The Counselor’s Role
in Camper Discipline
by Stan White
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hen discipline is
handled in a poor
manner, it can do
tremendous damage. The following
penetrating statement,
found on a parent’s evaluation of her son’s camping experience, drives home this point.
“It is really hard as a parent to
face my son on Friday open house
and have him burst into tears and
tell me how he wanted to ‘run
away’ because his counselor was
‘so mean.’ He is definitely soured
on camp. I’m sure it will take a
year of prayer and discussion to
convince him to come back next
year. The counselor apparently
doesn’t know that one short week
can possibly poison a young mind
toward the church and Christianity,
and this is too important to me to
risk in the hands of an irresponsible counselor.”
Whether you are a novice
or seasoned camp counselor, the
material in this piece will not only
remind you of your responsibilities in discipline, but also acquaint
you with some means of discipline
that are beneficial to both camper
and counselor.

A Discipling Opportunity
From the outset, let’s come to a
consensus on the definition and
purpose of discipline. “Discipline
is learning, or a process by which
people learn what is acceptable,
desirable, and pleasant for all,”
offer H. Norman Wright and
Michael J. Anthony in Help, I’m
a Camp Counselor.

Discipline can also be viewed
as the use of various methods to
bring about positive character
qualities in individuals. It is not a
matter of punishment for breaking
the rules. Discipline is encouraging
individuals to be a positive influence in our society.
Discipline is not to a child,
but for a child.
Discipline is really an effort to
motivate campers to good behavior. Motivational discipline doesn’t
happen through favors, promises,
or bribes, but through relationships with counselors and other
campers, as well as campers’
desires for new experiences and
skills. Counselors need to ask,
“How can I, as the counselor, help
the camper learn?”
Discipline should not be
`punishment, but an opportunity
for learning.
“Discipline includes everything you do in order to help
children learn,” says Bob
Morgan, former director of
the Hollygrove Children’s
Home in Hollywood,
California. “It is the
challenge and privilege
of training children.”
Every act of discipline is an opportunity for discipling. It
is a step along the way
to encouraging and
nurturing individuals
`to become more like
Jesus Christ.
How do you view
campers? Do you see them as
problems? Or do you see their

potential? So often in our experience of working with campers, the
first impression becomes a forever
impression.
If during an initial encounter
campers do something that isn’t
conducive to their own or others’
well being, they’re often labeled as
troublemakers or discipline problems. Do we let this label stick?
Or do we make every possible
effort to view campers in light
of their potential?
It’s not only important how
you view campers, but also how
you treat them. Campers should be
treated with respect. Counselors
demand respect from campers, but
this is a two-way street.
So often counselors ask
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campers to do things without the
use of the essential word please.
On the occasions when
campers have completed
tasks or accomplished
something unexpectedly
In the disciplinary process,
for others, a thank you
can go a long way in
be specific as you outline
developing relationships.
the reasons for discipline.
The importance of
respect cannot be overstated. Out of respect relationships grow. This in turn
creates greater response to
things presented and done by
counselors.

Practical Tips for
a Positive Experience
One of the key factors in disciplining is not so much what you
say, but how you say it. The following are practical tips to help
you make disciplinary encounters
more positive. These suggestions,
adapted from the chapter “Confrontation” in You and Me by
Gerard Eagan, are designed to
nurture the relationship between
camper and counselor.
1. Discipline in the spirit of
understanding.

Communicate to campers that
you understand the situation as
well as their feelings in the circumstances that occurred. Once
campers realize counselors understand, the interaction that develops
will go more smoothly. Discipline
will be effective to the degree it is
based on a substantial understanding of the other person.
2. Be tentative.

As you make statements during
disciplinary interactions with
campers, avoid saying things that
seem fixed in concrete. Realize there
might be additional factors that
haven’t been seen or taken into consideration. This leaves an opening
for campers to clarify any misconceptions on the part of counselors.
It means counselors do not see
themselves as infallible or faultless.
Being tentative could be viewed as
perception checking, or making
sure you’re right about the behavior
to which you are responding.
3. Know why you are
disciplining.

What is your motivation in
disciplining? Is it honestly to help
others? If your disciplining has
been done well, it shows you
care for campers. However, if you
discipline to get back at others,
campers will quickly detect you are
out to “punish” them, and thereby
destroy any relationship you
might have with them.
4. Show involvement.

When you discipline,
you show concern and
care about others. In
order to help them
work through negative
behavior, a commitment beyond the disciplinary encounter
may be required. It
could extend for the
rest of camp, or even
beyond the camp
experience, as counselors encourage or
support campers while
working through behavioral change. Do campers
sense you are there to love and
support them after the disciplinary
experience? Or do disciplinary
encounters become nothing more
than hit-and-run experiences?

