to these campers with physical dis-
ability they provide added enjoyment and last-
ing memories due to the lack of outdoor leisure 
participation outside of attending this camp. 

Theme # 4: Independence

For some, camp has also encouraged 
greater independence and provided an oppor-
tunity to discover their potential.  A camper 
stated, “i try to be more independent” when 
asked what they have learned from camp. An-
other camper answered the same way but spec-
ified that her independence has come with “my 
personal care.” For a third camper, the sense of 
independence through participating in camp 
resulted from meeting a personal challenge. 
He chose to ambulate up a long steep hill using 
his wheelchair independently, an experience 
he recalled by saying “when i pushed myself 
all the way up cardiac Hill. i’ll never forget 
that. That was my first summer that i did that 
and everybody was giving me a standing ova-
tion.” When the interviewer clarified that he 
did it by himself, he explained proudly, “Yeah, 
by myself!”

Greater independence in navigating 
stigma in the social setting was also discussed. 
Through the relationships formed in this 
camp community, campers explained how 
they gained new social skills and an increased 
comfort level in other social situations that 
transferred outside of camp.  As a long-stand-
ing camper who has attended this camp for 
multiple years explained, “it has taught me to 
cope with life. People stare at me, but i can go 
anywhere.” 

Emergent Theme # 5: Respite  

Respite is an important part of life for fam-
ilies that are impacted by disability. The data 
collected speaks to not only the importance of 
respite for parents, but also for adult children 
with disabilities. For example, a camper, while 
laughing, responded to a question about what 
they gain from camp by stating, “Getting away 
from home… getting away from family.” An-
other camper stated, “At first i didn’t want to 
be here (during the first pediatric camp experi-
ence), but it gave me peace.” He followed up 
by stating, “and, to not have my mom around 
for two weeks.” A camper reinforced the im-
portance of camp for respite by stating, “All 
the years that i’ve been going to camp, it has 
lifted up my spirits, and i can always take that 
home with me.” in referring to summer and 
weekend camp experiences as a break from 
her real life, a female camper of 30 years stated 
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simply but insightfully that, “camp gives me 
hope”.  Similarly, a parent said of her daughter, 
“She looks forward to camp all year. This is one 
time of year she is really happy.”

in addition to echoing camper sentiments 
about camp, parents voiced appreciation for 
the quality of care provided and emphasized 
the importance of camp as respite for the par-
ent as well as for the adult camper. For a par-
ent, camp can be “a chance for me to catch 
my breath and be able to go on another year”, 
a chance to, “sleep without being awakened”, 
and it has, “given me, as a parent, a break in 
daily care”. While for a camper it can be “one 
of [my daughter’s] only opportunities to get 
away, be independent from family, and enjoy 
life’s opportunities.” This parent explained 
that “the freedom she feels the week of camp 
must be wonderful.” Summing up the experi-
ence, another parent wrote, “camp is an im-
portant part of our lives. As parents, we look 
forward to this free time and our camper looks 
forward to being with her friends and out in 
the woods.”  This comment and others is evi-
dence that respite is gained both by the camper 
as well as the parent. interestingly, it appears 
as though adult campers may need as much of 
a break from their home life as parents need a 
break from the personal care of taking care of 
an adult child with a disability. 

Discussion

The qualitative findings outlined above 
mirror those benefits of prior studies on camps 
while adding to areas that are still lacking. 
campers spoke of the same (developmental) 
assets noted by youth in the large-scale stud-
ies conducted by the American camping As-
sociation addressing campers without disabil-
ity: emotional support and guidance, a feeling 
of security, the importance of having input, 
and growth through challenging experiences 
(American camp Association, 2006; Biale-
schki, Henderson, & James, 2007).  Research 
participants provided insight into the comfort 
they find in being in a truly accepting commu-
nity that does not judge them based on ability 
or disability while also stating the difficulties 
associated with not having this in society. This 
is a complimentary view to those presented by 
devine and o’Brien (2007) and devine and 
Parr (2008). The increased self-confidence 
expressed by our campers was also similar to 

that found by Ashton-Shaeffer, Gibson, Au-
try, and Hanson (2001) and Briery and Rabian 
(1999). For parents, the emphasis on quality 
programming and respite for themselves fol-
lowed Mccormick, White, and McGuire’s 
(1992) findings closely while also adding the 
needed respite for the adult campers from their 
home life. in summary, our findings contribute 
to the growing evidence for camp as a posi-
tive, enriching experience for campers with 
disabilities.  Furthermore, the discovery of the 
emerging theme of community as a key role 
in providing this therapeutic experience for 
campers begins to lay the groundwork for fur-
ther investigation and possible development of 
an empirically based camp model that would 
illustrate and consistently provide direction in 
program design.   

