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Susan K. Elliott firmly believes what she heard years ago: that most people will have at least eight careers during their lifetime.
Since her first high school summer job working for a small-town newspaper, she has been a journalist, magazine editor, executive director of a trade association, editorial director for a collectibles retail website, book editor/author, magazine columnist, newsletter editor, memory book designer, personal historian, graphic designer, public relations specialist, photographer, and now children’s cooking camp director.
Elliott grew up in a publishing family. She has interviewed more than 300 artists around the world for magazine and book features, including celebritites such as Charles Schulz, Walter Lantz, Marie Osmond, Annette Funicello, Al Hirschfeld, LeRoy Neiman, Red Skelton, Christopher Radko, and Mary Engelbreit.
Her book credits include: Whimsical World of Boyds Bears, 25 Years and Countin’; The Official Club Directory and Price Guide to Limited Edition Collectibles; The National Directory of Corporate Training Programs; Everything You Need to Know about Collecting Christmas Collectibles; How to Own Your Own Business; The New York Public Library Desk Reference; Run to Win, and The NALED Complete SourceBook for Gift & Collectibles Retailers.
Elliott has also written consumer buying guides for eBay.com.
She began hosting summer cooking camps in 2004 with the help of her daughter Lauren and behind-the-scenes support from husband Jerry Hamm.
“I like variety,” says Elliott. “Hosting Gourmet Girls & Guys draws upon a lot of my different life experiences.”
INTRODUCTION
My own venture of running a summer cooking camp fell into place five years ago and has grown steadily each year. (This year, several parents called to sign—up even before the fliers went out!)
How did I get started? My own child attended various summer camps from a young age — for swimming, dance, gymnastics, reading, drama, art, science, and computer. We also heard about exotic camps that her cousins attended around the country. This helped me understand what both parent and child look for in a camp experience. I knew what we both expected from a good camp, what hours and environments we liked, and what I was willing to pay.
Before I ever thought about starting a camp, an enterprising mom in my neighborhood put together a summer camp at her home that she called Girl Zone. Camp included a full day of activities, lunch, and snacks. The children invited their parents to an evening talent show and party on the final Friday. How clever, I thought. She gets to spend time with her child, have fun, and make money at the same time. My daughter went to the camp. I saw how much she enjoyed it and thought little more about the concept. (But I thought that the mom had undercharged for all she provided.)
The next year, my sister-in-law asked me if I would be willing to teach my nine-year-old niece to cook. After decades as a writer and graphic designer, I had never thought of teaching cooking. She knew that I collect cookbooks and love to try new recipes. I also began cooking at age fifteen for a family of six.
Since my sister-in-law does not particularly enjoy cooking, she thinks I am a fabulous cook — a skill I take for granted. (As a child, I considered being a good cook just part of a mom’s job description. What a surprise to find out that not all moms could cook like mine!) Today, many parents do not cook or know how to pass on this skill.
I agreed to give my niece cooking lessons. After a few sessions with her, the idea popped into my mind of creating a children’s summer cooking camp. Ideas for the format quickly fell into place. Since I also enjoy crafts, I decided to add cooking-themed crafts. We could take a field trip to various food-related venues once each week. Combining all the best concepts from camps I knew about, Gourmet Girls was born. Our universe of campers doubled when two boys signed up the first year. I quickly changed the name to Gourmet Girls & Guys.
Multiple Benefits
Since then, I have taught hundreds of children how to crack an egg and read a recipe, created lasting memories with my daughter, met many delightful children, eaten dozens of delicious new recipes, and built a successful home-based business that is both enjoyable and satisfying.
I learned how to come up with interesting weekly themes with recipes that children like to make and eat, how to market and get publicity, and where to go for interesting field trips.
I expand our family income and manage to keep afternoons free for writing and design assignments. Camp time is not a summer vacation for me, but camp helps make sure we can afford our vacation when August comes — and most of the time I enjoy the fun along with the work involved.
Follow Your Passion
Could you succeed with a home-based camp of your own? Let me explain the processes I have developed and you can decide for yourself. If you have something you love to do, the basic approach should work for teaching many subjects: jewelry making, cheerleading, art, science, tennis, computers, drama, photography, chess, moviemaking, basketball, rock hounding, yoga, sewing, knitting, carpentry, gardening, or pottery — whatever you can dream up!
Adapt my approach to your community’s needs, a talent you have, and whatever environment you have available. The benefits could be huge for both you and your family.
Going to camp remains that quintessential childhood experience—part play, part education, and part growth experience. When I think back to being at camp, I remember the crafts. We carefully grouted tile mosaics at a city park day camp and braided plastic keychain lanyards at sleepover Girl Scout camp.
We found out how to follow stacked rocks as trail signs in the woods, slept outdoors in platform tents, and made new friends who taught us to sing “Let me tell you about the birds and the bees…” We even created native costumes complete with painted faces for a talent show. There were crickets chirping and daddy long-legs galore. And of course, we sat around campfires with stars twinkling overhead as we cooked s’mores. Life was good…
Create Memories for a New Generation
If you have similar fond memories of your camp days, you will enjoy knowing that you can be part of creating memories for a new generation of campers, while perhaps helping them grow and learn something new. You may be teaching cooking or photography, basketball skills or computer animation, but someday your campers will nostalgically remember the summer days they spent with you and what they learned.
