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Abstract 
 

This study employs a Bourdieusian theoretical framework to investigate capital building 

at Skylight—an overnight summer camp for girls seven to fifteen who have experienced trauma 

and/or abuse. Using participant observation and semi-structured interviews, I explore whether 

camp can help girls accumulate social and cultural capital, or facilitate habitus transformation. 

Results suggest that building social capital enables the development of cultural capital, which 

may aid the girls in their academic and social endeavours even beyond the camp context. Capital 

building was encouraged by three specific features of Skylight: 1) cohabitation, 2) a single-

gender and 3) shared experiences of adversity. The paper closes with a discussion of implications 

for theory and program implementations.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

This project arose from my experiences working at two overnight camps for 

disadvantaged youth: Skylight,2 a small all-girls camp, and Broadacres, a larger co-ed program. 

My first few weeks at Skylight in 2012 were transformative—emotionally, physically, and 

intellectually, and I witnessed a similar change in campers and other staff: they seemed to leave 

with more confidence, energy, and optimism. Unfortunately, financial difficulties in the 

following years forced Skylight to cut back to one camp session per summer. Because of this, I 

began working at Broadacres in the remaining weeks. I applied because the camps seemed quite 

similar on paper—but I quickly discovered they could not have been more different in practice.3 

Shocked by the level of social control at Broadacres, I began researching summer camps 

for disadvantaged youth to find out what scholars had to say on best practices. I was 

disappointed to find few studies on the subject; however, I did encounter a growing body of 

literature questioning the assumptions and practices of many programs designed for “at-risk” 

youth (e.g. Pitter and Andrews 1997; Kelly 2003; Turnbull and Spence 2011). I felt validated in 

my assessment of Broadacres, but new questions arose: was it possible to offer non-oppressive 

summer camps for disadvantaged youth? Could programs like Skylight truly empower rather 

than subordinate marginalized youth? And if so, how?  

Preliminary research led me to a Bourdieusian theoretical framework, primarily because 

of the concepts of “capital” and “habitus.” Capital accumulation, which I suspected was 

occurring at camp, has powerful implications for the life trajectories of young people. Through 

																																																								
2All names of programs, people, and places have been changed to protect confidentiality. A more 
detailed description of camp can be found in the “About Skylight” section of this paper.  
3  Here I am referring to approach to camper behaviour, structuring activities, and resulting 
camper and staff experiences.  
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communications with camp staff and a more extensive literature review, my research questions 

began to crystalize:  

(1) How do campers perceive their experiences at Skylight? (E.g. significant; 
intimidating; growth-filled; (dis)empowering)  
(2) Can Skylight help campers accumulate capital, or prompt shifts in their habitus?  
If so, what types of capital are accumulated, and how is habitus transformed? 
What specific program characteristics enable this capital accumulation and/or shift in 
habitus? 
(3) What implications do these findings have in terms of girls’ life trajectories, and the 
camp’s broader mission to forge a more equitable society?  
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Chapter 2: About Skylight 
Skylight is a GTA-based registered charitable organization, co-founded in 2004 by 

longtime friends Estelle and Marcie. Throughout their teenage years, the two worked together 

every summer at an overnight camp for financially disadvantaged girls. The pair would 

undoubtedly still be co-directing, were it not for Marcie’s death in 2013—at aged 32, of cancer. 

Marcie’s passing was an unspeakable tragedy for the Skylight community; to give a sense of the 

organization’s impact, over 600 people attended Marcie’s wake—many of whom were youth she 

met through Skylight. Dozens stood up to tell stories about Marcie and how her boundless 

energy, kindness, and humour had touched their lives.  

Although they run various short-term initiatives and workshops, Skylight focuses on two 

programs for disadvantaged youth: a year-round mentorship program, and a residential summer 

camp. Skylight’s camp offers disadvantaged girls the opportunity to attend one session (eight to 

nine days) of camp, which takes place on the same Northern Ontario property every year. Days 

at Skylight are scheduled in much the same manner as other overnight camps: campers and 

counsellors gather at the flagpole at 7:30 a.m. each morning to sing the national anthem and 

make announcements. After breakfast at 8:00 a.m., campers rotate between activities, including 

swimming, canoeing, net games, robotics, and arts and crafts. Lunch is followed by book club, 

after which campers participate in more activity sessions. Dinners are usually “themed,” and 

followed by special programming—such as “casino night”—in the evenings. 4 

Skylight attracts a diverse group of girls aged seven to fifteen. Most are referred by social 

workers, children’s aid workers, or (in a few cases) teachers. Among campers this year, almost 

all have a social worker (96%), and 38% currently live in foster care. All except one camper 

																																																								
4For a sample day at camp, see Appendix E.	
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either live or have lived below the poverty line (96%), and all campers received some form of 

subsidy to cover the cost of camp ($525).  

In recent years, Estelle has made a conscious effort to reach out to a group she considers 

particularly deserving: two-thirds (65%) of campers are either recent immigrants and/or do not 

have legal status in Canada. According to one source I spoke with, Skylight is the only camp in 

Ontario serving youth without citizenship status. Finally, 85% of campers have experienced 

trauma or abuse (ranging from neglect to physical, sexual and emotional abuse).  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework 
Bourdieu’s theory of social action was selected as an analytic framework for two reasons. 

First, Bourdieu’s vision for sociology—as a discipline which reveals the machinations of power 

relations in order to effect social change (Bourdieu 1991)—is consistent with the aims of both 

Skylight camp and my own research. Second, Bourdieu’s notions of habitus and capital,5 in 

particular, offer a useful lens for qualitative analysis of youth empowerment processes.  

Bourdieu defines the habitus as “systems of durable, transposable dispositions” 

(1980:52), continually constructed and embedded in individuals through their encounters with 

the social world at particular historical moments, from their specific location in the social 

structure. The habitus encourages agents to “‘cut their coats according to their cloth’” (Bourdieu 

1980:65): adjusting expectations based on past experiences, and delineating the boundaries of 

“rational” action. Which aspirations and actions are considered “rational” are therefore heavily 

influenced by class, race, (dis)ability, and gender. The habitus thus represents a key mechanism 

in the (re)production of dominant power relations (the structures shaping the habitus in the first 

place), which are continually obscured as such.  

A hypothetical example is useful in illustrating this point. Children of low socio-

economic status (SES) backgrounds may lack access to resources required for early educational 

success: pre-kindergarten programs, music and sports lessons, and intellectually stimulating 

home environments. If they perform poorly in the early grades, they may lower their educational 

ambitions and reduce their effort in school. This adjustment would be made by the habitus, 

which internalizes the dominant discourse that educational performance (as reflected in grades) 

is indicative of innate intelligence and educational potential. Poor performance in school reduces 

																																																								
5 For a model of Bourdieu’s theory of social action, see Appendix A. 
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the likelihood of this child entering a lucrative, high-status occupation—creating a cycle of 

poverty.  

This example also illustrates how power relations can be obscured by the habitus 

mediating between structure and agency to shape social action. Although in this case the child’s 

initial location in the social structure significantly impacts their educational attainment (through 

shaping their habitus), this is obscured by the illusion of a “meritocracy” in which the child’s 

eventual poverty appears to be a result of (lack of) aptitude and effort, as reflected in their 

grades.  

Although the precise conceptualization and operationalization of habitus remain a subject 

of contestation, I follow Colley’s (2003) notion that Bourdieu’s habitus represents a potential 

point of intervention for destabilizing power relations. Despite its durability, the habitus is 

continually shaped by everyday social interactions and experiences. Dramatic changes in an 

individual’s social milieu (including the nature of interactions, other agents, and the physical 

environment), may lead to shifts in habitus, altering which actions are seen as practical. If the 

hypothetical individual described above received academic support and positive reinforcement 

for their efforts, their expectations, actions, and life trajectory may shift accordingly. Similarly, 

attending Skylight represents a significant shift in milieu for the majority of campers. Although 

camp cannot, of course, change girls’ location in objective social structures, it does change the 

nature of the micro-level interactions which continually shape the habitus, thereby (re)producing 

these social structures. In this sense, habitus shifts have implications not only for campers 

themselves, but also for overturning broader power relations.  

Bourdieu’s “capital” is the second guiding concept for this paper. Capital may be 

economic, social, cultural and/or symbolic, but in each case refers to resources which may be 
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leveraged to improve an individual’s position in the social world. Although the forms of capital 

are interrelated and sometimes fungible (making it difficult to tease them out from one another), 

this paper will focus on social and cultural capital. Bourdieu defines social capital as “the 

aggregate of the actual or potential resources” at an individual’s disposal as a result of their 

social connections ([1986] 1997:51). Since Bourdieu’s introduction6 of the term, social capital 

has been the subject of numerous re-conceptualization and operationalization attempts. Two 

subsequent, highly influential conceptualizations of social capital merit further attention.  

James Coleman (1988) uses social capital to incorporate economists’ rational choice 

theory into sociology; to propose a framework which maintains the primacy of social structures 

in shaping behaviour, but also acknowledges the role of individual agency. Coleman’s definition 

differs from Bourdieu’s in his emphasis on social capital as not only the resources available to an 

individual, but also aspects of the social structure which enable individual action. Elements of 

the social structure—such as network closure and appropriable social organizations—generate 

social capital in various forms, including reciprocal obligations/expectations, information 

channels, and collectively enforced norms. These forms of capital enable individuals to perform 

certain actions to achieve their rational goals.  

