
Summer camp must be inclusive 

 

Over the past fifteen years, I have had several cases involving children who were not permitted 

to go to the summer camp of their choice, or were segregated in the summer camp because of the 

child’s disabilities.  A summer camp, like any other public accommodation under the Americans 

with Disabilities Act, must provide reasonable accommodations for campers with disabilities, and 

must not segregate them from other students.  Camps operated by governmental entities or colleges 

have a broader duty to accommodate campers with disabilities than some private entities that do 

not have the same resources as a governmental entity.  Examples of situations which I have 

encountered over the years are as follows: 

 Children who are Deaf – Deaf kids have the right to a qualified sign language interpreter 

for all programs and services of a camp that involve communication that is long, complex, 

or important.   Examples of this would be instructions on how to play a complicated game, 

story time, puppet shows, and educational instruction.  If there are games that involve 

communication, then an interpreter would be appropriate so the Deaf child is included. 

 Autistic kids – If a child who lives with autism has a one-on-one aide at school, for the 

same reasons, that child may need a one-on-one aide at a camp.  Further, if a child needs 

further instruction in a game, or assistance with social interactions, that would be an 

accommodation that must be provided. 

 Kids who have a medical condition such as Diabetes – If a child has a medical condition, 

or needs assistance with a medical condition, such as diabetes or HIV,  then the question 

is whether the child poses a direct threat to his or her own health or the safety of others.  If 

a child needs minor assistance with a medical condition, or can manage his or her own 

medical needs and monitoring, a camp cannot discriminate against these children.   

 Kids with mobility impairments or other physical disabilities – Camps, like any other 

public accommodations, must have their facility accessible to children with disabilities.  

Older camps must do modifications that are readily achievable, easily accomplishable and 

able to be carried out without much difficulty or expense, and those camps altered or built 

after 1991 must be constructed accessibly.  The camp is also responsible for making 

reasonable accommodations for campers with disabilities, which may involve some 

personal services, such as assistance in dressing, if similar services are available for able 

bodied campers.   

 Kids with allergies – Kids who have allergies cannot be excluded from camps, and camps 

must be prepared to exclude certain allergens to accommodate a camper, and be trained in 

the event a camper has an allergic reaction.  It would not be unreasonable to expect camp 

counselors to learn how to administer epinephrine auto-injector ("Epi-pen") shots and 

dispense asthma medication, assist in administering diastat for seizures in emergencies or 

otherwise teach camp counselors in basic first aid or CPR. 

 

Parents can choose to send their child to a segregated camp, because some camps may provide 

special skills or advantages for children with disabilities, but the choice of going to a specialized 

camp is a choice, such as camps where all children are deaf.   

 



However, all children may not be able to go to integrated camps.  For example, there may be 

children with developmental disabilities or intellectual disabilities who would not be able to care 

for themselves at a sleep-away camp, and it would be a fundamental alteration of the camp’s 

programs to develop a program for one child’s disability.  Further, if a child is dependent on 

mechanical supports, a camp would not be required to hire medical personnel to accommodate 

medically complex children.  For these kids specialized camps are a phenomenal way to get out 

and enjoy the community.  For example, Nicklaus Children’s hospital operates the VACC camp 

for technologically dependent children which includes swimming, field trips to local attractions, 

campsite entertainment, structured games, "free play", to promote family growth and development 

while enhancing these kids’ self-esteem and social skills. 

 