Today’s children attend many more camps than those of a generation ago. Full-time working moms need the supervision that camps provide. In addition, parents at home also want to keep their children busy and give them fun, educational experiences during the summer.
What to Expect
If you have thought about starting a home-based summer camp, you probably have a subject in mind. Whatever your expertise, you can expect to learn even more about it as you assemble your plans. Maybe you will discover new resources in your community. At the very least, you will meet interesting people among your students and their families and get to know many new people.
Minimal Start-up Expenses
Starting a home-based camp involves minimal expenses. Depending on how many campers you can handle and how many weeks you want to run your camp, you may be able to generate several thousand dollars even the first year. As you build your reputation and base of campers, your numbers will grow.
Maybe you want to team up with a friend who has similar goals, sharing the work and benefits, or work solo to create your own vision for a summer camp. Some parents collaborate in co-op camp formats, moving the locations and responsibilities from home to home. However you approach your camp, you will find suggestions in these pages to help answer questions you may have along with ideas to make your camp as successful and stress-free as possible.
Academic — Book Club, Leadership Skills, Tutoring
Art Camp — Cartooning, Collage, Creative Constructions with Clay & Junk,
Figure Drawing, Folk Art, Oil Painting, Perspective, Portrait Drawing, Sculpture, Sketching, Watercolors
Themes: The Art of Fashion; Beautiful Bugs & Fantastic Flowers; Blue Dog Art;
Butterflies to Fireflies; Fantasy Magic—Kings, Queens & Castles; Harry Potter’s Wizard World; The Horse; Mona Lisa Smile, Meet the Masters; Monster Madness, Where the Wild Things Are; Sculpting Angels; Summer Safari; Year of the Dragon
Backyard Adventure — Combine all the elements you enjoy most: crafts, field trips, games, science experiments, sports, a talent show
Carpentry — Build a Birdhouse, Build a Dollhouse, Cool Tools, Creating Simple Toys, Intro to Basic Tools, Make Your Own Picture Frame, Safety First
Cheerleading (perhaps hosted by high school cheerleaders or energetic teens)
Computer — Anime (Japanese Animation), Claymation, Digital Video Production, Video Game Design, Web Page Design
Cooking — Best Breads, Breakfast Basics, Chocolate Delight, Cook-off Contest Week, Eat a Rainbow, Fairytale Favorites, Food Network Fun, I Can Cook Dinner, International, Kid Favorites, Let’s Plan a Picnic, Pre-School, Super Duper Desserts, Yum Yum Italian
Crafts — Be a Princess, Excellent Craft Adventures, Fairies, Let’s Go Pirates
Dance — Ballet, Flamenco, Hip-hop, Jazz, Leaps & Turns, Tap, Tumbling
Drama — Acting 101, Acting for the Stage, Acting Styles & Scenes, Diction & Dialects, Disney Movie Magic, Fairy Tale Theater, Give Our Regards to Broadway, Improv, Knights & Ladies, Mermaids & Pirates, Music Theater, Scene Study, Who Done It?
Games — Chess, Inventing Games, LEGOs, Puppet-Making, Robot Building
Gardening/ Down at the Farm — Prepare the land for Spring planting.
Learn about plants, soil, and take home your own plants.
Jewelry Making — Beading and Wirewrap Techniques
Language: Chinese, French, German, Italian, Russian, Spanish
Holiday Language Camp: Celebrate Navidad en Mexico with dancing, traditional Mexican Christmas food and treats, carols, holiday arts and crafts
Movie Making — Great Directors, Alfred Hitchhock; Video Production
Music — Guitar, Jazz, Piano, Rock ‘n’ Roll, Singing
Needle Arts — Crocheting, Embroidery, Knitting, Sewing (All Dolled Up, make clothing for your favorite doll; Making Purses; Sewing for Beginners; Sewing, The Next Step)
Out on the Town/ Summer in the City — Field trips to cultural centers, museums and local attractions
Photography — Darkroom, Introduction to Digital Photography, Photojournalism, Photoshop Techniques
Pottery — Clay Basics, Raku, Throwing on the Wheel
Science — All About the Creek; The Art of Science; Backyard Chemistry; Bug’s Life; Eco-Explorers; In the Woods; Inventor’s Life; Lions, Tigers, & Bears; Ocean Exploration; Rocks & Minerals; Science Fair Projects
Sports* — Archery, Baseball, Basketball, Body Movement, Canoeing, Climbing, Fishing, Football, Fun & Fitness, Golf, Gymnastics, Hockey, Horseback Riding, Ice Skating, Kayaking, Racquetball, Rollerskating, Sailing, Self-Defense, Scuba, Soccer, Swimming, Tennis, Track & Field, Volleyball, Yoga
(* The equipment and locations for some of these might present challenges for a home-based camp to create, but maybe not...)
How many children do you want to attend your camp? If you are looking for large numbers, you need to reach outside your own group of friends and neighbors.