Whereas Bourdieu focuses on how individuals use social capital to maintain their 

position in society (reproducing the status quo), Coleman’s definition leads him to emphasize the 

positive aspects of social capital. He outlines the importance of social capital for developing 

stable families, safe communities, and strong nations. Perhaps most relevant for this study, 

Coleman demonstrates the importance of familial social capital in transmitting human capital: 

																																																								
6Although the term “social capital” has in fact been in use since as early as 1916, it did not 
garner significant attention from social scientists until Bourdieu’s work in the 1980s (Krasny et 
al. 2015).  
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knowledge and skills which expand a young person’s range of capabilities (1988:S100). This 

relationship underlies the correlation between children’s social capital (including network 

closure and strong parental relationships) and likelihood of high school completion (Coleman 

1988).  

In 1995, Robert Putnam’s reformulation reshaped the social capital literature landscape 

once again. Like Coleman, Putnam focuses on structural features “such as networks, norms, and 

social trust” (1995:66) which encourage or inhibit the generation of social capital. However, he 

takes Coleman’s macro-approach even further, focusing on national-level outcomes. Social 

capital not only makes people healthier and happier, he argues—it also reduces crime, bolsters 

economies, and keeps governments accountable; indeed, it is a prerequisite for a truly democratic 

society. Putnam is thus extremely concerned by the declining levels of social capital among 

America’s disadvantaged youth, warning that “the United States could become less a land of 

opportunity than a caste society replete with the tightly limited social mobility and simmering 

resentments that such societies invariably feature” (Sander and Putnam 2010:14). He advocates 

for helping marginalized youth build “bonding capital”: close connections between members of 

the same social group, as well as “bridging capital”: bonds between members of demographically 

disparate groups (Putnam 2000). Bonding capital offers trust and emotional support, while 

bridging capital—in a similar manner to Granovetter’s “weak ties” (1973)—connects youth to 

higher-status individuals rich in financial, informational, and cultural resources (Putnam 2000).  

Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam have each drawn admiration, but also criticism (e.g. 

Jenkins 1992; Gauntlett 2011; Tzanakis 2013), and the “correct” way to measure social capital 

remains a subject of heated debate. To exploit the strengths of each formulation, I employ a 



	

	 9 

broad conceptualization of social capital encompassing individual, group, and community level 

variables7 (which in any case seem inextricably interconnected).  

Overall the paper embraces Morrow’s notion of social capital as “a set of processes and 

practices that are integral to the acquisition of other forms of ‘capital’ such as human capital and 

cultural capital (i.e. qualifications, skills, group memberships, etc.)” (1999:744). This implies 

that an enhanced ability to accumulate capital may have concrete implications for girls’ life 

trajectories—one of Skylight’s underlying aims. My observations from previous years suggest 

that campers (through developing relationships with peers as staff) are indeed able to realize 

these benefits of social capital. However, the qualitative nature of the study also leaves room for 

flexibility and camper input in terms of the nature and benefits of social capital in the camp 

context.  

Although Bourdieu’s theory serves as a guiding framework for my analysis, I bore in 

mind the suggestion of grounded theorists (Charmaz 2014) and remained open to other 

theoretical perspectives throughout the data collection and analysis processes. For example, the 

work of Annette Lareau proved invaluable in my analysis of camper/staff interactions, and their 

relation to capital-building.   

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
7 The study explicitly rejects, however, early measures of social capital derived from Coleman’s 
work such as frequency of church attendance and number of siblings (Morrow 1999). 	
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Chapter 4: Literature Review 
 
This study is positioned at the intersection of three existing (occasionally overlapping) bodies of 

literature: research on social capital, summer camps, and programs for disadvantaged youth.  

Social Capital and Habitus 
Since Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam, social capital literature has proliferated across an 

array of disciplines including economics, sociology, political science, and social work. Despite 

differences in level of variables and overall operationalization, social capital is generally 

associated with positive outcomes. Individual measures of social capital (network size, and 

resources available as a result) are often correlated with higher educational and occupational 

attainment (e.g. Bathmaker, Ingram and Waller 2013; Stanton-Salazar 2011). Martin (2009) 

finds that undergraduate students with more extensive networks are more likely to graduate with 

honours, aspire to high-status professions, and enrol in graduate education. Among 

disadvantaged young people, increasing social and cultural capital may improve their chances of 

completing undergraduate and graduate degrees, and subsequently securing a position in 

academia (Stolle-McAllister 2011). In general, individuals with more social capital also tend to 

report greater life satisfaction (Chan 2015; Stanton-Salazar 2011).  

Macro-level indicators of social capital may have benefits for society. Buonanno, 

Montolio, and Vanin, for example, find that Italian provinces with stronger civic norms and more 

associational networks have less property crime (2009). Subjective measures of social capital 

such as trust have also been associated with lower crime rates (Akçomak and Weel 2012). Thus 

the benefits of social-capital building programs may extend beyond the youth themselves to 

society as a whole.  
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Although cultural capital has received relatively considerably less attention than social 

capital, studies suggest it may lead to similar benefits. In general, young people with more 

cultural capital tend to achieve greater educational success and occupational attainment 

(Tramonte and Willms 2010; Jæger 2009). These studies tend to focus on cultural capital as 

embodied knowledge of middle and upper class styles of communication and self-presentation; 

for example, Lareau (2003) finds that middle-class parents teach their children to be confident 

and assertive when speaking with authority figures; this helps them succeed in school and 

extracurricular activities. Some scholars suggest expanding measures of cultural capital to 

include things such as sports participation (Lee, Chung, and Park 2015). Though little research 

exists on macro-level benefits, these cultural capital measures have been associated with greater 

individual psychological wellbeing and social support (ibid); these findings are particularly 

significant given the primacy of physical activities at camp.  

Both social and cultural capital are distributed unevenly throughout the population, and 

are correlated with economic capital. Among the few social capital studies acknowledging race, 

most find that white children and third-generation immigrant children have more social capital 

than their minority and first-generation immigrant peers (Kao and Rutherford 2007). Low-

income minority youth have reduced access to social capital through three main transmission 

pathways: families, schools, and neighbourhoods. Their families tend to have less social capital 

because parents often work long hours (leaving less time for familial bonding), and have smaller, 

less resource-rich networks themselves (Swartz 2008). Education plays a key role in both 

bridging and bonding social capital (Huang, Maassen van den Brink, and Groot 2009), but access 

to quality schooling remains stratified by class in Canada (Mueller 2008), and Ontario in 

particular (People for Education 2013). Finally, low-income youth frequently live in 
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communities which have been stripped of social capital by residential instability, unemployment, 

and high incarceration rates (Huang, van den Brink, and Groot 2009; Richardson and Van Brakle 

2013).  

In addition to class, some studies suggest that gender affects both access to social capital 

and the ability to mobilize its benefits (Van Buren and Hood 2011; Clopton 2012). Although 

women tend to report more social support from their networks, men tend to have more “hard 

social capital”—connections and resources which can be leveraged to advance in organizations 

and the workplace (Broadbridge 2010; Van Buren and Hood 2011). As well as being female, the 

majority of Skylight campers come from low-income families and belong to visible minority 

groups. As a result, programs such as Skylight may play a significant role in providing them 

access to social and cultural capital and the resulting psychological, educational and occupational 

benefits.  

Habitus (perhaps even more so than cultural capital) has rarely been used in studies of 

youth development—or in empirical research in general. One reason for this is that Bourdieu 

provided little insight on the precise mechanisms by which habitus is formed (Fernández-Kelly 

2013). Another is the dominant (misguided) deterministic reading of Bourdieu, in which any 

possibility of habitus transformation or evolution is dismissed, as the habitus is viewed as fixed 

at an early age (Horvat and Davis 2011; Lee and Kramer 2012).  

However, a few excellent studies suggest that habitus is indeed malleable (e.g. Lee and 

Kramer 2012; Lehmann 2014), and thus a promising point of intervention for disadvantaged 

youth. A few studies are particularly relevant for this investigation. Horvat and Davis (2011) 

examine an educational/occupational program for high school dropouts, which has achieved 

considerable success in helping disenfranchised young people obtain stable employment. They 
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attribute this success, in part, to habitus transformation: the program builds confidence, and 

enables them to 1) accomplish something tangible and of value and 2) “give back” by improving 

the welfare of others. The youth perceive themselves as valuable, hardworking contributors to 

society—and act accordingly in subsequent educational and occupational endeavours (Horvat 

and Davis 2011).   

Fernández-Kelly (2008) suggests that habitus (re)formation, often through mentors or 

programs, plays a key role in the lives of low-income immigrant youth who, against all odds, 

achieve considerable financial success. She offers a useful typology of three dimensions by 

which habitus is realized: cognitive correspondence, positive emulation, and active recollection. 