After reviewing the emerging themes, 
the strong evidence of the cross-cutting impor-
tance of community to the camp experience 
of participants became increasingly evident 
and important to the data. The five themes 
presented are all important, yet community 
presents as the most prominent and meaning-
ful for these research participants. considering 
the long standing history of these campers and 
their subsequent insight into camp program-
ming, an empirically sound perspective on this 
theme was desired and needed. Through a post 
hoc review of the literature,  the similarity be-
tween the campers’ descriptions and the theo-
ry, Sense of community (McMillan & chavis, 
1986) as well as the intervention, Therapeutic 
community (kennard, 1998) was clearly evi-
dent. As a result, the authors then conducted 
a second analysis of the interviews utilizing the 
core elements of Therapeutic community and 
Sense of community as criteria for evaluation. 
These criteria do indeed provide a relevant 
lens through which to assess the quality of 
community in this setting and others like it. 

Although the current research was not 
guided by these concepts from the genesis, they 
both help lay the groundwork for the notion 
that community plays a “therapeutic role” in 
this type of setting. Furthermore, community 
appears to be a very promising therapeutic mo-
dality for therapeutic recreation practice in 
the camp setting. The remaining comments 
will center on providing readers with an ex-
planation of these two concepts as well as how 
they were applied to the data generated from 
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the camper interviews (post hoc).  discussion 
will also center on how they could guide fu-
ture camp research and, ultimately, empirically 
based best practice models for camps concerned 
with serving individuals that have disability. 

Sense of Community Theory 
Psychological sense of community theory 

has been successfully applied to other leisure 
settings such as sport participation and wilder-
ness canoeing but not to summer camp partici-
pation (Breunig et al., 2008; lyons & dionigi, 
2007; Sharpe, 2005). The application of this 
theory to summer camp is the first attempt that 
the authors are aware. According to McMillan 
and chavis (1986), a sense of community is 
defined by four primary characteristics: mem-
bership, influence, integration and  fulfillment of 
needs, as well as shared emotional connection. 
Membership is a “sense of belonging and identi-
fication [that] involves the feeling, belief, and 
expectation that one fits in the group and has 
a place there, a feeling of acceptance by the 
group, and a willingness to sacrifice for the 
group” (p.10). Membership must be defined by 
boundaries of who is in and who is out in order 
to provide a feeling of emotional safety that 
allows intimacy to develop. influence includes 
both a member’s influence over the group and 
a member’s willingness to be influenced by the 
group. integration and fulfillment of needs rests 
on the idea of reinforcement. Members are re-
warded for their involvement in the communi-
ty through feelings of status and competence as 
well as through more tangible benefits.  Shared 
emotional connection grows out of a shared his-
tory (especially shared significant experiences, 
quality interactions, investment in the com-
munity, and a spiritual bond).  

in the 20 years since the idea of Sense 
of community was proposed (McMillan & 
chavis, 1986), researchers have primarily used 
quantitative methods to try to confirm the 
accuracy of the four theoretical components 
outlined above and worked to develop a valid 
and reliable scale to measure the concept . 
Although the latter effort has met with only 
limited success (chipuer & Pretty, 1999; long 
& Perkins, 2003), the theory itself continues 
to be considered valid and relevant (Peterson, 
Speer, & McMillan, 2008). The intent of using 
this theory in the post hoc application to the 
current research is not to validate the theory 

through this study, but to simply use the theory 
as a lens through which to begin to evaluate 
community in camp programs for individuals 
with disability.  The qualitative data gathered 
and presented through the camper interviews 
provides an example of how this may be done. 

Membership in the group was not only 
clearly defined but also important to the camp-
ers. They are proud to belong to this family of 
friends. comments by parents and campers 
also demonstrate that this community fulfills 
a variety of needs including leisure, social op-
portunities, acceptance, and respite. The cri-
terion shared emotional connection is met as well 
through the obvious joy and meaning camp 
brings to the campers’ lives. camp friends of-
fer support, love, and understanding based on 
years of similar or shared experiences. Sense 
of community theory also sheds light on the 
challenges camp faces in providing a truly 
empowering and respectful experience. While 
campers possess some influence in setting the 
culture of camp and their activities during the 
week, their role as recipients of a service limits 
their overall influence. To care deeply about a 
community yet be unable to contribute to and 
ultimately affect its continuation is both dis-
couraging and upsetting. if camp is to foster a 
true community with full therapeutic benefits, 
it therefore needs to continue thinking cre-
atively about how dedicated campers can put 
their strengths to work in support of the pro-
gram and its finances. 