What is the best way to reach your potential campers? Will you need to spend a lot of money on advertising or mailings? In the beginning, you may want to try a variety of approaches to build your camper base, but fortunately, some of your best avenues will be free or inexpensive.
You will get excellent results by going directly to where children and parents congregate. In my area, many schools allow fliers to be sent home in weekly envelopes, placed in the school office for parents to pick up, or posted on a central bulletin board. Private schools with their own similar programs may say no, but many others are happy to offer information about quality summer enrichment programs for their students.
You will need a camp flier to distribute far and wide. (See Paperwork/Forms, Chapter 6.) Counting returning campers from previous years, I usually get about a five percent response rate for the number of fliers I distribute. Distributing 2,000 fliers I expect to fill about 50 camp spots.
Professional = Credibility
Your flier needs to look professional so that a school will be comfortable distributing your information but inexpensive enough that you can afford to print in quantity.
Make the rounds of schools in your area to ask permission to send out or leave fliers. Do your research first to find out how many students a school has enrolled so that you take enough fliers. Each school has a gatekeeper, either the principal or someone in the front office who decides what is acceptable to give their students. If you are talking about food, consider taking along a small food gift to get yourself noticed. A bag of homemade cookies tied with a ribbon and your logo or a mini loaf of banana nut bread may get the gatekeeper’s attention and favor. At least they will be glad you came by their office.
One year, a principal at a school that had previously distributed my fliers (and brought me quite a few campers) surprised me when she said that they had a new policy not to send out information on anything that was not available for every student. (Apparently she was concerned about low-income students who could not afford camp.) She ended up allowing the fliers to go out as usual, but I am not sure what changed her mind. If you encounter such an objection, you might offer a camp scholarship for an underprivileged child if you think there is enough potential to get paying students there.
Timing is Important
I have heard that some ultra-organized parents want to have all their summer plans made by the end of February, but my experience shows that most parents are not ready to start summer plans until after Spring Break, roughly two-and-a-half months before school ends. Most camp spots fill up by the first of May, but there can be parents calling until the week before camp begins. (Let us hope that you are already full before then.)
Count on families to lose fliers that arrive too early. Some camps send out duplicate fliers a month or so apart, which you may want to try. (I have not done this due to expense and not wanting to wear out my welcome at the schools, but you might test double distribution.)
Wait to begin your publicity until you think parents are ready to focus on summer, but do not wait too long. I have seen some excellent camp ideas fail because the materials went out too late. Parents who count on camps for child-care need to get their plans in place so that they do not miss out on the best camps for their child. (I often compare parents arranging these complicated summer schedules to air traffic controllers.)
Make your flier as eye-catching as possible. If you are a teacher with wide name recognition among parents, you can probably make a simple flier. You have built-in credibility in your school community. If parents do not know you personally, the flier establishes your credibility.
Tailor your flier to your subject. For a cooking camp, consider using:
• Photos or clip art of food
• Photos of smiling children (perhaps your own child or relatives) proudly holding a plate of something they have cooked
• Testimonials from previous campers and parents (or people who have eaten your food if you are just getting started)
• A photo of you, and
• A bio box that details your credentials
I normally use a two-sided 8.5 x 11-inch page with color photos and clip art.
If you study other camp fliers that come your way (and you should start compiling them in a folder now if you have not already), you will see that many use colored paper with black ink. Color paper stock offers an inexpensive and still effective approach to make a flier stand out in a stack of papers sent home from school.
Since I have both a graphics background and a high-end laser printer, I can afford to prepare four-color fliers fairly inexpensively. Depending on how many schools I get to, I normally print 2,000 to 2,500 fliers each year. I also mail fliers to all of the students from last year and any from previous years that I think are still prospects.
Hiring someone to design and print your flier might be too expensive unless you have a friend or connection to give you a cost-break. If you create a more basic flier, think about using bold artwork for strong impact. Something like a big chef’s hat, apron, or cupcake could be your attention-grabber for a cooking camp. Be sure to let one or two other people review your flier to ensure that it is clear and complete.
Whether simple or elaborate, explain:
Who: the camp is for (ages, gender)
What: type of camp activities you will offer, what children will learn, and cost
When: dates and time
Where: your location
Why: children will enjoy the camp and why you are a qualified teacher
You might want to come up with a business name and logo. Brainstorm possibilities until you get a name that is snappy and easy to remember. Consider finding an artist to help you with a logo design since you hope to use it for quite a while.
Look beyond schools for locations that will let you set out or post your fliers — neighborhood doughnut shops, coffee shops, grocery stores, restaurants, libraries, churches, and doctors’ offices. Anywhere you know the owner and regularly do business might be a prospect.
Expand Your Target Audience
Keep in mind that grandparents fit into your target audience, too. Grandmothers (or aunts) with children coming to visit for a week or two in the summer may be looking for something to keep their visitor occupied and entertained. Local grandparents also may be happy to pay for a grandchild to learn to cook.
