Counseling
At-Risk Youth

By Scott Larson, D.Min.

C

hristian camps and
conference centers
offer tremendous
potential for atrisk youth to
encounter Christ,
as they are removed
from their normal environment and exposed to God’s
presence in a stress-free setting.
God has altered the course of
many young people’s lives during
camp sessions.
Naturally, altering the course
does not mean an instantaneous
makeover. But for many, it represents the beginning of a new
direction for their lives. This
monograph is designed to provide
you—the camp counselor—with
some important insights about
how to understand and establish
relationships with kids on the
fringe, and how to counsel them
within the context of a Christian
camping experience.

Troubled Campers
I am the director of a ministry that
oversees Bible studies in juvenile
detention centers. As you can
imagine, that puts me in constant
contact with at-risk young people.
One day, an excited camp
director called my office and said,
“I just got some money from a
donor to send six disadvantaged,
troubled young people to our teen
week. If you can get them here,
it won’t cost them a thing.”
We were able to deliver six
youth to camp, and on opening
day, they were the only ones feeling the least bit tentative. The
camp team heartily greeted them,
and our staff was pleased that all

of the hard work of recruiting
had been worthwhile.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t long
before the tables had turned. On
Wednesday, the dreaded call came:
“I’m sorry, things just aren’t working out. You’re going to have to
send someone to pick up the six
kids you brought. They’re refusing
to obey our rules about smoking,
curfew, attending chapel—you
name it! One has already gotten
into a fight with another camper,
and several of our girls are starting
to take a keen interest in a couple
of your guys.”
Similar stories resonate with
most camp directors when they
recall their own frustrations with
trying to merge at-risk youth into a
program for mainstream youth. As a
result, many have adopted a “three
strikes and you’re out” approach to
dealing with troubled campers.
However, this approach is
becoming less and less
effective as more troubled
youth are making their
way into Christian
camp programs.
These young
people are coming
from all sectors of
society. The U.S.
government estimates that one out
of every four children in America is
considered to be atrisk for having serious problems and
dangerous lifestyles.
Hurting teens are everywhere; the term “at-risk”
should not be equated with
just inner-city youth.

At Risk Defined
According to Dan Erickson, who
was instrumental in launching
Prison Fellowship’s Angel Tree
Camping initiative, young people
are considered at risk when they:
•

are in danger of placement
outside the home (being
placed in foster care),

•

have had negative contact
with agencies in society
(law enforcement, schools,
churches and such), or

•

have been exposed to and
affected by the consequences of
social ills in society (substance
abuse, sexual promiscuity,
physical abuse, an incarcerated
parent and the like).

Focusing
on the
Foundations
of Christian
Camping

Additionally, Erickson points
out that counselors will often be
able to identify at-risk adolescents
(8 to 12 years old) by five prominent behaviors:
•

Violence/aggression

•

Lying

•

Cheating

•

Stealing

•

Chronic truancy

Hurt and Angry
While many factors contribute to
a young person being at-risk and
demonstrating these behaviors,
the most common is coming from
a dysfunctional family unit.
Consider the prayer
request one teen
handed to one of
Anger is the
our staff at the
primary emotion of
end of a Bible
study: “Please
troubled youth. Feelings of
pray for my
hurt, sadness, insecurity,
friend Jared.
He hung himjealousy or fear all seem
self Sunday.
I pray that
to express themselves
he made it to
in anger.
heaven. Please pray
my dad comes home
from jail in 30 days and

my HIV test comes back with
what God wanted it to be.”
Coming from such a background almost always surfaces in a deep-seated anger
and a hatred for authority.
Both qualities can be
disruptive to camp life
if not understood and
handled properly.
Anger is the
primary emotion
of troubled youth.
Feelings of hurt,
sadness, insecurity,
jealousy or fear all
seem to express themselves in anger. And
youths’ anger has a
remarkable ability to
locate and push all your
buttons so that your anger
surfaces as well. A couple of
incidents like that, and the camper
is on a bus bound for home.
What is the source of all of
that anger? Most psychologists
agree that this kind of anger is
usually the result of feeling rejection (including abandonment)
early on, often by a parental figure.
One of our staff members
recalls being at a campfire with a
group of inner-city boys at the
end of a 10-day wilderness camp.
The group started talking about
their fathers. The first boy to
speak angrily spewed, “I hate my
father!” The counselors became
concerned as the mood became
considerably more hostile with
each boy who spoke.
Just as the counselors were
about to try to defuse the potentially explosive situation, the last
boy spoke up. “You know, I really
love my father. I’ve never met him.
But I really love him.” One by one,
each of the boys began to open up
and tell stories of how they, too,
loved their fathers.
The boys illustrated how
closely hate and love reside, and
how the greatest anger is usually
directed at someone who means
the most. It is very important to
never speak negatively about a
camper’s family, no matter how he
or she describes them.
How do you most effectively
reach such campers? Perhaps the