Cognitive correspondence refers to an ability to recognize the significance and/or value of 

actions or events, enabling resource mobilization to pursue desired goals (2008:14). For 

example, one boy (a non-status immigrant from Mexico) was given a challenging mythology 

book by an elementary school teacher; he interpreted this as a sign of his intelligence and 

potential. Working hard to fulfill his potential led this young man to Princeton, and then Oxford 

for graduate school (Fernández-Kelly 2008). Positive emulation involves adopting behaviours, 

language, and style of dress to accrue benefits. The teens in Fernández-Kelly’s study reported 

that connecting with fellow immigrants who completed college prompted behaviour 

modification: they wanted to emulate the success of their mentors. Finally, active recollection 

refers to identity formation through reflection on (first or second-hand) memories. For example, 

learning about a prominent, successful family member (even a distant ancestor) helped youth 

view themselves as destined for success. They reconstrued poverty and discrimination as part of 

a temporary phase on their path to a brighter future.  
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Along with a handful of others, these studies suggest that habitus can indeed be 

transformed, with significant implications for the life trajectories of disadvantaged young people. 

Empowering habitus transformations seem to involve improving confidence and self-efficacy, 

leading to identity and behavioural shifts.  

Research on Summer Camps 
Summer camps have offered a “solution to the question of children’s socialization” since 

their origins in 1880s America (Paris 2008:11). In recent years extensive research has been 

conducted—both by scholars and national camping associations—to examine camp’s effects. 

Most of these findings are based on surveys administered to children, parents, and/or teachers 

before and after camp. Attending summer camp seems to be associated with an array of positive 

health and social outcomes for youth, including increased confidence, self-efficacy, awareness of 

social justice issues, and social skills (Henderson et al. 2007; Glover et al. 2011; Thurber et al. 

2007; Readdick and Schaller 2005). The last three measures, in particular, suggest increases in 

social capital.  

However, such quantitative research is limited in its ability to point to specific aspects of 

camp which stimulate personal growth; in other words, why is camp beneficial for youth? In 

response, a few studies have emerged detailing particular aspects of camp associated with 

positive developmental outcomes. These (rather vague) aspects include “quality interactions” 

between staff and campers, ongoing staff training, structured programming, and directors who 

are invested in maximizing positive youth development through continuous program evaluation 

and revision (Henderson et al. 2007; Thurber et al. 2007). Overall scholars note the need for 

more qualitative research on this subject (Dahl, Sethre-Hofstad, and Salomon 2013). 
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Another limitation is that the majority of camps examined serve only particular 

subpopulations of young people: primarily white children of middle and upper class backgrounds 

(e.g. Bennett 2014; Glover et al. 2011). This reflects the historical reality that summer camp 

access has virtually always been stratified by class, race and gender. Until the 1930s, virtually no 

American camps served black youth (Paris 2008), and visible minorities remain significantly 

underrepresented among campers today (Bennett 2014). Thus such studies cannot investigate 

how the process of social capital development may operate differently based on the gender, race 

and class of both campers and staff. 

There are indeed camps serving other demographics, and a few studies examining these 

programs. Recent years have seen an increase in the number of “therapeutic” summer camps, in 

particular. Here, trained professionals offer targeted programing to help participants overcome a 

specific physical, social, or emotional challenge. Research suggests that such camps have 

therapeutic benefits for children with physical disabilities (Goodwin et al. 2011; Berger and 

Feucht 2011), are grieving (Farber and Sabatino 2007), or are diagnosed with an Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (Walker, Barry and Bader 2010). Although many Skylight campers have 

experienced trauma and/or abuse (qualifying them for some of these camps), Skylight is 

explicitly non-therapeutic. Staff are informed that we are not “treating” or “reforming” campers; 

rather, we are creating a safe space and providing a “traditional summer camp experience.”  

The minimal qualitative research which does exist paints a more nuanced picture of the 

camp experience, sometimes challenging the overwhelmingly positive findings of large-scale 

survey research. In her influential study of four summer camps, Moore finds that during their 

play, children often reinforce race and gender boundaries (2003). Nenga and Baccam (2010) 

examine a camp for middle-schoolers, and find evidence of “underground economies”—children 
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bribing each other using lunch items and money, for example. Because economic capital is 

stratified by race, these economies tend to reinforce class, race, and gender hierarchies. The 

authors even liken summer camp to a “total institution,” proposing that underground economies 

emerge as a “secondary adjustment” to avoid losing one’s individuality in the face of excessive 

adult control (Nenga and Baccam 2010). Despite sensitivity training being commonplace, camp 

staff may also reproduce gender stereotypes—for example, that traditionally “male” 

characteristics make men more suitable for leadership positions (Cousineau and Roth 2012). 

Overall, then, research on the “benefits” of camp for youth is mixed. While quantitative 

studies on middle-class camps seem to suggest clear developmental benefits, the qualitative 

literature (especially on more heterogeneous programs) suggests that camp may actually 

reinforce existing gender, class and race hierarchies.  

Programs for Disadvantaged Youth 
Economic inequality has increased significantly in Canada since the 1980s, to the extent 

that the bottom 30% of Canadian now control less than 1% of our country’s wealth (Broadbent 

Institute 2014). Children are amongst those hit hardest by this trend: in Ontario, childhood 

poverty increased from 12.4% in 1989 to 19.9% in 2012 (Campaign 2000 2014:3). Because 

access to after-school and summer recreation activities remains highly stratified by SES (Block 

et al. 2012; Canadian Council on Learning Loss 2008), for many children these opportunities are 

now out of reach. In response, Canada has seen the proliferation of programs designed to benefit 

“at-risk” or “disadvantaged” youth—including Skylight. Such programs are based on the idea 

that recreational activities offer psychological, social and academic benefits for disadvantaged 

youth. Research finds considerable support for this notion (Gardner, Roth and Brooks-Gunn 

2009).  
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Despite overall positive findings on the effects of after-school programs, in recent years 

some have garnered criticism. For example, among both summer and after-school programs, 

many employ sport as a method of instilling pro-social values. This is partly a result of “sport 

evangelism” (Giulianotti 2004), which propagates the idea that sport participation can “reform” 

youth labeled “at-risk” (Coalter 2010). Recently, however, sport evangelism has attracted 

scrutiny from scholars. First, there is little evidence that sport, in itself, improves life prospects 

for disadvantaged youth (Sandford, Armour and Warmington 2006; Coakley 2011). Instead the 

benefits of any activity—including sport—seem to be largely context-dependent (Coakley 2011). 

Effective programs tend to be long-term, offer support beyond sports themselves, and build both 

bonding and bridging social capital (Spaaij 2012; Coakley 2011). Bridging social capital is 

essential because it connects youth to what Stanton-Salazar calls “institutional agents,” defined 

as those who occupy “one or more hierarchical positions of relatively high-status and authority” 

and who can “directly transmit, or negotiate the transmission of, highly valued resources” 

(2011:1067).  

Second, some programs for disadvantaged youth have been characterized as instruments 

of social control, which reproduce rather than challenge societal inequality (e.g. Hartmann and 

Kwauk 2011; Kelly 2011; Spaaij 2009). They can do this through surveilling “at-risk” youth and 

characterizing them in contrast to the “ideal citizen” (Kelly 2003). Noting this, scholars contend 

that more research is needed on how programs can avoid perpetuating inequality, while still 

helping disadvantaged youth flourish (Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, and Coalter 2012; Kelly 2011).  

Amidst criticism of sport evangelism, more youth programs have developed with the aim 

of building social capital to increase opportunities. Such programs implicitly adopt Coleman’s 

notion that society must actively invest in social capital if we are to realize its benefits as a public 
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good (1995). Findings on social-capital building programs are, on the whole, more positive than 

research on sport programs for disadvantaged youth. A few studies find that programs which 

build (especially bridging) social capital can have long-term, positive implications for 

disadvantaged youth. Social capital from programs may increase high school and post-secondary 

graduation rates, improve employment prospects (Sandefur, Meier and Campbell 2006; Stolle-

McAllister 2011; Gonzales 2010), and lead to greater community involvement and more 

satisfying relationships (Stanton-Salazar 2011; Williams and Le Menestrel 2013).  

Unlike after-school programs, summer camps for disadvantaged youth have largely 

escaped scholarly attention (Korrie et al. 2011; Kirschman et al. 2010). There are exceptions: 

Stolle-McAllister found that a STEM (sciences, technology, engineering and mathematics) 

summer camp program increased the likelihood of disadvantaged youth completing a post-

secondary degree and pursuing a career in these fields (2011). A few studies find camp can 

increase hope among at-risk children, and even have a sustained impact on “positive values” and 

social skills (e.g. Kirschman et al 2010; Merryman et al. 2012).  

However, Skylight differs from the programs examined above in several important 

respects. First, it is all-girls. Second, it offers an overnight (rather than day) camping experience. 

Finally—and perhaps most significantly—it has no element specifically designed to “correct” 

behaviour or improve “life skills.” Campers are expected to be kind and respectful, but there are 

no specific lessons teaching these qualities, nor are there occupational workshops.  

Gaps in Literature 
To summarize, this study addresses several gaps in the current literature.  

1. It addresses a summer camp for disadvantaged girls.  
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Despite a plethora of studies on summer camps in general, and after-school programs for 

disadvantaged youth, camps serving disadvantaged populations have largely been 

ignored. This is surprising given their potential to counteract the effects of summer 

learning loss for low-income children (Canadian Council on Learning Loss 2008). 