Clients of all ages that you might not reach through schools could find your flier in a coffee shop or other retail location. The first time I tried posting fliers on Starbucks’ bulletin boards, a grandmother called a half hour after the first flier went up. (I was still out distributing fliers when she called.) Her granddaughter came to camp two summers in a row and the grandmother helped drive for one field trip. She even gave me flowers at the end of camp. Great results from one flier!
Try mailing postcards to a targeted list of friends and neighbors when you are getting started. The small format limits the information you will be able to cover, so use the space efficiently. These days you can order inexpensive four-color postcards from national printers, but when you add the cost of postage they will still pinch your start-up budget. Instead, print your own postcards inexpensively on card stock or go to a copy shop for assistance.
Do you have email addresses for prospects? Try sending out basic information to that list and perhaps invite prospects to your website, if you decide to create one. You can use a free service such as Shutterfly’s Nexo.com to create a group and set up a website complete with photos and all the information your flier covers. I used Nexo to send out advance info to previous campers and got immediate sign-ups. In addition, parents who like shopping online may find you this way if group membership is open.
If your local newspaper publishes a Summer Guide to Camps, submit information as early as you can. Deadlines for such sections come early, usually at the end of February. In my area, the big city newspaper will not list any home-based camps, so check requirements in your community.
Neighborhood online magazines may be less strict about what they include (and eager to get your news). Check them out.
Free Advertising
Sending press releases to local magazines and newspapers can get your camp into calendar listings or generate short features. Timing can be tricky, however. Remember that most magazines have at least a two-month lead-time. Other publications (newspapers or online magazines) usually run calendar listings the week before an activity, too late to help you much.
Craig’s List (craigslist.org) offers a section to post Classes (under Community) or Lessons (under Services), so if these free classifieds are active in your city, you might try listing your camps there, particularly if you have a camp that has not filled up close to deadline.
Carry fliers or postcards with you wherever you go and tell friends what you are doing. Let your network help you get out the word about your new camp.
Parents often talk to friends and co-workers about their children’s summer plans. They may share your flier with prospects that you would not reach.
The ages of your campers can also affect your marketing. For several years I had a neighbor who kept asking when her daughter would be old enough to come to camp. When the child turned four, I started a pre-school week to accommodate her and quickly filled up that week with children from various pre-schools. Since many campers come back year after year, this means that these young campers can come to camp even longer.
Think creatively. How can you build your camp?
BRING a FRIEND: Encourage parents to have their children invite friends to camp. You may reach children outside your target area.
TIP for TEACHERS: Emphasize that children outside your school are welcome to your camp.
Begin your marketing early. As parents make reservations, enter them in a spreadsheet to keep track of contact information, deposits, payments, and any food allergies or special needs children may have. Also record field trips as they are scheduled for each week.
I order aprons and begin buying supplies about a month and a half before camp begins. Spring garage sales may provide good craft items so I stop at a few when I have time.
Before camp begins each week, the following items need to be ready to go. For several years I prepared materials a week at a time, until I realized it would save time to assemble materials in advance for multiple weeks. Some steps cannot be completed until a camp is full (since I need the child’s name), but I do as much as possible.
Copy recipes for daily index cards.
Print cookbook covers with camper names (see Forms, Chapter 7)
Review crafts and supplies needed. (Do we have enough food photos?)
Review recipes and food needed.
Shop for food and any craft supplies.
Plan daily schedules for the week.
Are aprons pre-washed for decorating?
Make Popsicles for first day.
Print Chore Chart with camper names.
Create completion certificates for final day (if using)
Set out food for the day’s recipe (especially items that need to come to room temperature).
Get out mixing bowls, pans and utensils.
Set out measuring cups/spoons for each child
Assemble craft supplies for the day.
Set up Chore Chart with job icons for each child
Most of our cooking camps begin at 9 a.m., except pre-school groups that start at 10 a.m. Be ready for early arrivals on the first day because parents often show up five to fifteen minutes ahead of schedule as they locate your house for the first time.
When children arrive, I greet each one. My helper shows them where to put lunch boxes and sacks in the kitchen. If the parents are camp newcomers (and have the time), we take a quick tour so they have an idea of the camp set-up.
As parents leave, everyone settles at the dining room table. On the first day of camp, each child locates his or her name on a paper label that will be glued to a cookbook folder. While we wait for everyone to arrive, the children are the quietest they will be all week. As an icebreaker, I go around the table, asking each child to tell us their name, age (or next grade in school), what school they go to, and who does the cooking at their house. As they give their answers, the children start to get to know each other and I learn a little bit about them. Any shyness quickly disappears.
Each child glues his or her name label onto a colorful two-pocket folder. The 8 ½ x 3-inch paper labels say: “My Gourmet Girls & Guys Cookbook” above the child’s name. The children use glue sticks, scissors, crayons, markers and colorful photos of food cut from magazines to decorate the front of their cookbook.
While the children decorate their cookbooks, I start explaining how the camp will work each day and a few house rules. Tell the children about any off-limits areas, where the bathrooms are, and other pertinent rules. (For example, we now have “The Wessie rule”: no one can move or drop furniture and other items from the top floor of the playhouse to the floor below—named for the child who had something dropped on her head by an over-enthusiastic playmate.)