apostle Paul coined the best strategy when he wrote, “Even though
you have ten thousand guardians
in Christ, you do not have many
fathers. But I became your father in
the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ”
(1 Cor. 4:15). As you take on this
role in the lives of young people,
you can expect them to transfer
the anger they have toward their
own father or mother to you.
Youth who are raised in dysfunctional family systems may also
share a hatred for authority. When
a teacher says, “Sit down,” they
remain standing. They hate the
principal, the coach, the police, the
boss, the probation officer—and
you, when you become an authority figure in their lives.
For a long time we worked
intensely with a boy named John.
He could express this philosophy
quite well: “I’ve been hurt so many
times that I’ll hurt you before you
have a chance to hurt me.” Another
boy, Shawn, shared similar words:
“I’d feel more comfortable if you
beat me than love me.”
Yet as a youth outlives the role
of a negative authority figure, a
new, more positive one is slowly
created in its place. This opens up
the young person to accept every
other authority that comes into his
or her life, including God.
Thus, the approach of applying more rules and consequences,
which might work for the average
youth, only further exacerbates this
type of young person. The old
adage, “rules without relationship
equals rebellion” is particularly
descriptive of what often happens.

The Power of Camp
Dan Erickson confirms that at-risk
kids often experience feelings of
abandonment, guilt, confusion,
isolation, anti-sociality, anger and
even shame. He believes that a
Christian camp experience is an
ideal way to break into this
destructive cycle and reveal to atrisk kids the truth of Jesus Christ.
Camp provides a safe environment where at-risk youth are given
the opportunity to just be kids.
It is a place where they experience
the energy of living with a group
of peers, led by a mature Christian

Camp provides a safe
environment where at-risk
youth are given the
opportunity to just
be kids.

actions and activity groups.
Also, they will come to trust
and have faith in others. Most
at-risk kids have had to learn
to be self-reliant, and in the
process, have learned not
to trust anyone. Having faith
in God often coincides with
learning to trust others; you
can’t trust God without learning to trust another human.
Humans are programmed to
fail each other, but God is not.

Take the Time
adult, in a family-like atmosphere.
Erickson holds that camp stretches
them intellectually, physically, spiritually and socially in ways they
have never experienced.
Scripture points out that this
is how Jesus developed: “And Jesus
grew in wisdom [intellectual]
and stature [physical], and in
favor with God [spiritual] and men
[social]” (Luke 2:52). Similarly, all
camp experiences will encompass
one of these four motives:
•

Intellectual: Campers will be
given the opportunity to learn
and enjoy new skills while
developing an appreciation for
God’s creation through camp
sessions and fun activities.

•

Physical: Campers will be
confronted with personal
challenges that are intended
to help them go beyond their
self-imposed limitations and
try new activities.

•

Spiritual: Campers will
develop an understanding of
who they are and who God is.
They will learn that God loves
them unconditionally and be
encouraged to trust Him with
their whole lives. Through
chapel messages, campfires,
cabin devotions and teachable
moments, campers learn that
God exists, He is love and
He values them deeply. They
come to understand who the
“power source” is.

•

Social: Campers will be shown
what it means to respect the
community in which they live
and engage in healthy interpersonal relationships through
cabin life, dining-room inter-

Understand that ministering
effectively to at-risk young people
will require much more individual
time and attention than ministering to other youth. At-risk
campers demand intense adult
intervention. If you don’t provide
it up front on the preventive side,
you will be forced to give it on
the discipline side.
Spending extended time with
any young person—which can
be done at camp if the camper-tocounselor ratios allow it—causes
issues to surface that are otherwise
hidden. It is no different for troubled youth. Their issues just tend
to be more disruptive.
As issues arise, it is best to get
away alone with the camper, rather
than confronting him or her in the
presence of peers. Begin by affirming how happy you and the rest
of the camp staff are to have the
camper there. Point out some of
his or her good qualities before
talking about matters of concern.
Next, rather than demanding
change, appeal respectfully on the
basis of your need. It’s best to say
things such as, “Because you are
such a leader, others look to you
and follow your example. Do you
see how that can make it difficult
for me as a counselor?” Then
empower the camper in the
change: “Would you be willing
to help me by…?”
It’s been my experience that
most youth live up to my expectations when I present them positively. They know I genuinely like
and respect them. Such an
approach also cuts to the core of
many of the issues today’s troubled
youth are dealing with: distrusting
authority, seeing themselves as

troublemakers or losers, feeling
powerless and disrespected, and
feeling alienated from adults.