Furthermore, Skylight differs from many camps for marginalized groups in that it is 

explicitly non-therapeutic, and single-gender.  

2. Qualitative methods are employed to incorporate campers’ voices into research.  

Like camp studies, those examining other programs for at-risk youth (e.g. Law and Shek 

2011; Armour and Sandford 2013) primarily focus on assessing pro-social outcomes 

through quantitative surveys rather than applying sociological theory. This approach to 

research, while essential for establishing camp as a potential venue for developing social 

capital, has significant limitations. First, it leaves the precise mechanisms of transmission 

unexplored—what is it about the camp space in particular which incites change and 

growth? How can Skylight work for marginalized youth in particular, given the additional 

structural obstacles impeding their empowerment? Finally, what are the implications of 

these findings in terms of the camp’s aim to effect broader societal change? Second, a 

purely quantitative approach serves researchers’ aims without full recognition of campers 

as competent informants about their experiences of social growth (Danby, Ewing, and 

Thorpe 2011; Morrow 1999).  
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Chapter 5: Methods 
My study employs a multi-method research design, combining participant observation 

and semi-structured interviews. Using multiple methods offers several advantages: first, it 

enables triangulation. I was able to check my observations against findings from qualitative 

interviews; this corroboration can lead to a more comprehensive account of phenomena under 

study—what Bryman refers to as enhancing the “completeness” of a study (2006). Furthermore, 

previous studies suggest the merits of multiple methods for research on children and youth in 

particular. Preceding interviews with observations of children in their “natural setting” can yield 

greater insight into the social dynamics of children’s culture than they may be able to articulate 

(Rubin and Rubin 2011; Gubirum and Holstein 2003).  

Participant observation was especially important given the power dynamics inherent in 

my particular project: not only am I older than my interviewees, but I am of a higher social class. 

Building rapport with youth through participating in everyday activities helps reduce (though can 

never fully eliminate) the tensions and inhibitory effects associated with this power dynamic 

(Kawulich 2005; Gubirum and Holstein 2003).  

A final rationale is what Bryman calls “diversity of views” (2006): multiple methods 

allow both researcher and subject perspectives to be included in the final product. This is 

consistent with the central tenet of participatory action research (PAR): to validate the 

knowledge and agency of research subjects by making them active participants in the research 

and policy (or program) development process (Whyte 1991). I believe participants themselves, 

rather than staff or organization directors alone, should have the power to identify beneficial and 

problematic program elements. This is particularly salient in the case of marginalized groups, 

such as underprivileged (especially female) youth, who generally have little control over 



	

	 21 

programming and policies which play such a central role in shaping their life trajectories (Black 

2011; Stockemer and Tremblay 2015). 

Data Collection 

Participant Observation 
Since 2012, I have been involved with Skylight in various capacities: teaching swimming 

each summer, volunteering at fundraising events, and conducting research for a pilot housing 

project. Over this period I developed a friendship with Skylight’s director Estelle and the other 

senior staff. This simplified the early stages of my fieldwork considerably, as I had already 

“negotiated access” to the field. When I broached the possibility of conducting research at camp, 

Estelle was extremely enthusiastic, and remained supportive throughout the project.  

My data collection began in July 2015 with participant observation during staff training, 

which is conducted in Toronto before camp. Although Skylight held several full days of training, 

due to prior commitments I was only able to attend several hours in total. However, during this 

time I began making notes on the social dynamic between staff and directors.  

The bulk of my participant observation occurred during the actual camp session, from 

July 17-25, 2015. During this period I completed the same duties as the other lifeguards; thus my 

research leaned heavily on the “participatory” side of the participant-observation continuum. 

Though I often carried a small notebook in which I recorded field notes when feasible, I suspect 

my role as a researcher was not particularly noticeable to campers and staff. Although the girls 

knew I was conducting research (having signed consent forms), no campers broached the subject 

with me until I began interviews. Due to the busy camp schedule, the majority of my note taking 

occurred a) after campers had gone to bed, or b) in my staff cabin during our daily one-hour 

break. When I did manage to take notes during program activities, I jotted them down quickly 

and then expanded as soon as possible (usually at the end of the day) to avoid memory loss 
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(Guest, Namey, and Mitchell 2013). All remaining handwritten notes were transcribed when I 

arrived home at the end of the week.  

Consistent with a holistic definition of social capital, I focused on both individual and 

community indicators of social capital. In terms of individual measures, I examine levels of trust, 

as well as social network features (number and quality of connections; degree of network 

closure). To assess quality of social connections, I explore which resources campers are gaining 

from their connections. Previous studies indicate that social connections can offer youth 

resources such as assistance, information, resources, and emotional support (Jarrett, Sullivan, and 

Watkins 2005; Croniger and Lee 2001); these will be used as sensitizing concepts, but I will 

remain open to other possible resources obtained through social capital.  

Measuring macro-level indicators of social capital presents a greater challenge; many 

require adjustment for the camp setting. For example, it is not possible to examine “participation 

in civic associations”; however, I do explore participation rates in camp groups and activities—

particularly optional ones. “Political participation” also cannot be measured among children. 

However, camp offers educational programming around social justice and environmental issues, 

so I indirectly investigate campers’ awareness of and interest in political issues. 

This required observing physical and verbal behaviour of campers as they interacted with 

other children, staff, and the natural and man-made environment. This exploits one strength of 

participant observation: it allows integration of “observed behaviour into its physical context” 

(Guest, Namey and Mitchell 2013:81). Bearing Altheide’s categories for ethnographic data 

collection in mind,8 I strove for specificity and thick description. I tried to observe both change 

and continuity in social capital indicators over the course of the week. As Altheide (1996) 

																																																								
8See Appendix F.  
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recommends, I attempted to record both atypical and more (seemingly) mundane experiences 

and interactions, in order to obtain a richer, more accurate understanding of the Skylight culture.  

Semi-Structured Interviews 
Although my field notes provide a context for the study, the bulk of my data come from 

semi-structured interviews. Over the course of the summer I conducted a total of 23 interviews 

with 20 campers, 11 staff members and two parents.9 Interviews with campers were all 

conducted during the final three days of camp, with the majority on the penultimate day (July 24, 

2015). Although I risked experiencing interviewer fatigue, I preferred to leave the interviews 

until later in the week to ensure girls had experienced as much camp as possible.   

To facilitate some degree of comparison and generalization across interviews, certain 

questions were posed to all participants.10 Many questions are open–ended, as these tend to lead 

to more detailed narrative accounts from young interviewees (Danby, Ewing, and Thorpe 2011). 

The interviews were not, however, fully structured. I often engaged in “responsive interviewing,” 

where follow-up questions and probes were added as necessary to explore new themes which 

emerged during interviews (Rubin and Rubin 2011). Consistent with the suggestions of grounded 

theorists (Charmaz 2014), this allows participants to identify the aspects of camp which were 

most significant for them, rather than imposing topics based on my preconceived notions. 

Although it was impossible to adopt fully the “least-adult” model recommended for interviews 

with children, I had already gained rapport and a certain comfort level with the girls; this helped 

mitigate the effects of the power dynamic inherent in interviews with children (Danby, Ewing, 

and Thorpe 2011).  

																																																								
9 The interview process is described in detail below (see pp. 24-5). 
10 For a complete list of questions, see Appendix B.   
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Interviews were conducted in various locations around camp. Finding a spot often proved 

quite challenging: we needed to be out of earshot, but not completely alone (for liability 

reasons). Additionally, I wanted to avoid interfering with camp programming. Some interviews 

were conducted in the dining hall, where the kitchen staff are present but otherwise occupied. I 

also made use of the director’s cabin (when a senior staff was in the adjacent back room), an 

outdoor arts and crafts shed, and even the waterfront area. In every case I sought a quiet, familiar 

context where girls would feel comfortable (Rubin and Rubin 2011; Charmaz 2014). Camper 

interviews lasted anywhere from 20-60 minutes.  

Although I had planned to interview girls individually, most of my interviews ended up 

being with pairs or even trios. This began somewhat accidentally: I made the mistake of inviting 

my first interviewee, an eight-year old, when she was with a friend from her cabin. The friend, 

predictably, asked if she could come too and it seemed unfair to say no. However, once the 

interview began I immediately saw the benefits of interviewing multiple girls simultaneously. 

They seemed more comfortable—giggling often and building upon each other’s responses.  

Interviews with staff, on the other hand, were mostly conducted individually. There were 

two exceptions: Rose and Sarah, twins who previously attended Skylight as campers, preferred 

to be interviewed together; one new counsellor chose to be interviewed along with a senior staff 

member. Staff interviews began two days after camp ended, and were completed within one 

week to avoid memory loss. Like camper interviews, they were semi-structured.11 They tended to 

be longer, ranging from 60-80 minutes.  

Finally, I interviewed two guardians for my research. This decision was prompted by 

conversations with senior staff, who told me that social workers and guardians often called the 

																																																								
11 For a Staff Interview Guide, see Appendix C. 
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Skylight office to explain what a huge difference they had seen in their children; since camp they 

were “making new friends,” “were more helpful,” etc. After hearing this I reached out to 12 

parent/guardians whom I knew had a fairly good command of English.12 Of these 12, one replied 

over email, and another two eagerly agreed to be interviewed over the phone.13  

Ethics and Informed Consent 
Due to the “vulnerable” nature of the population I am studying, particular care was taken 

to ensure compliance with ethical guidelines, beginning with obtaining informed consent. 