I hand out the day’s recipe to paste onto an index card, as we will each day. When the week ends, each child has a batch of recipe cards to use at home. Each child also gets a hole-punched sheet with all the week’s recipes to fasten into the center of their notebook with metal tabs. Depending on how young the children are that week, I may have already attached the recipe sheets for them. (Children who come for more than one week will keep adding to the same folder to create a bigger cookbook.)
We use the pockets to store recipe cards, drawings, and any photos that we take of the children during the week.
One of the children reads the Rules of Cooking (see Chapter 7) aloud and each child pastes them onto an index card to keep in their cookbook.
During the week I frequently ask the children to tell me what is the Number One rule of cooking (“Wash your hands”), and what is the most important rule (“Have fun!”).
Next, we talk about the Chore Chart. Jobs rotate each day. Depending on the number of children (usually six to seven), we have one or two Head Chefs, a Recipe Reader (for children who can read), Craft Helper, Clean-up Checker, Sweeper, and Popsicle Maker.
Head Chefs make the recipe; the Recipe Reader uses his recipe card to tell us what to do as we make the recipe; Craft Helper assists with putting out supplies and putting them away for crafts; Clean-up Checker reminds everyone to clean up their areas and put their lunch boxes by the front door after lunch. The Sweeper takes care of the kitchen floor after lunch (sometimes with a helper they choose to hold the dustpan). Popsicle Maker gets to pick a helper to make popsicles for the next day. We make this task fun by letting the Popsicle Makers choose or devise their own flavor. They keep the flavor a secret until the other children taste the popsicles and try to guess it.
For the Chore Chart, each job has an icon attached to a magnet: chef hats for the Head Chefs, a broom for Sweeper, recipe card for the Recipe Reader, and so on. I make a chart for each week with all the children’s names, tape it onto a metal cookie sheet, and move the job icons around the sheet as the jobs change. The children check the chart each day to find out their job.
After all these preliminaries, we are ready to go outside for crafts. On the first day, each child gets to decorate a canvas apron. Cardboard and paper go under each apron with a supply of fabric paints set in the middle of the table. Every child puts on a big T-shirt to protect his or her clothes (a lesson I’ve learned the hard way). We try to get going on apron decorating and other outdoor crafts by 9:30 so that it is not too hot or sunny in our decorating area. The children decorate their aprons with their name and whatever artwork they want: food items, shapes, superheroes, flowers, favorite sayings, or whatever strikes their imagination. Some like to call themselves “Chef” on their apron.
As children finish decorating their aprons, they go play nearby and wait for everyone to complete their artwork. This may be their chance to go into the two-story playhouse or to swing.
We hang up the colorful aprons to dry, being careful not to touch the wet paint. In the summer heat, the aprons will be dry in a few hours and be ready to wear the next day.
Snack time — By now it is getting close to 10 a.m., time for homemade frozen treats, always a favorite activity. We still use a simple plastic frozen treat maker that I bought for four dollars several years ago. We select from an assortment of flavored drink mixes (Kool-Aid or generic) to freeze treats overnight the day before each session. Favorite flavors include grape, lemonade, strawberry, cherry, fruit punch, odd blends of these, or perhaps flavored yogurts. The children eat their frozen treats and return the plastic sticks to the kitchen so that I can sterilize them before we make the next day’s flavor. The occasional child who does not like frozen treats gets graham crackers or another snack.
By this time, the children usually feel more comfortable in their new setting. They play for a while before we begin cooking.
On the first day, I try to pick a simple but impressive recipe for cooking to get us off to a good start. Cooking begins by eleven o’clock at the latest. The Head Chefs handle most of the measuring and mixing, but as often as possible, we pass the bowl around to give everyone a chance to participate. After we finish cooking, most of the children enjoy tasting what we have made, but a few prefer to take their portions home. We try to make big enough quantities to allow samples for sharing with each child’s family. (This makes moms and dads happy, too.)
By noon, we have finished cooking. I clear the cooking island for sack lunches that the children bring from home. Considering the many different food preferences children have, I think it is simplest for each one to bring what they like to eat. It is always fun to see the variety of lunches unpacked each day — rice with meat, fresh strawberries, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, cheese cubes and grapes, hummus and pita chips, or pre-packaged kid meals. The children eat together sitting at the kitchen island or the nearby table. I provide milk to those who want it and encourage good manners and civil behavior. Afterwards, they clean their own area and have about a half hour to play before pick-up.
Following lunch, we take care of final chores: sweeping the floor, fixing popsicles for tomorrow, and making sure lunch boxes and food samples end up by the front door to go home. When moms, dads, grandparents, babysitters or siblings arrive for pick-up, the children show off their cookbooks. Cookbooks stay at camp, ready for new recipes to be added during the week.
We have been busy during our first day of camp but not rushed. Everyone should be well fed, has perhaps tried a new food, and should be ready to come back tomorrow for another day of cooking, craft, and friend fun.
