
 

By Mike Kinnie, 4-H Camp Wabasso Director 

What is a camp counselor? What do they do? How are they trained? Knowing what a camp 
counselor does creates a better understanding of what a successful summer camp is. There are direct 
connections between awesome camp counselors and an awesome camp season. 
 
One of the first questions we ask campers in 
our Counselor-In-Training program each 
week at 4-H Camp Wabasso is “What is a 
camp counselor?” Camper answers vary, but 
the most prevalent are: “Mentor, Big 
Brother/Big Sister, Guide, Teacher, Leader, 
Protector, Substitute Parent, Superhero and 
Friend.” A camp counselor is all of the above 
and more.   
 
When we interview for camp counselors we 
ask what is “THE MOST important 
responsibility of a camp counselor?” All the 
best candidates respond, “The safety of the 
campers.” Then we ask “What is the second 
most important responsibility?” The best candidates respond, “To make sure the campers feel at home and 
are having fun.”  
 
The answers to the above two questions are fairly easy to say, but not as easy to do. Balancing safety with 
fun is quite a responsibility and a lot of potential hires do not fully grasp the level of responsibility this 
position demands. At 4-H Camp Wabasso, the balancing act for a camp counselor continues for the entire 
128 hour work week. The counselors are team builders, problem solvers, conflict resolvers, teachers, tour 
guides, and educators. Late at night, early in the morning, whenever a camp counselor is needed, the 
counselor must be there for all of their campers. It is more than a job, like parenting is more than a job, like 
being part of a family is more than a job, like mentoring is more than a job. It is a way of life, and it is not for 
everyone. In 2018, all but one of the camp counselors who worked the entire summer at 4-H Camp Wabasso 
was once a camper at Camp Wabasso. In addition, the director, assistant director, and nurse were also once 
campers at Camp Wabasso. These camp staff understood what it was like to be a camper. They now 
understand how to lead an excellent camp opportunity for youth. 
 
During staff training and orientation, the staff are trained in CPR/First Aid/AED. They do team building and 
participate in training related to positive youth development. They train in emergency procedures, diversity 
and inclusion, social awareness, and NYS Child Abuse Mandatory Reporter training. The ropes staff undergo 
extensive ropes and safety training. The archery coordinator is certified in the New York State 4-H Shooting 
Sports Archery track. This position leads the archery program at camp with help from other counselors. The 
waterfront coordinator undergoes the American Red Cross waterfront management training and all 
lifeguards are American Red Cross certified and up to date with all their credentials and the latest “best 
practices.”   
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The staff is also trained in handling bullying, homesickness, and general youth behavior and positive 
management techniques. The counselors also utilize 4-H research based curriculums and best practices 
whether it be for camping, arts and crafts, fishing, nature and hiking, team sports, wilderness survival, paddle 
boarding, kayaking, or canoeing. 
 
A camp counselor makes a positive difference in a child’s life. They work for the “Ah ha!” moments, the 
smiles, the tears, the laughs, the “Are you coming back next year?” questions from the campers. Camp 
counselors eat with the campers, encourage conversation, healthy eating habits, and good conversation. 
They search out the campers who seem lonely or distant and make them feel like part of camp. They 
console, counsel, and care. They wake up in the middle of the night to help a home sick camper, or a child 
with a tummy ache, or a nightmare. They are on-call and available for 128 hours straight with no time off, 
(except every other day for an hour). They are always “on” and “up.” They are in their late teens or early 20’s 
because almost nobody older has the energy and stamina to do it. They are mentors, big brothers and big 
sisters, guides, teachers, leaders, protectors, substitute parents, friends, and superheroes. Camp counselors 
love camp and most importantly love and care for the campers. And at 4-H Camp Wabasso, we are very 
proud to say almost all of our camp counselors are planning on returning for the summer of 2019! 