Because Skylight campers are minors, I first obtained consent from each girl’s legal guardian. I 

considered simply mailing out the consent form, but realized this posed two problems: 

misunderstanding (especially as many Skylight guardians speak little or no English) and coercion 

(guardians may mistake it for a permission form which must be signed in order for their daughter 

to attend camp). To minimize these risks I called each guardian and obtained verbal consent prior 

to mailing out the permission form. I explained the study’s purpose and methods, and gave 

guardians the opportunity to ask questions.  

I also obtained verbal and written consent from campers themselves. On the first day of 

camp I circulated amongst the cabins to explain the aims of my study, pass out consent forms, 

and respond to the girls’ questions. Campers were assured that they were not obligated to 

participate, and that if they did their real names would not be used. 

I adopt Plankey-Videla’s suggestion to conceptualize consent in ethnography “as an on-

going process” (2012:3). Campers were thus presented with another consent form at the time of 

the interview itself. I also made sure to obtain consent as necessary throughout the week, as some 

																																																								
12I acknowledge this sampling technique is quite problematic. However, for this project I lacked 
the resources to obtain a translator, so unfortunately I could only speak with parents whose 
English was fairly strong. 
13 For a list of questions posed to these guardians, see Appendix D. 
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interactions at camp occur with a greater degree of expected privacy than others (Guest, Namey 

and Mitchell 2013). For example, while observations made during camp-wide sports games are 

fairly public, when girls made disclosures to me during private conversations, I asked whether 

they would feel comfortable with this information being included in my study.  

Data Analysis 
All interviews were recorded using “Audio Notes” on my MacBook, and transcribed 

verbatim to facilitate data coding using ATLAS.ti software. During the interviews, significant 

observations about campers’ body language were recorded in memos, which were added to each 

transcript.  

Initial coding was guided by concepts from Bourdieu’s theory and its reformulations: 

habitus, perceptive schema, social justice, and power; as well as social capital, including 

networks, norms, pro-social behavior, support, assistance, guidance, trust, reciprocity and civic 

engagement. However, following this, I employed techniques adopted by grounded theorists: 

line-by-line coding and “coding with gerunds” (Charmaz 2014:121). In other words, I focused on 

participant experiences and actions in order to reveal new themes, which were then incorporated 

into subsequent rounds of coding and analysis. This was followed by coding incident-by-

incident; comparing similar experiences identified during line-by-line coding.  

ATLAS.ti was used to measure the frequency of certain subthemes (for example, changes 

in perceived social support). As well, the program’s “code co-occurrence tables” were used to 

identify how frequently codes occurred alongside one another. This was useful in highlighting 

relationships between categories (for example, between support from counsellors and increased 

confidence). The code co-occurrence tables thus enabled an examination of how elements of the 
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camp setting interact with one another in the transmission of social capital and transformation of 

habitus.  

Coding of field notes proceeded in much the same manner. However, field notes were 

continuously analyzed (i.e. entered into a computer and coded at the end of each camp day) so 

emergent themes could guide my observations over the camp session (Charmaz 2014). These 

emergent themes also prompted minor revisions to the interview guide as necessary.  
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Chapter 6: Results and Discussion 
Camper Perceptions of Skylight 

To warm up—and address my first research question—I asked campers to what extent 

they had enjoyed their time at camp so far, and why. Overall, responses were extremely positive; 

some opened their interviews with gushing declarations (“My name is Mary and I love 

Skylight!”) and all the girls said they had enjoyed camp so far. When I asked how they would 

change Skylight, admittedly the modal response pertained to improving the washroom 

facilities—however, most girls also offered suggestions like “make camp longer,” or “let more 

people come.” This overwhelming positivity gave me confidence in my interview guide, and that 

girls would be able to identify benefits they had derived from camp.  

Probes about why campers enjoyed Skylight proved illuminating in terms of camp, but 

also about their summers at home. The girls contrasted a typical day in each setting; while camp 

was associated with “many people” and “fun activities,” the code “home” was most commonly 

associated with “boredom,” “technology,” and “loneliness.” As Oksana14 puts it, “at home you 

usually like, wake up, eat. And then, stay home. Watch TV.” Usually a lively and animated 

young woman, Oksana appeared bored just telling me about home.  

Younger girls were often even more candid about the negative emotions they experienced 

during summers at home. Arezu (7) explained: “Well camp, what you do are these activities, and 

like go and play. At home… I usually search on YouTube to find activities, when I’m bored. 

And also when I’m at home, I just feel like I’m wasting my time cause I barely do anything 

there.” This finding—that the girls do not engage in many structured, enriching activities, is not 

altogether surprising. Educators and scholars have been aware of “summer learning loss” among 

																																																								
14 To clearly distinguish between campers and parents/staff, the latter are always identified as 
parents/staff, while campers may be identified solely by pseudonyms. 
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lower-class children for some time (Terzian, Moore and Hamilton 2009; Canadian Council on 

Learning Loss 2008).   

The girls’ depictions of summer at home are also reminiscent of lower-class children’s 

experiences captured by Annette Lareau in her pioneering 2003 study. Lareau finds that:  

Unlike their middle-class counterparts, who have a steady diet of adult organized 
activities, the working-class and poor children have more control over the character of 
their leisure activities. Most children are free to go out and play with friends and relatives 
who typically live close by (2003:3). 

 
However, Lareau clearly asserts that the working-class children in her study “did not complain of 

being ‘bored’” (2011:81)—a stark contrast from my findings, where almost every camper did. 

One reason for this change may be the increased accessibility and variety of technology; even 

among the poorest campers, many reported playing on their iPads or watching YouTube all day. 

Much concern has been raised by recent statistics around “screen time”: Canadian children aged 

five to seventeen spend almost three hours per day in front of screens (Active Healthy Kids 

Canada 2013:33), and the average eight-year-old uses 4.1 technological devices at home 

(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association 2015:6).  

Sedentary behaviour such as technology use also appears to be more common among 

lower SES youth like Skylight campers; Canadian-born and higher-income children tend to be 

more active as measured by daily step counts (Active Healthy Kids Canada 2015:16). As well as 

the financial cost of sport and leisure programs, social barriers may also contribute to this 

disparity. Two of the most common reasons children drop out of sport are perceived lack of 

competence, and family/interpersonal stressors—both of which are more common among 

Skylight campers (Active Healthy Kids Canada 2015:16).  

A second reason for greater boredom may be an increased fear of “stranger danger.” 

Lareau notes that for working-class children in her study “Television and video games are a 
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major source of entertainment, but outdoor play can trump either of these” (2011:73). This 

“outdoor play” frequently involved unsupervised sports and games in the neighbourhood. 

However, over the past few decades, parents’ increased fear of “stranger danger” has reduced 

children’s range of independent mobility and outdoor play (Gray 2011:447; Mainella, Agate and 

Clark 2011:91). Once again, Skylight campers may be at particular risk—this time because of 

their gender. Studies suggest that boys are “generally allowed to play outdoors more frequently, 

later into the day and further from home than girls” (Active Healthy Kids Canada 2015:22).  

These forces have changed the character of the “accomplishment of natural growth”; 

perhaps reducing the amount of “growth” involved (due to less physical activity and social 

interaction). Indeed, scholars have noted with some alarm that a “play deficiency” can have 

severe developmental repercussions, including reduced abilities to regulate emotions and nurture 

strong social relationships (Gray 2011:455).  

Campers’ comparisons of home and camp also provided insight into their habituses, and 

the social environments which forged them.15 No campers used the interview as a chance to 

boast, and few described talents or strengths; instead, many seem to have internalized negative 

labels applied to them by authority figures. One of the most common labels the girls used to 

describe themselves was “lazy” or “lacking initiative.” 16  When I asked Ramona whether camp 

was different than home, she replied without hesitation: “Yeah. ‘Cause at home I would be 

watching TV and being lazy. And at home I don’t have good time management.” It is of course 

possible that Ramona came to this conclusion on her own, but “time management” is likely a 

																																																								
15 Each girl’s situation is (of course) unique, so these findings should not be interpreted as 
absolutes which apply to every camper, but rather as common themes which emerged in many of 
my interviews. 
16 Eight of the girls brought up their lack of initiative or laziness, which seems considerable given 
that none of my interview questions in any way broached this subject.  
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phrase introduced by a guardian or other authority figure. Saman’s confession that “about home, 

I’m usually lazy. I don’t help my mom” was another typical response.  

At home, the habitus has made the rational action a “lack of engagement” or “minimal 

effort.” For many new campers, this is brought to camp—as I witnessed on the first day. Upon 

arrival, we hold a camp-wide sing-a-long, during which time the girls are sorted into cabins. 

Although a few returning campers sang along and performed the actions, the counsellors were 

the primary participants.17 This may be attributed in part to nervousness stemming from an 

unfamiliar situation. However, a lack of engagement was observed even from girls who were 

comfortable conversing loudly on the bus, suggesting a reluctance to participate in formalized 

activities in particular.   