Therapeutic Community 
Therapeutic community (kennard 1998)  

has been associated with hospital settings and 
nursing homes in the past and more recently 
with community-based transitional living facil-
ities for individuals that are homeless or have 
chronic mental illness (Austin, 2004). The ap-
plication to the residential camp setting is new 
and relevant. Austin (2004) highlights the use 
of Therapeutic community, originally coined 
by Tom Main and Maxwell Jones, as well as 
the implications for future practice in using 
this technique for therapeutic recreation. He 
writes that Therapeutic community is a facili-
tation technique that recreational therapists 
can use as an intervention for positive change 
in clients. The idea is based on the notion that 
clients can grow and change while in commu-
nity due to the power of interpersonal relation-
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ships, which can in turn promote positive so-
cial learning to assist the client in coping with 
real life problems. kennard (1998) provides 
criteria to describe of what a therapeutic com-
munity consists. These include: 1) an informal 
and communal atmosphere that is homelike 
rather than institutional; 2) meetings are held 
regularly that focus on the daily life of the com-
munity; 3) the work of maintaining and run-
ning the community is shared; 4) clients play a 
therapeutic role as auxiliary therapist in which 
they influence the behaviors of others; 5) the 
authority in organizing sports, social events, 
and outings are shared; and 6) there are shared 
beliefs within the community. These criteria 
provide a useful basis for evaluating the thera-
peutic nature of this camp research for adults 
with cerebral palsy and will be applied to the 
following qualitative findings.

The current research participants have 
personally expressed and have taken part in 
a camp program that promotes a variety of 
philosophies that fit well into the criteria set 
forward for Therapeutic community.  Further-
more, the data provides insights into improv-
ing upon the current camp’s program design.  
an informal and communal atmosphere that is 
homelike rather than institutional was validated 
by the numerous responses to the program 
as being the campers home, or second home. 
Program design at this camp that supports this 
includes programming that emphasizes family 
style meals, group living, and activities such 
as friendship fires (campfire to spend time in 
community talking about life) that promote 
the discussion of daily and major life events. 
The medical scope of camp for these campers 
is also presented in a way that deters focus on 
illness that is often present in the institutional 
settings. For example, nurses come to the 
campers at meals and during camp activities 
to provide medications rather than the camp-
ers going to the health center. Also, a person 
first approach is emphasized in language and 
interactions rather than the approach of the 
medical model which focuses on the disability 
or illness present in a client. Staff accustomed 
to the medical model such as visiting doctors, 
nurses, and medically-minded college students 
are provided with training and encouraging 
reminders to switch over to this approach. in 
short, campers are seen first for who they are 
rather than for their specific illness or injury. 

The work of maintaining and running 
the community is shared can be seen 
in campers having a significant in-
fluence on the culture of this camp 
and the programs offered due to 
their many years of attendance and 
their subsequent input into the pro-
gram. For instance, the adult camp 
is scheduled at the beginning of the 
camp season in order for the adult 
campers to help train the new staff 
on activities of daily living, medical 
care, and community philosophies. 
camper meetings are held during 
camp to elicit further ideas and sug-
gestions for improvements for future 
programming. Furthermore, camp-
ers have been selected to attend the 
staff training independently or with 
their families to present on topics 
such as disability awareness and to 
share the meaning of the camp ex-
perience from parent and camper 
perspectives. 

clients play a therapeutic role as auxil-
iary therapist in which they influence the 
behaviors of others can be connected 
with staff and campers supporting 
one another through difficult times. 
These include topics (as reported as 
taking place in this camp over the 
last three years) such as: a recent di-
agnosis of cancer, the death of a par-
ent, coping with having a disability 
in modern society, fellow campers 
helping a new staff member to un-
derstand another camper who has an 
altered speech pattern due to spastic 
cerebral palsy, having open discus-
sions about the death of a camper 
or staff, and talking about the pain-
ful reality of financial hardships of a 
sponsoring organization. 

The authority in organizing sports, so-
cial events, and outings are shared by 
campers as they provide suggestions 
for camp programming, bring games, 
activities, and crafts while often 
times offering to lead these activities 
as well as nature hikes based off of 
skills and abilities. choice and self 
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determination in leisure is a focused 
area in the philosophical underpin-
nings of this camp. examples of this 
include: campers provide direction 
into what activities they would like 
to participate in, have choices of 
activities during programming, and 
are able to assist in running groups 
if desired. 

This criterion could prove to be dif-
ficult at times due to the actual set 
up of a typical camp program, i.e., 
camp directors, program directors, 
and program staff setting up sched-
ules, running programs, etc. in a 
smaller setting this is easier to ac-
complish while in large camps this 
is logistically difficult and could be 
explored more. 

There are shared beliefs within the com-
munity of this camp that can be seen 
in the interviews highlighted above, 
which focus on the topics of camp 
being a second home and a fam-
ily in which all individuals are ac-
cepted, respected, encouraged, and 
empowered.  The emerging themes 
presented in this research shed light 
on this area in that campers and par-
ents had similar beliefs that caused 
the themes to develop.  

