You can be anything at Camp: An Interview with Bob Strauss, Boys Camp Director Emeritus
Bob Strauss is the Director Emeritus (1976-2020) of Camp Wigwam for Boys in Waterford, Maine. Over the course of his career, Bob has been involved in the social and emotional development of thousands of boys and young adults. He has also watched as the challenges boys face have changed over fifty years. This conversation explores child development, academic pressure, parent involvement and the unique role summer camp can play in supporting boys’ wellbeing. This interview has been lightly edited for clarity and brevity.
Camp as a way to break free from academic pressure and parental direction 
William: Bob, thanks so much for taking the time to talk to me. You’ve seen a lot in terms of the development of boys over your career. I'm curious whether you've noticed difference in behavior between high-achieving kids and others, whether in an environment like school or here at camp.
Bob: Let's start with camp. At camp, I'd say no, not really. You know, a child that may well be an academic overachiever – that doesn't necessarily come into play here the same way it does in a school setting. Here it's more about social ability: can they make friends, keep friends? Kindness is a big issue for us. I have seen what you're talking about, but I wonder if it's less about overachievers specifically and more about children who get so much direction from their parents.
William: At school, though, I definitely think there's a difference. It's not always obvious on the surface, but if you look closely, there are clearly kids under a lot of pressure.
Bob: And that's exactly what we're trying to counteract here. Our goal is to be pressure-free. I think back to 2020, when we were one of the few places actually operating during COVID. The rest of the world was suffering from isolation, and here, things were just as they always were: up at the bugle, breakfast, activities, time with friends. Since that year, I've tried even harder to keep it simple — to make sure every child feels they're in an environment of growth and comfort.

Helicopter parenting, diagnoses and phone use as contributors to the problem
William: Are there factors beyond phones and social media that you think are contributing to kids struggling?
Bob: The helicopter parent issue is a big one. There are parents so highly involved that their child has genuine trouble breaking free. And that's part of what makes camp such an advantage: a child gets off the bus, gets high-fived by people they've never met, and suddenly they're in a completely different world. They're not getting that minute-by-minute direction from their parents. They're making their own decisions, managing their own belongings. It's a real learning experience.  And then of course, there's the phone piece. We do our best. Last summer was close to 100%. The difference it makes — just being present with your friends, not relying on a screen — that's a key element. I understand how hard it is in everyday life, but here, we see what's possible without it.  
There's also something worth noting about medication. When I was a young camp director, children weren't labeled the way they are now. These days, a child who needs to be alone or has trouble expressing himself might see a doctor and be prescribed something. That's not inherently bad — medication does help many kids focus — but what we've found at camp is that in this more comfortable, low-pressure environment, kids are often capable of far more than even their parents expect. The environment itself does a lot of the work.
William: Can you say more about that gap between what parents expect and what you see?
Bob: Sure. A family whose child has focus issues or is on the autism spectrum may receive guidance from a doctor about what to expect. And doctors work within the scope of what the medication can do. But we take a different track. Because there's so much less pressure here, we find that kids can exceed those expectations in meaningful ways — within the confines of this environment, at least. I find that genuinely exciting.

Advice for adults: Help kids disconnect and let them be independent
William: What advice do you have for parents, teachers, coaches — the adults in these kids' lives? What can they do to help?
Bob: A few things. First, the phone piece — help children build habits that aren't so tied to the screen. Second, and this is harder, give them a certain amount of freedom. Not freedom to do reckless things — the parent still needs to be a parent. But allow them to explore extracurricular activities they might not have considered, go on a sleepover, take a day trip somewhere with a friend, maybe even into a city on their own. You don't see that much anymore. I grew up in Baltimore and would go downtown on a Saturday with my friends. Just us. That's become rare, partly because parents carry a lot of anxiety about safety. I understand that. But giving a child some independence beyond their immediate world is one of the most important things a parent can do.  And that's really what summer camp is. The parent says in June, “see you later.” And we take it from there. It's a wise move, even if it feels hard.

Advice for kids: Be kind and be a friend
William: What can kids be doing to better support each other?
Bob: For me, it always comes back to one thing: kindness. That's the bottom line. A child can practice kindness and genuine friendship in any environment, but especially here. Because if a child feels picked on or singled out, that part of camp becomes a negative experience — and there shouldn't be any negative experiences at camp. I'll keep saying it until the end of my days: be kind, be mature, make good decisions, be a friend. Be supportive. We're successful at that most of the time. Not always — there are children who will exhibit unkind behavior. But we work hard to catch it early.

Embrace a “no limits” mindset
William: What's one lesson or mindset you wish every camper could really internalize?
Bob: That there are no limitations here. Nothing you can't do — whether it's an activity, learning to be a good friend, or just being a good person in a community. I take pride in trying to be a good father, a good husband, a good citizen. At camp, it's the same idea: be a good friend, a good camper, a good person. Make sure every child around you is having as good a time as you are.  
Years ago I heard about the Ubuntu philosophy, and I adopted it immediately, because it captures exactly what this place is. Ubuntu means “I am stronger because of those around me.” Everyone here gains from being part of this team — directors, counselors, friends, kitchen staff, maintenance, all of it. It sounds almost too simple, but it's genuinely true.

A Final Reflection on Overachievers
Bob: I wish I had more to offer on the overachiever specifically, but because this isn't an academic environment, I don't generally see that group as more or less inclined to socialize well. What I suspect, though, is that if you got a group of former campers together — people who've made the transition from camper to counselor — you'd hear something interesting. You'd probably find that the pressure is very real in the school world, but that here, they could finally let their guard down and be someone they couldn't quite be during the year. 
William: Yes, I think that’s true and would be a great perspective. Thank you for your time, Bob.


