
YMCA Camp Ernst Alumnus, donor, and friend, Shane Strunk, LISW-S (Licensed 
Independent Social Worker) offers these suggestions for talking to your children 

about camp’s cancellation: 

 
Be honest, but reassuring. Your child is likely to have a myriad of questions 
regarding why camp has been canceled. As much as you might want to shelter 

them from the reality of life in a time of coronavirus, I would encourage you to 
be as honest as you can, while reassuring them that by taking the proper 

precautions we can all get through this safely. Since the state is not yet ready 
to open camps, Camp Ernst cannot open, even with precautions. Additionally, I 

would make sure to emphasize that this is a temporary situation-- Camp Ernst 
has been around for more than 90 years, and will be around for years to come. 

For teens and older tweens, it might also be helpful to talk in greater detail 
about how some of the shared community experiences that make camp so 
special are, unfortunately, the same factors that can make transmission of this 

virus more likely.  

 Remember that active listening is a powerful tool. When our children have 

big feelings, we often feel great pressure to “fix” the problem for them. Since 
you can’t “fix” coronavirus, it will be significantly more helpful to your child if 
you can simply create a safe space for them to share their feelings with a caring 

adult who is truly listening to them. This can help potentially overwhelming 
emotions feel significantly more manageable. To this end, be sure to ask your 

child how they feel about camp being cancelled, but make sure to do so at a 
time when you can give your undivided attention (multitasking is not conducive 

active listening). Remember, you don’t have to make the feelings go away, just 
be empathetic and normalize what they are feeling. It is helpful to understand 

that children tend to process in spurts, so don’t be surprised if your initial 
inquiry yields little to no response. Your child might need more time to reflect 

before they are ready to share. Continue to check in with them periodically, and 
you may get different results. 

 Celebrate the memories. You might be tempted to avoid talking about 

anything that might remind your child of their camp experience, in order to 
distract them from feeling disappointed that camp was cancelled. Unfortunately, 

this is not likely to make them miss camp any less. I would actually encourage 
you to create space for your child to talk about their favorite camp memories 

and to reflect on what experiences they might look forward to having at camp in 
the future. In doing so, you will communicate that you understand how 

important the camping experience is to them, while fostering the very real hope 
that they will be able to experience this joy again in the future. One idea is to 

encourage them to write a letter to Eli and/or the camp’s donors and alumni to 
express their favorite camp memories and stories. 

 Your child can still experience camp in spirit & mind, if not in 

body. While your child may not be able to have the full residential camp 



experience this summer, they can still feel connected to the Camp Ernst 
community. You can foster this by helping them to brainstorm creative ways to 

bring elements of camp to their own backyard. Perhaps you could make 
S’mores together or camp out in the backyard. Maybe you could set up a video 

conference with some of their camp friends so they can sing their favorite camp 
songs together. Maybe your child could work on breaking a Camp Ernst record, 

so that they can do so at camp next summer. Fostering the idea that the camp 
experience does not end when camp ends will be beneficial not just in this time 

of crisis, but for years to come. The ability to internalize positive experiences is 
key to making all manner of successful transitions in the future.  

.    Be kind to yourself. We are living in a time of unprecedented social 

disruption, and you undoubtedly have your own feelings about these difficult 
changes. Don’t feel like you have to come up with the perfect answer for your 

child. There is no perfect answer for how to cope with the stresses of social 
distancing, but a child who has a caring, emotionally present adult in their life 

can learn to weather all sorts of challenging situations. The perfect words are 
not necessary - your caring presence is enough.  

 Credit for much of the language and sentiment in these recommendations 
goes, with great thanks, to YMCA Camp Tecumseh’s friend, Dr. Amanda 
Case (Assistant Professor in Counseling Psychology at Purdue University) 