Implications

By inherent and intentional design, camp 
can be a therapeutic milieu where community 
serves as a mechanism for enabling growth. 
Although the findings on the benefits of this 
camp are important, the significance of com-
munity as a determinant of the participant’s 
experience is especially crucial and has strong 
implications regarding how camp programs 
might be designed for participants with dis-
abilities in the future.   

There is strong potential for using commu-
nity as a therapeutic modality in the described 
type of camp setting. For instance, it could pro-
vide camp administrators with a road map on 
the overall design of a given camp experience 
through daily program planning that centers 
on maintaining the criteria of community. The 
use of the theory Sense of community and the 

intervention Therapeutic community are eas-
ily applied through their straight forward cri-
teria.  Future research should further explore 
the use of Sense of community (theory) and 
Therapeutic community (intervention) cri-
teria including using these concepts as a basis 
for investigation from the genesis of research 
investigation (done post hoc in this study).  if 
sufficient evidence is present in future research 
to support the findings in this study, these two 
concepts could help to inform a future disabil-
ity camp model that would outline best prac-
tice approaches in the use of community as a 
therapeutic modality that causes measurable 
benefits to take place for participants. This is 
a need in the current camp industry and would 
help establish some of the first best practice ap-
proaches. 

The difficulties in using community 
should also be addressed in future studies and 
considered when developing a model. By es-
tablishing a client treatment plan, as outlined 
in best practice standards, as well as includ-
ing the use of community as the therapeutic 
modality for that camper’s treatment plan, in-
herent problems take place as previously men-
tioned in the literature review (Henderson, 
Bialeschki, & James, 2007). For example, it is 
clear that for these research participants camp 
is a family, a home, and a rare recreational op-
portunity. it is a touchstone to return to each 
year. For this reason, the community observed 
and experienced is an end in itself and one 
that the campers may be denied elsewhere due 
to their disability. The campers in this study 
gained a sense of community with the required 
criteria of both Therapeutic community and 
Sense of community in the structure of the 
program as evidenced by the interview re-
sponses; however, many campers were initially 
puzzled when asked to explain the benefits of 
camp despite having just extolled its impor-
tance in their lives. The surprise resulting from 
such a question may reflect the extent to which 
camp is a part of who they are. Measurable or 
perceived outcomes are logical for a program 
but are indeed odd for a family, a home, or a 
part of life. Future discussion needs to address 
a positive way to maintain the integrity of the 
camp experience and feelings of community 
while still addressing the need for therapeutic 
goals, camper treatment plans, and measurable 
results. The apparent juxtaposition is obvious, 
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yet there may be a way to address both needs 
without sacrificing the integrity of either. 

The difficulty with campers providing 
influence and contributing to the work of the 
camp community is also an area to be discussed 
and problem-solved. Although often necessary, 
the actual design of a typical camp program (us-
ing program staff to run activities) takes away 
from the community members influencing and 
contributing to running the community. The 
criteria associated with community points to 
the need for influence and ownership in assist-
ing to facilitate the camp experience. innova-
tive methods of promoting self-determination 
and influence for campers while balancing the 
need for organization, quality, and specialized 
training should be considered. Some examples 
may be: to have a camper steering committee in 
the off- season, include campers in the training 
of staff on disability awareness, involve camp-
ers on search committees for camp adminis-
trator vacancies, have campers design camp 
t-shirts each summer for the following year, use 
electronic applications to promote and record 
activity preferences for upcoming camps, ask 
for input on programming ideas, and explore 
how to allow campers to lead activities as risk 
management will allow. 

The strength of this population sample is 
a limitation that should be addressed in follow- 
up studies as it includes adults with a specific 
disability from a rather homogenous demo-
graphic. Although the sample size is appro-
priate for qualitative research, a more robust 
sample size is needed that takes into account 
a variety of factors which include: socio-eco-
nomic classes, race, age, gender, and type of 
disability to further discover if there are differ-
ences in the effectiveness of using community 
as a modality for therapeutic benefit across 
these demographic classifications. Future stud-
ies should also explore these concepts across 
differing camp designs. Such variations might 
include inclusive camp experiences in which 
campers with and without disability participate 
together versus disability specific camps, camps 
that use weekly volunteer staff versus camps 
with full time paid staff that stay all summer, 
and full time year round programs versus camps 
that take place 1 week out of the year. 

in conclusion, the data presented in this 
case indicate that campers benefit from the 
membership of community itself and from the 

growth the community fosters. Although the 
impact it has on being an end in itself is key, the 
potential impact as a means to an end may be 
even more significant. The role of community 
in camps that serve individuals with disability 
is a promising concept with high potential for 
the future practice of therapeutic recreation 
and providing future paths for camp research. 
Ultimately, it could provide the framework for 
a best practice camp model for individuals with 
disability in an industry in which empirically 
based best practices are limited.
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