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Promote Healthy and Active Lifestyles: 
Organize a Physical Education Summer Camp 

by Steve Jefferies 

As physical educators strive to motivate students to become 

more physically active, it is important for them to look beyond the 

time that students spend in physical education classes. One good 

measure of a successful physical education program is the "carry- 

over" of what is learned in class to the physical activities that children 

choose to do outside of class. It is particularly critical to examine 

what students do in their long summer break, when in the absence 

of alternative choices, inactivity can easily become a way of life. 

Summer sport programs provide regular physical activity op- 

portunities for athletically gifted children. Unfortunately, these pro- 

grams tend to appeal only to children who enjoy competition and 

are already skilled in these particular team and individual sports. 

For the remainder-the majority of children-who either lack the 

skill, opportunity, or desire to participate in competitive sports, 

there are very few organized alternatives for them to be active, have 

fun, learn new skills, and spend time with like-minded peers in 

physical activity settings. A physical education camp is one solution 

for providing these children with physical activity opportunities. 

i Id Physical education teachers are uniquely qualified to offer 
summer programs that are focused on providing fun and building 1 I hysical skills. Physical education teachers have access to school 
I 
facilities and teaching equipment, and have a direct connection to 

the students who are most likely to attend such a camp. In addi- 

tion, physical educators can identify those at-risk students who are 

most in need of physical activity, and can promote the physical ' education camp to  the parents of these students. 

Initial Camp Planning 

The first steps in planning a physical education camp are to 

reserve a site and schedule the dates and time for the camp. 

Schools and recreational facilities are often used heavily by sport 

camps in the summer and therefore must be scheduled early. 

Physical education teachers who elect to use their own school 

facilities typically are given scheduling priority with their district 

administrators. Sometimes additional, out-of-school facilities are 

desirable (e.g., fields, swimming pools, bowling alleys, etc.), and 

early scheduling is also advised for such facilities. 

When picking dates for a camp, make sure to avoid national 

holidays and popular vacation times (e.g., fourth of July) and 

check for conflicting local events. If possible, avoid scheduling the 

camp during the same week as sport camps that are offered for 

children of the same age. Also consider whether the camp will be 

offered soon after the school year ends or if it will be scheduled 

several weeks later. June and July are the best months to  offer a 

camp because in August families often go on vacation and facili- 

ties are being prepared for the new school year. 

When possible, schedule camp times to accommodate fam- 

ily work schedules. It can be frustrating for parents when camps 

begin mid-morning and end mid-afternoon because this might 

require them to leave work or adjust their workday. Another frus- 

tration for parents is camps that only run for three or four days 

because they might need to  make special day care arrangements 

for the remaining days in the week. It is much better to  run a full- 

week camp so that participants have enough time to really em- 

brace a daily regimen of physical activity. 

Camp Staff 

Running a quality physical education camp requires recruiting 

for a top quality staff. While many summer programs recruit only 

high school or college students, another option is to invite teaching 

colleagues from other schools in your district. If you do decide to 

hire college students, consider partnering with a teacher prepara- 

tion program from a local college or university. Partnering with a lo- 

cal college or university program is an attractive option because it 

solves the camp staffing challenge and also gives future physical 

educators valuable practical teaching experience. 

Camp Budget 

A physical education summer camp is not a charitable event. 

Rather, it is an opportunity for teachers to supplement their summer 
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income in exchange for providing professional teaching skills. In 

addition to  the costs of paying camp staff, there are many other costs 

to consider. When planning the budget, discuss all of the costs that 

your camp will accrue. The following is a list of likely expenses: 

Facility rental fee (including any cleaning costs) 

Equipment purchases (and possible replacement costs if 

the school equipment is used and damaged) 

Brochures, mailings, and promotional activities 

Transportation costs (if any) 

Camp t-shirts 

Camp photographs or certificates 

Food costs (meals, snacks, and any special events) 

Insurance (if needed) 

Staff salaries 

It is helpful to  calculate these fixed expenses per camper. 

Once you have determined the minimum cost for hosting the 

camp, you can decide the fee that you will need to  charge. Before 

doing this, however, decide on your desired ratio of staff to  stu- 

dents; One of the benefits of selecting staff with strong teach~ng 

and management skills is that fewer staff members are needed. A 

ratio of one instructor for 20 students is acceptable when qualified 

adult instructors are available. However, remember that you do  

need at least one spare staff member who can step in to  teach if 

one of your instructors is absent. 

If your school district recognizes the value of the camp for its 

students and is willing to  provide some free items, such as use of 

the school gym~iasiurn and felds, t I S  possible to offer a camp at a 

very reasonable cost, while st11 paying your staff a fa~r  salary. To 

keep fees  lo!^^ and to allow all students tile oppot-tc~n~ty to attend 

your camp, ask if your school has access to funds tliat can help 

with camp reg~stration. At-r~sk stcidents niay be el~glble to   receive 

national or state f i~ial ic ia assistance. 11 add~t~on ,  local service 

groups, churches, and youtli organizatioils may have plograms to  

support ctiildl-en v i~th filianc~al needs. 

Camp Promotion and Registration 

The greatest challeliye that a canips face IS promotion. While 

it is d~f f~cul t  a ~ i d  expenslve fo l  out-of-towri calnps to make direct 

contact with potental partic~pants, tliis is not the case w ~ t h  physical 

education camps that at-e offered by school district staff. Physical 

educat~on teachers have easy access to tlie very stc~dents who are 

most lhkely to partic~pate In a pliysical educatioii camp. Furthermore, 

it is easy to ask colleag~~es r i  nearby schools to  pc~blicize your camp. 