• 8:50-9:05 a.m. —Arrival
• 9:00-9:15—Prepare recipe cards, talk about jobs for the day
• 9:15-10:00—Daily craft /free-play
• 10:00—Frozen treats/snack
• 10:15-10:45—Free-play
• 10:45-11:45—Cooking
• 11:45-Noon—Free-play
• Noon—Lunch
• 12:30-1:00— Free-play, clean-up
• 1:00 — Pick-up
We adjust this schedule as needed. If the children are restless we may begin a second craft, or add an extra recipe. Everyone looks forward to the one day a week when we take a field trip, which usually means no cooking that day.
Since groups may have different personalities, I try to adapt to what they enjoy most. Some children find too many crafts boring and would rather play games outside, while others may have short attention spans for the cooking process. I do not skip crafts or cooking, but we may simplify plans if necessary.
Craft items and food samples go home each day. On the final day, I make sure to gather cookbooks, aprons, and final craft items in a sack that goes near the front door.
You might be equipped to run a longer camp day or prefer to host both a morning and afternoon camp.
One art teacher in my community schedules two camps a day for one month, and then she is done. Her approach works since she hires three teen helpers to keep things moving smoothly. She also has years of experience handling large groups of students. Younger children get the morning sessions while older children come in the afternoon. Her older campers also get to enjoy swimming from four to five o’clock, a relaxing end to the day (and something the young ones look forward to doing when they are old enough).
Once you’ve mastered summer camp, you may want to think about adding sessions for other school holidays. I have never tried a Spring Break camp — since so many people like to travel during that time — but you might want to see if one would work in your area or your schedule.
When school breaks fall right, you can consider Thanksgiving and Holiday camps.
For a three-day Thanksgiving camp, let each child make a pumpkin pie on the final day to take home for Thanksgiving dinner. Moms will appreciate receiving this essential item for the big feast day. Children can expect praise from family members for their delicious contribution.
You will have no trouble coming up with holiday recipes, crafts, and potential field trips if you plan a Holiday Camp. Consider making gingerbread houses, ornaments, paper chains, and food gifts.
For field trips, check out interesting holiday displays at a nearby arboretum or a private collection you may know about. For several years, our group visited a private home filled with elaborate lighted village displays.
Keep your ears open for what works in your community.
CHAPTER 5. CAMP BASICS
Knowing what to expect will make your camp days more fun. Here are a few basic procedures to consider as you get started.
Supplies
Whatever type of camp you create, you will likely need some specialized supplies.
For cooking camp, everyone needs an apron, cookbook and recipe cards. Professional chefs knot their aprons in front and use the ties as a holder for a kitchen towel, a technique we copy. Each child gets a cloth dishtowel to hang over their apron strings, which comes in handy for drying their hands. (Dollar stores offer good choices for dishtowels and other kitchen items.)
We use a variety of kitchen supplies each day: mixing bowls, wooden spoons, baking sheets, measuring cups and spoons, spatulas, knives, rolling pins, whisks, cutting boards, muffin pans, custard cups to hold ingredients, flour sifters, colanders, an electric hand mixer, blender, or food processor. Sometimes we need more exotic items: a garlic press, pastry brush, meat mallet, pastry cutter, or cookie press.
One bonus for me has been to upgrade a few of my own kitchen supplies with restaurant quality items. Check out restaurant supply stores for items such as heavy-duty baking pans. When we cook, each child gets a set of measuring cups and spoons so we have multiple sets. Occasionally you can find kitchen utensils at garage sales so I am always on the lookout for additions to our camp collection.
What will your camp need? Will you provide everything or have your campers bring some of their own equipment?
Food safety requires that young chefs follow proper hygiene procedures in the kitchen. Everyone needs to wash their hands before beginning to cook and throughout the cooking process if they touch raw egg or other foods. As the teacher, you should model safe kitchen procedures and be sure that your kitchen is scrupulously clean. Of course, serve hot food hot and cold food cold to avoid any health problems.
Whatever type of camp you have, parents will be inspecting your premises. There should be no question about your cleanliness or safety procedures.
Will every child like every recipe you fix? No. Some children do not like eggs, chocolate, strawberries, nuts, cheese, or vegetables — and some do! When children say “I don’t like X item,” do not be surprised. One of the goals of cooking camp is to expose children to and get them to try new foods. As other children try a new recipe (and talk about how much they like it), the hesitant child may try it. If not, encourage the child to take their share home to their family. If you find that everyone in the group does not like a recipe, pay attention and consider replacing it in next year’s line-up.
Children come to camp with a variety of skill levels, so be prepared to simplify or expand your teaching approach to meet their needs. Some children have never held a measuring cup while others cook frequently with their parents and may be quite advanced for their age.
Assess every activity and approach you use for recipes, crafts, marketing, and daily procedures on an ongoing basis. If something is not working as well as you thought it would, change it. Part of the fun of camp is learning something new — which also applies to the teacher.
My four most difficult students have been six-year-old girls who were cranky, disruptive, and easily frustrated when they could not get their way. Except for the one who moved away, the other three returned a second or third time and I was able to see what a difference a year made in their maturity. Be patient. This year’s frustration may be next year’s delight.
Do not let a disruptive child spoil the camp experience for other children. You may need to pull the child out of the group for more one-on-one attention.
If all is going well, you should get positive feedback from children and parents after the first day.