5. Be gradual.

It isn’t a good idea to discipline
campers for many offensive behaviors at the same time. Don’t save up
all of their negative behaviors and
then cash them all in at the same
time. This damages relationships as
well as campers’ self-esteem.
6. Take into consideration the
mental and emotional state of
campers.

It is important to discipline
campers while they have full control of their faculties. In other
words, it would not be a good idea
to discipline campers when they are
very tired or have just gone through
a very emotionally draining experience not related to the behavior for
which they are to be disciplined.
7. Be specific.

In the disciplinary process, be
specific as you outline the reasons
for discipline. To talk in vague generalities would be a disservice to
campers and could confuse them.
Give them ideas about how they
can improve.
8. Do not discipline by using
only nonverbal hints.

Nonverbal behavior can communicate very strongly, but realize
nonverbal messages need to be
backed up by words if they are to
be effective. Campers cannot read
counselors’ minds.
9. Use descriptive language.

It is best to use descriptive
language rather than language that
is commanding, judging, labeling,
name calling, accusing, questioning, or full of sarcasm in attempting to verbalize the negative
behavior of campers. These do
nothing but put campers on the

Nonverbal behavior can
communicate very strongly, but
realize nonverbal messages need
to be backed up by words if
they are to be effective.

defensive, making effective discipline much more difficult.
10. Discipline only if you want
to grow closer to campers you
are disciplining.

Disciplining is not only a sign
of involvement with campers at
that moment, but it is also an
indication you want the relationship to develop. It is saying you
want to walk alongside campers
and work together to overcome
negative behavior.

Key Principles & Guidelines
1. There is a four-step approach
to discipline.
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Step 1: There is the general
announcement of the camp
rule or tradition. It is important there be a good understanding by all of what the
rule or tradition is, as well as
giving campers time to absorb
it. In other words, don’t say,
“Lights will be going out in
the cabin in one minute!”
Most campers need more time
than that to realize there are
things they need to do in getting ready for bed. Another
good way to think of it is not
to surprise them.
Step 2: Be sure to call violators
by name. “Ryan, we requested
all flashlights be out by 9
o’clock. Could you do that
please?” This helps campers
realize where you’re directing
discipline—at a particular individual and not at others.
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Step 3: If violators continue,
not only use personal names,
but also walk over to the
offending individuals, get
down to eye level, and remind
them of what you had asked.
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Step 4: If they continue to
defy the rules, the final step
in this approach is to isolate
offending individuals, using
the appropriate principles in
the manner of disciplining
mentioned above.

2. Expect obedience.

When you ask campers to do
something, it is important to act as
if you expect them to do it. People
are much more likely to cooperate
when it is expected.

3. Try to ask and not order.

Campers tend to respond
when they’re asked; this invites
cooperation. It works much better
than playing sergeant and ordering
campers around.
4. Don’t use physical
punishment.

Not only might this be a
violation of state law, but the
resulting emotional and
mental damage can cause
serious repercussions.
5. Make sure campers
understand they have
done something wrong.

When youth have no
idea why they are being
disciplined, this can be very
damaging to their relationship
with their counselor. One
method of avoiding this is asking
campers to help counselors
understand what they have done.
In other words, try a statement
like this, “Jessica, help me understand why you hit Brittany.”
6. Try to find out the why
behind the behavior of those
being disciplined.

It could be campers have
some unsatisfied needs; they
behave in a socially unacceptable
manner in an attempt to satisfy
them. Others manifest negative
behavior to get attention or to
demonstrate the influence they
have. Others do it because they
feel inadequate and unloved.
7. Give campers the benefit of
the doubt.

Often counselors walk into
the tail end of a situation, and it
appears there is clearly one culprit.
All too often the one who seems
to be the initiator is really just an
innocent bystander. Keep in mind
that a person is innocent until
proven guilty.
8. Get campers on your side.

This principle can be described
by the story of the camper who was
disrupting cabin devotions one
night. The counselor became frustrated and was at a loss as to how to
control the camper’s negative influence. The next day, the counselor
had an idea. He walked up to the
disruptive camper and asked if he
would help with cabin devotions
that night. That evening, the once-

disruptive
camper was a positive influence during devotions. Not only
did the counselor get the camper on
his side, but also the camper was a
more receptive learner because the
counselor got involved in his life.
9. Don’t discipline campers for
something that is merely a
personal dislike to you.