BI-ochul-es, flyers, a t ~ d  notes that are sent home w ~ t h  stc~dents 

are all effective and I-elativey Inexpensive ways to  promote your 

camp. Look for v\iays to add catnp matel-~als to scheduled school 

mailings. Re~nember that lnany parelits t l i l~ ik  about scheduling 

their child's surnmer act ivt~es In the late w ~ n t e ~  '01- early spring. 

While announcenients atid re~ni~ iders can cont~nue all year, it is 

wlse to  get reg~stl-ation niater~als distr-ibuted to  fam~lies at the be- 

glnnlng of tl ie spl-ing qc~artei (at the latest). During the spl-ing, 

your students vvill need regc~lal- ~eminders about the camp. This is 

the time to  ensure tliat farn~l~es are aware of the prograln and 

know how to reg~ster their child. 
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If your school is willing to sponsor your camp, it may be pos- 

sible to have camper registration coordinated through the school 

office. This is the best option because not only will this eliminate 

your responsibility for dealing with forms and money, it also means 

that as a school-sponsored event, you most likely do not need to be 

concerned about liability. If your school is not willing to coordinate 

camper registration, you should create a special camp bank 

account. Remember that you will need good financial records for 

taxes. It is also a good idea to consult with your tax advisor about 

the best way to make payments for goods and services in order to 

avoid problems when submitting your personal tax return in April. 

nstructional Groups and Activities 

Depending on the size of your registration, you should plan to 

organize students into groups that are based on grade level. Com- 

bining grade levels (e.g., 1-2,3-4) works well as long as the students' 

abilities are similar. Organize students according to the grade level 

that they will be entering into in the fall. Also think carefully about 

whether or not to include students who are entering kindergarten 

because a whole day of camp might be too long for them. In addi- 

tion, if you are an elementary physical education teacher, you might 

want to include your graduating fifth-grade students. 

A physical education summer camp is an opportunity to extend 

your regular physical education program. A camp provides an op- 

portunity to review familiar age-appropriate activities and introduce 

students to new activities that they might like to continue. If transpor- 

tation issues can be resolved, consider transporting students off-site 

and using local resources. Familiarizing students with swimming 

pools, parks, bowling alleys, and tennis courts that they can use when 

camp is over is one more way to encourage students to stay active. 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of a physical educa- 

tion camp that is led by trained physical educators is a focus on 

instruction. Such a camp should not just be a day-care program in 

which children stay busy playing games, but should instead pro- 

vide quality learning experiences. There is no reason why learning 

and improving one's physical skills cannot be fun. One of your 

camp goals should be to help children understand that activities 

are more fun when played skillfully, and perhaps more impor- 

tantly, that with practice, everyone can become more skillful. 

If you have several groups, it is important to develop an ac- 

tivity schedule and instructional plan for each group before the 

camp. If you divide the day into instructional periods and assign 

your instructors to specific areas, you will avoid facility and equip- 

ment conflicts. With younger students (grades 1-4), 30-minute ac- 

tivity rotations work well. Slightly longer (45-minute) sessions work 

well for students in fifth grade and above. 

Before camp begins, create an outline of appropriate instruc- 

tional activities. Even experienced instructors will appreciate 

teaching suggestions, and an instructional plan will keep your 

staff focused on program goals. In a one-week camp, you should 

teach some activities daily and repeat most activities at least once 

to see any skill improvement. 

Camp Administration 

In addition to group instructors, physical education camps 

need at least one adult supervisor who is prepared to handle 

medical emergencies. Student health forms with contact and in- 

surance information must be readily accessible by all camp staff in 

the event of a medical emergency. Although camp staff can 

handle minor first aid needs, the camp administrator should be 

responsible for contacting parents if medical attention is required. 

Staff members who take students off-site must also carry cell 

phones and a list of emergency phone numbers. 

Procedures for addressing medical and other emergencies 

as well as the instructional program expectations should be clari- 

fied in a pre-camp staff meeting. The physical education camp 

director should create and distribute a staff handbook. Well-run 

physical education camps have clearly defined protocols that all 

instructors follow. This is especially important for the first day of 

registration. Plan carefully, and then discuss with your staff exactly 

what should occur on the first day. This is the time that parents will 

get their first impression of the people who will be watching over 

their children. Parents should feel comfortable that their children 

are in good hands through this interaction. In addition, decide 

how to respond to parents who want to drop in during the day. 

Most importantly, make sure that your staff knows the protocol 

for ending the day and returning students to parents. Allowing 

students to wander off from the camp without supervision must 

be avoided. 

On the last day of your camp consider organizing a "family 

activity afternoon," with activities organized for campers and their 

family. Use this time to showcase selected student groups, activities, 

and skills. Families will enjoy spending time learning and participating 

in selected activities that illustrate what students have learned during 

the camp. If you have several different activity areas you can create a 

timed rotation so that all instructional groups have a chance to use 

your equipment and experience a variety of movement activities. 

Most sport camps culminate with the presentation of awards. 

Unfortunately, recipients of these awards tend to be the campers 

who were already the most skilled when they arrived at camp. Physi- 

cal education camps should be different. Your goal should be to 

have campers leave with good memories of the week and 

increased skills and motivation to continue being active throughout 

the summer. Emphasizing and rewarding individual ability differ- 

ences is counterproductive to these goals. Instead, host a short pre- 

sentation of camp participation certificates that are accompanied 

by a group photograph. The best legacy a physical education sum- 

mer camp can leave is to instill in its participants a renewed joy for 

physical activity and a desire to stay healthy and active. 

Steve Jefferies created Central Washington University's Physical 

Education Summer Camp (PESC). Now in its 17th year, PESC at- 

tracts students throughout Washington State and the Pacific North- 

west. Contact Steve Jefferies at jefferisQcwu.edu ifyou have ques- 

tions about running your own physical education summer cam" 