My first summer, one of the first boys who came to camp was an eleven-year-old boy visiting his grandparents from across the country. His grandparents asked if he could come to camp with his girl cousin. Alex had been at camp for about an hour when he said, “This is the most fun I’ve had all summer!” (And that is when we added “Guys” to the Gourmet Girls name.)
Enthusiastic children are your best marketers. After I added a pre-school week, Camryn’s mom told me that her young daughter often stopped strangers in the grocery store to announce, “I’ve been to cooking camp!” She also passed a sheet around her pre-school classroom to get other children to sign up for camp the next year.
True success comes when children want to come back to your camp year after year. Children who go to a variety of camps will tell their parents when they are not having fun. Last year, seven-year-old Claudia returned for her third year of cooking camp when her mother let her select her own camps. She decided to fill her summer with five weeks of cooking camp and brought a friend! (I made an extra effort to see that she had a variety of field trips and crafts so that she would not be bored.)
When I run into eight-year-old Allison somewhere in the community, she often tells me that she wishes “it could be cooking camp every day!” That is the kind of success you want for your camp.
Procedures: Have a supply of insect repellent, sunscreen, adhesive bandages and antiseptic spray handy
CHAPTER 6. FIELD TRIPS
If you want to make outings part of your schedule, look around your community for interesting field trip ideas.
You could even make field trips the focus of your camp, exposing children to a variety of local museums, interesting tours, and cultural venues.
For cooking camp field trips, we have been everywhere from fruit orchards to bread bakeries. Whenever possible, we select nearby destinations that tie in to the week’s theme. We might go to a neighborhood bakery for “Super Duper Desserts Week,” a grocery store to see products from around the world for “International Week,” or a pizza parlor for “I Can Cook Dinner Week.”
Some locations are now never-fail staples in our schedule while others that seemed promising were eliminated after one visit. Throughout the year I am always looking for new possibilities to add to our line-up. Since we have many repeat campers, I want to make sure that children get to do something new and interesting each year. Nonetheless, if a child ends up going someplace they have been before, they usually enjoy it the second time also (just as I do).
I start requesting reservations about a month before camp begins, trying to match our schedule to what is available. (We are not the only ones asking to come for a visit.) It normally takes several weeks to get all the field trips locked in. Some locations have policies prohibiting visitors in food prep areas; others never call back. The process gets easier each year now that I know which destinations work best. I also double-book a few of the especially good tours (mostly grocery stores) to simplify scheduling, going more than one week.
For some destinations, you may need to verify arrival time and number of campers the day before you go, so double-check their preferred procedure when you set up a reservation.
For transportation, we travel in an eight-passenger van, which limits how many children can attend each week’s camp. Occasionally, we have gone over the seven-child limit. If necessary, I recruit a parent or grandparent to help with carpooling. Remember that if you are transporting younger children you may need to borrow their car seats. Limit yourself to a small group or have extra helpers to keep up with the little ones. We follow everyone-has-a-buddy rules and stay together as a group.
On field trips, the children wear their colorful aprons, which gets attention and sometimes prompts people to ask if we are from an art school.
Currently, our best field trips include:
• A farmer’s market
• Frozen meal preparation centers (Super Suppers)
• Grocery stores (Whole Foods and Central Market)
• Ice cream shops
• Local bakeries
• Pizza parlors (Cici’s)
A nutritionist led our first grocery store tour after I read about this service in the newspaper. The children learned how to read a cereal box label, sampled unusual fruits, watched a baker frost a fancy birthday cake in the kitchen, and decorated a cupcake to take home. The fishmonger pulled a live lobster out of the tank in the seafood area for them to touch, explaining that the bigger the lobster, the older it is. The children got to “check” groceries at the cash register and make an announcement on the store public address system. To top it off, the store gave us a delicious boxed lunch from the deli.
Despite the great first tour, this particular chain is so disorganized that twice we arrived for tours (after confirming the day before) to find that the people on the premises had no idea we were coming. Having to wait up to an hour for them to prepare tour materials while keeping a group of restless children occupied was too difficult. I reluctantly gave up on them.
Not every business wants visitors, so do not be surprised if you get turned down a few times.
Restaurants seem like a good venue for a cooking camp, but with their usually cramped work quarters the tours go quickly. The children also do not find these as interesting as I do.
The best field trips go to interesting locations with experience giving tours or hosting visitors. Some national chains create tours as a marketing tool. They put quite a bit of effort into creating educational experiences for children. Cici’s Pizza, for example, offers Lunch & Learn field trips with a math curriculum for teachers to use with the tour. Ask parents if they know about any food tours in your area. That is how we found some of our favorites.
Most tours are free with the bonus of a few food samples, although some charge a small fee ($3 to $5 per child) to cover their expenses. Children especially enjoy being able to get hands-on experience during a field trip, perhaps decorating a cupcake, putting together a baked ziti casserole, or making a pizza that goes into the oven on a conveyor belt.