At one camp there were many
oak trees that produced acorns.
One of the more popular pastimes of campers was
making whistles out of
acorn caps. Campers
Campers tend to
enjoyed picking up
respond when they’re
various acorn caps
and getting differasked; this invites
ent pitched whiscooperation. It works much
tles out of them.
The staff
better than playing sergeant
members soon
and ordering campers
grew very tired of
and annoyed with the
around.
noise. It wasn’t long
before they were disciplining campers for their antics.
Soon the leaders realized
they were making a mistake.
Campers had learned something
new and were not doing anything
harmful. It was a personal matter
the leaders had to deal with; they
had no right to discipline campers

for something they did not personally enjoy.
10. Campers are part of the
problem; therefore, they
are part of the solution.

This works especially
well with older campers.
When the offense has
been described and discussed, camp leaders
have found it helpful for
offending campers and
counselors to separate,
deciding to come back in a
few minutes with suggested
disciplinary measures for
campers. When campers and counselors come back together, often
campers suggest even stronger
forms of discipline than what counselors would have recommended.
This not only helps campers
realize the significance of offensive
acts, but it also helps them
develop personal accountability
for their behavior.

When possible, address
the improper behavior
immediately—when it’s fresh
both in your and the
camper’s minds.

11. It is best to discipline
campers when they are within
arm’s reach of you.
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The farther campers are from
counselors during the disciplinary
process the less chance there is for
compliance on the part of campers.
The effectiveness of discipline
decreases with distance.
Whenever possible, discipline
campers in private. Never humiliate any camper in front of others.
Campers will sense you are for
them if you do not make them a
public spectacle. This goes a long
way in respecting the worth and
personal dignity of each camper.
12. Give campers as much
responsibility as possible.

fun,” and “wouldn’t it be great if.”
Everybody thrives on praise.
An example is: “I appreciate
very much the way Kyle is standing in line.” Not only would this
kind of statement eliminate orders
and nagging, but others notice
praise is given for positive behavior. Be careful not to give praise
just to a few campers, though.
14. Sometimes it is best to
ignore minor infractions.

Especially when campers
aren’t hurting themselves or others,
you may wish to ignore minor
infractions. Often such behavior is
designed to attract attention.
Ignoring it will result in an end to
the behavior because it did not
have its desired effect.
15. Be consistent.

Being inconsistent confuses
campers; they will soon lose faith
in you.
16. Discipline campers’
behavior rather than
personality.

Some campers, for example,
love to talk. This is very much a
part of their personality. The time
when it becomes a behavior problem is when campers talk during
meetings, Bible study, and so
forth. When disciplining campers
in instances such as these, be careful to discipline behavior rather
than personality.
17. Keep your temper.

Once campers realize there are
certain things that get to you, they
have the upper hand. Be careful not
to let things upset you. If they do,
immediately seek the Lord’s help.
18. When possible, the
discipline should bear some
relation to the offense.

This not only helps build their
worth and self-image, but also is
helpful in further developing the
relationship between campers and
counselors. Campers feel they are
trusted. Use common sense when
giving responsibility.

Let’s say a few campers have
misbehaved in the dining room.
A corresponding disciplinary measure might be to have them assist in
the cleanup of the dining room following the meal.

13. Avoid such negative terms
as “don’t,” “stop,” “no,” “you
can’t.”

19. The disciplinary action
should follow as soon as
possible after the offense.

Good terms to use include “let
us,” “why don’t we,” “it is better if
we,” “don’t you think it would be

When possible, address the
improper behavior immediately—
when it’s fresh both in your and

the camper’s minds.
20. Use the three Fs: fair, firm,
and friendly.

Be fair by taking a personal
interest in each camper. Be firm,
realizing discipline can be a very
positive experience for both you
and the camper. Being friendly
goes a long way, tempering everything. Bob Morgan has said, “If you
are trying to win some, you must
be winsome. Enter in and take the
Lord Jesus into every situation.”

The Significance
of Discipline
There are many other facets of the
disciplinary process. Counselors
who gain experience in their counseling opportunities will discover
other helpful hints that will greatly
enhance their ministry. These basic
ideas are put forth to help individuals realize the significance of discipline. It can be a very productive
endeavor that helps campers
become the kind of people God
would have them to be.
An elderly gentleman was
once talking to a young father who
told him he did not believe in disciplining children. His theory was
that children’s behavior should not
be stifled in any way, but as children grew older, they should be
permitted to choose and develop
their own behavior patterns without infringement by others.
The elderly gentleman said
nothing, but after a while he
asked his young guest if he would
like to see his garden. The man
said he would, so the two of them
ventured out into the garden
where only weeds were growing.
The man looked at his host in
surprise and said, “This is not a
garden. There is nothing but
weeds here.”
“Well, you see,” answered the
elderly gentleman, “I did not want
to infringe upon the liberty of the
garden in any way. I was just giving the garden a chance to express
itself and to choose its own way.”
Train up children in the way
they should go, and then go along
with them. -