A second common label pertained to lack of social competency—in three particular 

(sometimes overlapping) dimensions: (lack of) leadership, difficulty making friends, and an 

inability to control anger. Ramona, for example, praised Oksana as “a good leader,” but went on: 

“I’m not really good at that.” Oksana herself did not express the same self-confidence; she 

confided she was nervous for high school because “In the city you have to try hard. To like fit in 

and stuff like that, at school.” Nili confessed earnestly that making friends “it’s hard in every 

places ‘cause I dunno why, but I get bullied.”  

 A related social difficulty was an inability to control anger. One particularly poignant 

illustration of negative labeling came from eight-year old Theodora. Unprompted, she blurted 

out:  

																																																								
17 The energy put into all activities, including songs, increased dramatically over the course of 
the week—by the end, campers frequently burst into song of their own accord.  
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I came to this camp to straighten up my attitude. ‘Cause I have a attitude. I give attitude 
to my mom and my family… and you guys see my side, but you guys haven’t seen my 
other side, because when I get mad I be so mad I just destroy stuff… I have anger issues.  

 
When I asked Theodora whether someone—an adult perhaps—had told her she had anger issues, 

she replied, “Yeah,” and went on to explain that “and I already know I do cause I’m mad. When 

I get mad sometimes I beat up people.” Estelle, who has been a social worker with Children’s 

Aid Services for over a decade, captured the experiences the girls implied in their interviews:  

We’re talking about kids who only anybody ever focuses on the problems… it’s very 
uncommon that people ever focus on their strengths, cause at school it’s like ‘Shh. 
Siddown, shuddup, why are you doing that, get over, sit down,’ whatever. All the kid 
hears is what they’re bad at and what problems they need fixing, right… 

 
 Some effects of this labeling were already apparent, and generally created more problems 

than they solved. For example, internalizing the label “anger issues” certainly did not help 

Theodora express her anger in healthier ways. Upon arriving at camp she frequently hit her cabin 

mates, and sometimes screamed so loudly during meals that the entire dining hall went silent. 

Moreover, though, the label seemed to have devastating consequences for Theodora’s mental 

health. This is best illustrated in the following (heartbreaking) interaction:  

Theodora: I have a ‘cologist’ in my house, coming. ‘Cause of me…Because my mom 
needed help, the way I act. Because when I get mad, I say I wanna kill myself.  
Isabel: Oh no and do you mean that when you say it? Or are you just, kinda mad or?  
T: Yeah. I do. And sometimes I wanna do it but people say not to…But my mom, that’s 
why I’m at camp to make more friends and to be happy. My mom said she brang me to this 
camp so I can have fun ‘cause I never have fun. 

 
 As well as mental health issues, negative labeling often fostered hostility toward authority 

figures such as teachers, and sometimes towards school in general. An exasperated Nariko 

contrasted leadership styles at camp and school: “Here like the boss, which would be Estelle, like 

she or the counsellors usually solves the problem. Like she actually does something. Cause like 

my principal’s office he’s like, ‘sure, I’ll do it’ and then just sits there drinking his coffee.” 
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During her interview, Juanita performed a humorous but revealing imitation: “my teacher’s like, 

‘[mean voice] first of all, she doesn’t bring her stuff to school and she’s not organized’” and 

disclosed that “I can’t trust anybody at school.” This is strongly reminiscent of Lareau’s finding 

that working class children tend to “gain an emerging sense of distance, distrust, and constraint 

in their institutional experiences” (2003:3).  

The notion of habitus is helpful in explaining why the Skylight girls in particular have 

experienced such extensive labeling, and the consequences. Bourdieu notes that “the 

anticipations of the habitus ... give disproportionate weight to early experiences” (1994:279). The 

nature of these interactions and experiences is shaped to a large degree by children’s location in 

the social structure; in this case, campers’ low SES has played an integral role.  

Taking the first label as an example, many girls have internalized the idea that they are 

lazy and unmotivated—but frequently this relates to a lack of access to enriching activities. One 

of the strongest motivators is a feeling of personal growth—if children cannot engage in 

activities where they feel growth, motivation will naturally suffer. Amanda—an avid reader at 

camp—explained that “There’s not many books I have at home. All my books are um, they’re all 

childish you know they’re for like little kids. I haven’t been able to buy new books forever and 

so book club [at camp] is really fun for me.” A lack of economic capital means that Amanda’s 

family cannot afford to purchase age-appropriate books. It is no surprise, then, that she feels 

unmotivated to re-read the same children’s books, and internalizes the notion that she is “lazy.”  

As well as reading, a lack of economic capital also limited the girls’ participation in 

sport. One camper told me she used to be enrolled in dance classes, but had to stop when her 

family’s vehicle broke down and they could not afford to fix it. My conversation with Rose and 

Sarah, former campers, was fairly typical:  



	

	 34 

Sarah: We were in swimming lessons when we were smaller.  
Isabel: Oh so you knew how to swim?  
S: No.  
Rose: Not really because we stopped going to them.  
S: That was like a one-month thing and then—stopped.   
I: Was that because… like how come you guys stopped the swimming lessons when you 
were in the city?  
S: I would say money. We couldn’t pay anymore. 

 
Despite many subsidized recreation programs, cost remains the biggest barrier to organized 

sport: participation rates are correlated with parental income and education, and Canadian 

families spend an average of $953 annually for one child to play in organized sport (Active 

Healthy Kids Canada 2015:19).  

Overall, it is important to be aware of this habitus formation to understand the nature and 

composition of campers’ initial capital stocks which they bring to camp. In this case, girls have 

relatively low levels of economic, social, and cultural capital. This has two implications: first, it 

confirms the need to enable capital accumulation for campers. Second, their testimonies illustrate 

how these forms of capital can operate as a vicious circle, trapping members of disadvantaged 

groups—such as Skylight campers—in poverty. A lack of economic capital compromises their 

ability to accumulate social and cultural capital: they cannot enroll in summer programs, or meet 

new connections through these programs. This “summer capital loss” compromises their ability 

to thrive in school, and can have long-term financial repercussions. This is one mechanism 

perpetuating disadvantage among children in foster care: in Ontario, 44% of crown wards 

complete high school (compared to 81% of the general population), and crown wards are half as 

likely to enroll in post-secondary education (Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies, 

Child Welfare Report 2012). As a result, a child aging out of the foster care system will earn 

$326 000 less over their lifetime than the average Canadian (Conference Board of Canada 2014).   
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Bourdieu ([1986] 1997) observed these early roots of inequality, explaining that “the 

initial accumulation of cultural capital, the precondition for the fast, easy accumulation of every 

kind of useful cultural capital, starts at the outset, without delay, without wasted time, only for 

the offspring of families endowed with strong cultural capital” (49). Clearly economic, social 

and cultural capital are interconnected—to examine any one form in isolation would 

oversimplify the reproduction of social inequality. More optimistically, however, this cycle 

suggests that interventions to increase one type of capital (social, or cultural, for example—camp 

will not increase economic resources), may have “spillover effects” into other domains, 

triggering a cycle of capital accumulation for girls like Skylight campers.  

Capital-Accumulation at Camp 
Following a few warm-up questions, I turned to my primary research question: whether camp 

was helping girls accumulate capital. On this point, data from my interviews and observations 

point to a firm “yes.”  

Social Capital 
Both interview responses and observations strongly support the notion that Skylight is 

enabling girls to build social capital. When asked why they enjoyed camp, the modal responses 

pertained to making new friends, or having more people around to play with. Bourdieu ([1986] 

1997) explains that “the volume of the social capital possessed by a given agent thus depends 

[first] on the size of the network of connections” (51); thus in the simplest sense, by increasing 

their network size, girls are building capital.  

But the real importance of social capital lies in “the aggregate of the actual or potential 

resources [italics added] which are linked to possession of a durable network of…connections” 

(Bourdieu [1986] 1997:51). To examine what resources campers are leveraging from their new 

connections, Putnam’s distinction between types of social capital is useful.  
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Bonding social capital—connections between members of relatively homogenous social 

groups—plays a clear role in making the camp experience significant and memorable. Because 

campers are young women from similar SES backgrounds, bonding between campers would fall 

into this category of social capital. Putnam explains that bonding capital can “Provide crucial 

social and psychological support for less fortunate members of the community” (2000:23). 

Indeed, the girls do seem to be gaining social and psychological support; Caitlin described a 

conversation she had with about ten other campers one morning while their counsellors were still 

asleep:  

[Here] I feel like I could just let out all my problems… we were letting out all our 
problems, and no one got assaulted because it was all the truth and everything…It felt 
nice. It did. So now everyone’s like nice and cool.  

 
Through follow-up questions, I ascertained that many of the “problems” Caitlin refers to 

involve their home lives (e.g. difficulties with foster parents, or changing schools frequently). 

This illustrates one of the reasons bonding capital provides effective social support: individuals 

can commiserate and bond over shared experiences. Sharing these experiences also normalizes 

them: as Eve puts it, “It’s nice for us kids to feel kinda normal for once.”  