Get Ready to Minister
Though serving troubled youth
at Christian camps is difficult
and demands additional attention,
Christian camps are still one of the
best vehicles for God’s transforming work in the lives of troubled
kids. Nearly every time I speak at
camps, I bring two or three kids
I’m working with who have come
out of detention centers. Most echo
the words of Frankie, who accompanied me one time: “This was the
greatest week of my life!”
Even if the change doesn’t
seem to last long beyond the
camp experience, the memories
are never lost. At one point, I was
reunited with one of the first boys
we had worked with intensely. He
had fallen a long way and was
just beginning to make his
way back.
During our conUnderstand that
versation, he said,
“In the time I
ministering effectively
spent with you
to at-risk young people will
guys, I experienced more
require much more individual
things than the
time and attention than
rest of my life
combined—far
ministering to
more than anybody
other youth.
else I know on the
streets. Even while I
was doing wrong, I couldn’t forget about what I had
experienced through those camps
and mission trips. It used to haunt
me day and night to know what I
was missing. I finally couldn’t keep
buying the lie that sin was fun and
following God was boring.”
It was those memories that
eventually drove him back to God.
While you cannot overcome
every obstacle plaguing the life of a
troubled teen in a mere week or
weekend, I have seen God alter the
course of many a young person’s
life in this short amount of time. All Scripture quotations taken from the
HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL
VERSION Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984
International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Bible Publishers.

Working with
At-Risk Youth
•

Work as a team. You’re not
in this alone.

•

Unconditionally love your
campers—even those
who are difficult. Read
1 Corinthians 13 often.

•

•
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•

•

•

Pray without ceasing. God
will help you make it through
the week!

•

Don’t act surprised when you
hear vulgar language. At-risk
kids grow up with it and it
becomes part of their basic
vocabulary. If you become
embarrassed or offended, you
are showing them that they
have a way to get to you.
If your at-risk campers have
grown up in the city, understand that nighttime in a rural
setting can be very frightening:
no streetlights, no sirens, no
subway noise. Avoid frightening stories and provide a sense
of security without making
campers feel cowardly.
Realize that at-risk kids
commonly carry weapons
for protection or as a status
symbol. Be alert for weapons,
particularly knives. Never
try to disarm a camper by
yourself or by using force.
For some at-risk kids, stealing has become a way of life.
Make it difficult for thefts
to occur. Without inferring
that you do not trust at-risk
campers, never allow them to
be alone in cabins or places
where there are valuables.
Be prepared to deal with
tobacco products, pills and
illegal substances. Know your
camp policies and enforce
them fairly and in love.
Do everything you can to
make camp fun. Get silly.
Keep it light. Many troubled
youth have lost the ability
to laugh and be kids.

•

Be willing to try new things
and take risks. You’ll be a good
role model for your campers.

•

Share what you love. It can
be anything—bug collecting,

Recommended
Resources

star gazing, plant identification
or the like.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Don’t be too vocal about your
dislikes. If you hate playing
volleyball, your whole cabin
may refuse to play without
your asking them to stop.
Share your faith carefully.
Never back away from letting
campers know the truth you’ve
found, but make sure you
aren’t force-feeding them.
Be ready and willing to watch
a camper when he or she
requests it. When you watch,
give your full attention.
Put campers first. You may
want to flip the pancakes or
win the canoe race, but let
them do it!
Follow through with what
you say you’re going to do.
Don’t break promises.
Keep secrets confidential—
unless they are related to
abuse. If a camper tells you
about abuse, tell him or her
that you are required by law
to report it.
Refrain from adding your
own experiences to stories
a camper tells you. You may
miss out on what he or she
really wants to say.
Build up troubled campers
with your words as often
as possible, and make these
words genuine. Youth can
recognize phony compliments
immediately.

•

Avoid “killer” phrases such as,
“We just don’t do it that way,”
“That’s not such a great idea,”
or “It will never work.”

•

Be as clear and straightforward
as you can. Rather than saying
“no” to something, see if you
can give campers a few
choices. That way, they can
take ownership and make it
their decision.

•

If a camper becomes very
angry with you—maybe even
screaming profanities—
remember that it has very
little to do with you. Do not
take it personally.

•

If you reach an impasse with
a camper or find yourself
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getting angry, walk away from
the situation and let another
adult get involved.
•
•

Never discipline in anger and
never, ever hit a camper.

Keep in contact with your
campers for the long haul.
Youth who have gone through
very rough times will not
completely turn their lives
around during camp.
Note: This list was created in part
by Marilyn Siden, executive director
of Today’s Youth Matter (TYM).