At grocery stores, marketing or sales associates usually give tours, which can be quite tasty and informative as we work our way through the produce section, seafood/meat section, bulk foods, bakery, cheese shop, dairy, and ice cream area. We might taste smoothies, one-bite brownies, grilled sea bass, freshly made tortillas, or fruits in season. I often learn about new products and the children try foods they might not otherwise be willing to taste. Some grocery stores send us home with generous goody bags containing recipes, coupons, and food items.
Going to the Farmer’s Market requires no reservation, so I keep this possibility as a back-up trip for weeks that may be difficult to schedule. When we go to the Farmer’s Market, we leave soon after the children arrive for camp, because we will cook what we buy for lunch. Each child gets a few dollars to buy whatever ingredients they want for a pasta salad that we assemble when we return home. (See recipes in Chapter 8.)
Trying new foods and new experiences make a field trip a success. I’ll always remember seeing seven-year-old Grace hesitantly try a freshly cut piece of cantaloupe that a vendor handed her. “Oh, I didn’t know I liked cantaloupe,” she said in amazement after she ate it.
Our camp mantra is “Try something new. This might be your new favorite food and you just don’t know it yet.”
We take photos on tour to create souvenirs of our camp week. If possible, we also take a group photo with our tour guide. I make a large print of the photo and have the children sign it to send to the business as a thank you. Sometimes these photos get posted in the store or online.
For cooking camp field trips, you might find dairy farms, candy makers, soft drink bottlers, bread bakers, grocery stores, cheese factories, gelato makers, caterers, or other food businesses in your area that will allow you to visit. Keep asking.
If field trips fit your theme, you will find businesses that welcome your campers (and their families) as potential customers while giving your group a fun, educational outing.
Whatever your camp theme, consider the possibilities for related field trips in your community: art museums or art galleries for art or photography camps; quilt shows or textile museums for a sewing camp; a state park for a science or geology camp; and so on.
• For grocery store tours, tell children to wear sweaters or jackets. Temperatures can be a chilly 50 degrees in some areas of the store.
• Keep your cell phone and list of all your campers’ emergency numbers with you. Know where nearby hospitals are located in case of emergency.
• Make sure parents know that children will be transported by private vehicle for the field trip and get a signed permission slip for each child before you leave home (see Chapter 7, Paperwork/Forms).
CHAPTER 7. PAPERWORK & FORMS
Modify the forms on the following pages to fit your needs. If you can set them up as templates on your computer they will be available as needed for different weeks and years.
Child’s Name________________________________
My child has permission to go on the Gourmet Girls & Guys field trip to _____________________________
on ______________________________________.
(destination / address, date)
I understand that my child will be traveling in a private car and I will not hold the driver financially responsible in the event of an accident.
Parent’s name: _______________________________________
Date: _______________________________________________
Create simple icons and attach to magnets for each job (Head Chef, Recipe Reader, Popsicle Maker, Clean-Up Checker, Sweeper). Print camper names on sheet of paper and tape to metal cookie sheet. Move magnet icons each day to assign daily jobs.


Create a letterhead with your camp name and contact info for the top of the page. Below, provide the following information and insert child’s name with name and date of camp(s) at top and bottom to print. Design the form so that parents keep the top with camp information and return the bottom with child’s information to you. Send by email (or snail mail) to parents. (Email is fast and free.)
I am pleased that you have chosen Gourmet Girls & Guys summer camp for (insert child’s name here).
She/He is registered for (name and date of camp here).
The following are a few suggestions for ways you can help us have a smooth camp experience:
1) Camp begins at 9 a.m. and ends promptly at 1 p.m. Children can arrive at 8:55 and must be picked up at 1 p.m. as our instructor has other obligations.
2) Send a sack lunch each day, unless instructed otherwise. (Some cooking projects may be eaten as lunch, in which case a mid-morning snack will be provided.) Milk will be available each day.
3) For field trips, children will be transported in a mini-van driven by the instructor.
Please send your deposit of $95 by April 22 to reserve
your spot. The balance of $100 is due by May 26. Thanks!
*Make checks payable to (your name here.)
Cut here Cut here Cut here
Please fill out the form below and RETURN bottom with your payment:
(Insert camp name and date)
Make checks payable to: (insert your name)
Child’s name ____________ Age: _____
Parent _______________________________________________________
Address _____________________________________________________
Phone ________________________ E-mail:______________________
Number where parent can be reached during camp time: _______________
Does your child have any allergies or special needs? __________________
My child may not have the following foods: ________________________
____________________________________________________________
Signature _________________________________ Date __________________
6. Have fun!
Dear Editor,
Attached is info about a Summer Cooking Camp called Gourmet Girls & Guys that I host for elementary-age children. I hope you will find it interesting for your readers.
I’ve also attached a pdf of a flier for the camp that includes photos of some of our campers with their cooking creations. Please let me know if you have any questions.
Best wishes,
Susan K. Elliott
Gourmet Girls & Guys
For release: Immediately
For info, contact:
Susan K. Elliott
(Phone Number)
Dallas, Texas — “You don’t need cinnamon for your body but you need it for your soul,” declared an eight-year-old poet-cook at last year’s Gourmet Girls & Guys cooking camp. Good food tends to make even the youngest gourmet wanna-be’s wax poetic.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/1523 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!