These bonding and normalization processes contribute to a sense of community at 

camp—what many referred to as “a sisterhood.” Eve went on to explain: “we’re sisters now. We 

all… experienced a lot of crappy things. But we’re in this camp together, and we’re here, and we 

all got each other’s backs.” Paige, who has worked at Skylight for almost a decade, described 

camper relations as “like a sisterhood. Where uh, you know like sisters, you might get in a fight 

with each other, or need your space, but you love each other still. And they’re happy to have 

each other around.”  
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This is reminiscent of Bourdieu’s description of social capital formation; the social 

network, he explains, is:   

the product of investment strategies, individual or collective, consciously or 
unconsciously aimed at establishing or reproducing social relationships that are directly 
usable in the short or long term i.e., at transforming contingent relations…into 
relationships that are at once necessary and elective, implying durable obligations 
subjectively felt (feelings of gratitude, respect, friendship, etc.) or institutionally 
guaranteed ([1986] 1997:52). 

 
Even in simple confiding circles like Caitlin’s, we see the girls using “investment strategies”— 

frank, honest discussion and calm negotiation—to reproduce relationships that are useful for 

their “feelings of gratitude” and “friendship.”   

The opportunity to form these bonding social networks may be particularly critical for 

Skylight campers. Often individuals develop bonding capital through everyday interactions and 

activities in their neighbourhood, where they are clustered with others of similar socio-economic 

status and/or ethnicity. Foster homes, on the other hand, do not cluster geographically; Skylight 

thus provides girls a unique opportunity to accumulate this bonding capital.  

While bonding capital is  “good for ‘getting by’,” it is bridging capital—between 

members of heterogeneous groups—that helps individuals “get ahead” (Putnam 2000:23). 

Counsellors and campers represent heterogeneous groups along several dimensions: campers 

range in age from seven to fifteen, while (this year) camp staff were 20-29. Although no 

comprehensive data are available, this is likely much higher than the average age of staff at other 

camps—where the age range is often closer to 16-22.18 Around 50% of staff are middle or upper 

class, compared to only 4% of campers. All staff have either completed or enrolled in post-

																																																								
18 This observation is based on the websites of various Ontario camps, as well as personal 
communications with counsellors from other programs.   
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secondary education; two of twelve have professional degrees, and another three are enrolled in 

post-graduate programs.  

The bonding between counsellors and campers thus indicates that bridging capital is also 

being built at camp. These bonds were evident through physical affection—girls were constantly 

running to counsellors for hugs and high fives—and from their interviews. Amanda’s description 

of the counsellors is typical:  

They’re always comforting. They always try to make you feel better even when you don’t 
want to tell them what it is. You just kind of... notice how nice they are to you, and 
they’re always smiling at you and, you just get this feeling of how you can trust them. 

 
Like bonding capital, bridging capital is significant for the resources it offers. One 

common resource is evident from Amanda’s description: emotional support. This finding is 

significant because literature tends to associate this support with bonding capital alone—but at 

camp, bridging capital is a significant source of this support as well. 

However, camper/counsellor relationships also serve functions more typically associated 

with bridging capital: for example, they help generate “broader identities” (Putnam 2000:22). 

Counsellors were often identified as role models, expanding the girls’ perspectives in terms of 

who they could become. I heard many tales of inspiring counsellor feats: counsellor Paige led a 

ten kilometer hike while carrying a large pack, and being six months pregnant. After witnessing 

this, her camper Willa (13) was determined to exercise more herself. When I asked Cheyenne if 

there was anyone she could look up to at camp, she giggled and admitted, “You!” She explained:  

You’re such a hard worker. Like um you came here, and you were being a lifeguard the 
whole week. And the last day you um, you’re interviewing all of us, and putting this into, 
an essay right? Kinda like an essay?  
Isabel: Yeah exactly, like a big essay. [both laugh] 
C: Yeah, it’s really, like, I’d love to be a hard worker like you. 
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Occasionally, girls are even given the opportunity to try out these new identities. After 

returning from out-trip, the oldest girls act as Counsellors in Training for the remainder of camp. 

Though this work was often described as “so haaaaaard!”, most of the girls admitted that it was 

ultimately fun and rewarding; their enthusiasm with the younger kids supports this latter 

interpretation. As Oksana explained, “When we were CITs yesterday, it was fun. ‘Cause you’re 

like the leaders. And when I was at Skylight the past other years, I used to watch you guys be the 

leaders and stuff. So it was fun.” 

Skylight also provides informal leadership opportunities by bringing together girls of 

varying ages. Unlike some other camps, activity groups include a range of ages—fostering many 

bonds between older and younger girls. Although Caitlin was initially quite hesitant in her 

interview, her eyes lit up when she told me that at Skylight “little kids they actually look at me 

differently cause I’m the older people… like a game we play, we pretend we’re mom and sister 

and everything.” She went on to explain how taking on this new role made her feel: “It feels like 

leadership, yeah. Like it feels nice, cause like a bunch of little kids, they like you and they won’t 

like make fun of you.” Interestingly, this was her response to my question about whether camp 

had changed her goals. Caitlin’s goal, it seems, is to seek out this feeling—of being a leader and 

role model—in other situations.19 Connecting girls with role models, and giving them 

opportunities to be role models, expands their ideas about who they can be—helping them 

realize they can be hard workers, and leaders.   

Another resource leveraged from bridging capital—in a sort of virtuous circle—is 

bonding capital; the presence of safe, caring, unconditionally supportive adults gives girls the 

confidence needed to make new friends. This was alluded to by Isadore and Arezu: 

																																																								
19 Caitlin confirmed this when I asked a follow-up question to confirm this interpretation.  
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Isadore: I think making friends like… at camp is kind of … is kind of easy! Because 
there’s a lot of people. And people like, love kids.  
Isabel: And when you say people love kids, what do you mean by that one? That’s really 
interesting.   
Isadore: That people care about the kids.  
Arezu: And you guys treat us like we’re at home.  

 
As well as supporting the girls—making them feel “at home”—counsellors also model 

friendships among themselves. As staff member Luna explains:  

I think that um, every counsellor, was so fierce. Like so strong, so positive, so good with 
the kids. There for them—like I can’t even say it enough. And everyone like really 
bonded…And um, I think that, I think that these young girls need to see women who can 
be friends with each other, number one. Women who can support each other.  

 
Campers do seem to pick up on the dynamics between staff. When I looked up from joking with 

fellow counsellors, more often than not a few campers were watching us intently. Vivian (12) 

even asked me—with a sly smile— whether I “hung out with Sasha and Yang outside camp,” 

and inquired what exactly transpired during these “hangouts.”  

Social Capital for Staff  
One benefit of grounded theory is that it allows unexpected themes to emerge from 

qualitative research, and my study was no exception. Hearing quotations such as the one from 

Luna piqued my interest—it seemed staff were developing strong social bonds as well. Although 

the project focuses on campers, I decided to investigate further, and ultimately social capital 

cultivation among staff was too significant a theme to ignore. Despite the short duration of camp, 

staff explained how: 

We get so close, and so open… and there’s like this weird camp culture, like bond that’s 
made between staff…like everyone meets up at like the dining hall after the kids go to 
bed and we play like ping pong, or I guess debrief about the campers or talk about… 
[laughing] you know the drill. 

 
As with campers, this social capital both provided emotional support, and helped generate 

broader identities. Hermione—a first-time staff member and inexperienced camper—gushed that 
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“the staff honestly were amazing. Like I love the staff…When we got there the staff dynamics 

were like really really good. Like everybody got along, everybody was so nice and helpful to 

each other.” Many staff described feelings of chaos and disorganization, particularly during the 

first few days, but emphasized that they felt supported throughout. They described fellow 

counsellors and lifeguards coming to their aid (to run programs, or put campers to bed), even 

during their own breaks. As one staff member put it, “I felt like part of a family of 40 people!” 

As well as social and emotional support, staff also seem to generate broader identities at 

Skylight. One mechanism for this: camp prompted self-reflection on what staff truly wanted or 

valued in life. Tania passionately articulates this sentiment in the following exchange:  

I can be a little bit of an introvert because I’m always very focused on like success. So I 
think that a lot of the times I can close my doors to social situations because I’m like 
doing my thesis, or you know, “I’m doing work right now.” I definitely focus on goal 
attainment. And I think camp really brought that life out? Just like, what you’re missing 
when you’re so focused on you know, personal achievement I guess. Because I’m like 
really bored! I’m just like “Oh my god there’s nothing going on!” I just feel like there’s 
like 20 people missing around me at all times. And that’s been really fun. And you know 
the last—I’ve been home five days, and I think I’ve been more social with my friends 
than I have been for like the whole year.  
Isabel: Oh really?  
T: Yeah and it’s been fun and it’s been great! So it’s a really interesting like, you know, 
realization, how funny and fun people are. 

 
 Others explained how camp actually influenced their career goals. Luna admitted that 

although she had planned on becoming a professor, she felt “disconnected from the population I 

want to work with.” She went onto disclose, “actually, leaving camp made me rethink wanting to 

be a behaviour teacher.” Charlotte told me that she had not (and would not) even consider 

working at a camp for middle or upper class children. But she was attracted to Skylight’s 

mission, and explained that working at camp “definitely has broadened my outlook… I mean it’s 

made me consider social work even.”   

 Over the past four summers, I have certainly experienced the benefits described above. 
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Working at Skylight helped me refine my career aspirations, and led me to a rewarding paid 

research position one summer. Moreover, a few of my closest friendships were forged with other 

staff at Skylight—and we continue our exchange of “material and symbolic resources” to this 

day. These close relationships sometimes made interviews challenging, as (a) certain camp 

dynamics were taken for granted and (b) inside jokes and sideline discussions crept into the 

conversation.  

 My research points to a few reasons Skylight helps staff generate social capital. First, the 

work is difficult—physically and emotionally—and attracts counsellors of a certain 

temperament. Estelle explains matter-of-factly:  

Staff don’t come to Skylight to get paid. They don’t come because they uh, just don’t 
have anything better to do. Too hard of a job for that. They come because they believe in 
the kids and they believe in the program. That’s the only reason anybody’s at camp. So if 
somebody comes for any alternative reason, they usually don’t last. Right. Because, it’s, 
you can get an easier job. Everybody at camp knows that. [laughs] 

 
 For staff putting in long days and immense effort (emotional and physical), nightly 

bonding sessions are critical for maintaining energy levels and psychological wellbeing. As 

Sasha explained, “it can get really stressful so it’s good to know that like everyone’s on the same 

boat. Which we did at night.”  

 Some staff indicated that this demanding work also increased their perceived self-efficacy. 

Yang described the paradigm shift she experienced from working at Skylight:  

It’s like “Oh that’s no problem, I’ve dealt with something harder than that.” I think it’s 
like the perspective too. Like I just realized that. Like your perspective on things, 
changes. Like you come home to the real world, and you’re like “Oh, that’s definitely not 
a problem.” Compared to what you’ve dealt with, right? Because you know, I guess, and 
for some people it’s like a major crisis. And you’re like “Uh, no…” 

  
 My data point to several possible mechanisms for these mental health benefits, which are 

somewhat absent from the literature on bridging capital. One is that Skylight changes staff 
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members’ “reference group.” A wealth of empirical evidence suggests mental wellbeing is 

related to how we think we are faring compared to those around us; economists call this the 

“social comparison effect” (e.g. Guven and Sorensen 2012). If only temporarily, camp exposes 

middle- and upper-class staff to a new reference group, giving them a glimpse of how their lives 

might have been: girls have stories of fleeing war-torn home countries, or being shuttled from 

one foster home to the next. In colloquial terms, coming to camp can “put things in perspective” 

for staff who have experienced relatively less adversity.  

 Skylight offers another key to psychological wellbeing: the opportunity to intervene 

positively in the lives of others—to “do good” (Borgonovi 2008; Meier and Stutzer 2008; Binder 

and Freytag 2013). This was a main reason staff found working at Skylight so rewarding. Luna 

declared passionately:  

Working with those kids every day was like the greatest…. like to actually feel like you’re 
doing something. Um, I mean I’ve had a job. Like I had a job before going back to school, 
where I was like working at a university, working a stupid admin job, and I was like, this is 
not fulfilling, like I’m not making the world a better place in any way, and that’s 
really important to me.  

 
Comparing Skylight to other employment experiences was common among my staff 

interviewees. After working at Skylight, Paige reflected, “I would never wanna work at like a 

rich kid camp. Like I don’t think I could do it…[mocking high-pitch voice] kinda like for fun, 

cause they’re always lucky, and like… bleh…Yeah, those kids are fine!”   

 Psychological benefits for staff are of particular significance given the recent (or recently 

acknowledged) “mental health crisis” among middle- and upper-class youth. Increasingly 

researchers and medical professionals identify this demographic as a high-risk group for a 

variety of mental health and externalizing problems, including depression, anxiety, and substance 

abuse (Luthar, Barkin and Crossman 2013).  
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 The vast majority of camp research, particularly on programs for “at-risk” youth, examines 

benefits for campers only—perpetuating the idea of a unidirectional flow of resources (from 

program donors and staff to disadvantaged youth). But clearly staff are benefiting from Skylight 

in several domains: they forge lasting friendships, rediscover the joys of play, gain perspective, 

and derive feelings of satisfaction associated with “giving back.” Thus in order to truly be 

“comprehensive,” program assessments should consider benefits for all participants—not just 

those labeled “disadvantaged.”  

Cultural Capital 
Of the three forms of cultural capital outlined by Bourdieu, two are particularly relevant 

for my study. The first is the objectified state, in which cultural capital takes “the form of 

cultural goods (pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, etc.)”; the second is the 

“embodied state; i.e. in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body” (Bourdieu 

[1986] 1997:47). My research suggests that Skylight connects girls to cultural capital in the 

objectified state, which enables them to build cultural capital in the embodied state.  

At Skylight campers participate in canoeing, swimming, dock-jumping, reading, oil 

painting, and robotics activities. For many, camp involves a host of “firsts”: their first time in a 

canoe, jumping off a dock, or swimming in open water—fish and all. These activities constitute 

cultural capital because they are accorded value by Canadian middle and upper classes, many of 

whom religiously send their children off to overnight camp each summer. Most Skylight 

campers, on the other hand, have no such family tradition. Estelle made this observation in 

Skylight’s early days, when she noticed that “camping is a Canadian kind of, weird mentality 

thing right. Like people don’t, a lot of cultures don’t get camping. They’re like [laughing]… ‘Are 

you nuts?’”  
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Because the majority of our campers are either recent immigrants and/or lack the 

economic capital needed for most overnight camps,20 Skylight is a relatively unique experience 

for many. Some campers are painfully aware of this fact, as illustrated by Naomi’s declaration 

that she loved Skylight because “you get to do awesome things that kids who go to camp do 

[italics added].”  

Skylight addresses the economic barrier between Skylight girls and “kids who go to 

camp” by covering program costs (through fundraising, and support from Children’s Aid 

Services). However, simply providing access to objectified cultural capital is not enough; as 

Bourdieu ([1986] 1997) explains:  

To possess the machines, he only needs economic capital; to appropriate them and use 
them in accordance with their specific purpose (defined by the cultural capital, of 
scientific or technical type, incorporated in them), he must have access to embodied 
cultural capital, either in person or by proxy (50).  

 
As well as the required economic capital, camp provides access to embodied cultural capital—

connecting the girls with skilled, compassionate instructors who can transfer their knowledge of 

dance, canoeing, or reading—to name just a few examples.  

These skills clearly comprise an integral aspect of Skylight’s programming, but how 

important were they for campers? My interviews suggest these cultural experiences were indeed 

accorded great significance by campers as well. When I asked whether they had learned anything 

new at Skylight, the most common responses related to swimming or canoeing, and “favourite 

memories” also frequently involved the waterfront. Many campers launched into descriptions 

(and even demonstrations) of specific skills: the “S-pull” or “J-stroke,” for example.  

Specific skills such as these become “embodied dispositions” insofar as they shape the 

way the girls compose themselves in and around the waterfront. Jia is a poignant example of this. 

																																																								
20 One week of overnight camp in Ontario generally costs between $600 and $1000.  
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On the first day, campers perform a swim test. Despite being one of the older girls, Jia was one 

of the most nervous—I could see her shaking with fear as she did up her lifejacket. After a few 

steps into the water, she began sobbing and begging to leave, and eventually ran back to shore. 

The second day, she came back, and although her nerves were still evident in her death grip on 

my arm, she persevered and floated with assistance. By the end of camp, she was able to run and 

play freely at the waterfront and—to her great astonishment and pride—float on her back. 

Several counsellors described Jia’s growth during their interviews, including Tania:  

By the end of the week it was like every time she would come back from the water she 
would gloat to me about like being able to float on her back or being able to swim a little 
bit further. And you know, there was one day in particular that she was practicing the swim 
and kept telling me to move back and she was gonna do it again, and move back and she 
was gonna do it again. That was definitely, it was so sweet, and it was so cool to see her 
grow, and be so proud of that growth…So she is gonna be able to take that home, that she 
is able to swim. And just that pride of being able to overcome that in such a short amount 
of time. 

 
Rather than terror, Jia can now face (even cold, wavy, and open) water with confidence—a skill 

she can bring to birthday parties, high school gym classes, and beyond. This is an embodied 

disposition which may be taken for granted by middle-class youth, but actually must be acquired 

through gradual exposure to water, and swim lessons in safe and supportive settings. 

 Cultural capital also becomes embodied in a more subtle way—shaping campers’ 

interactions even when they are not engaged in the activities themselves. Lack of access to 

activities—such as swimming—can make girls feel “different” or inferior to their middle class 

peers. Former camper Rose mentioned a particularly difficult time during her and Sarah’s 

childhood, so I asked what factors had contributed to the sisters’ emotional distress. She 

explained that “I would say…because our friends they used to go to Wonderland, and all these 

other places, and then, our parents didn’t have that much money, so we weren’t able to go.” 

Although Skylight cannot give campers access to Wonderland, it can give them a chance to do 
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many activities their middle class peers do each summer. When they return to school, they can 

participate in conversations about camping, swimming, and canoeing; they no longer have to feel 

excluded. Tania captures this idea:  

Having skills, knowing you can do something, is always valuable. It gives you 
conversation starters, you know, even the first day of school when people are like, “Name 
five cool things about you,” right? [both laugh] … I can’t imagine for like a little kid it’s a 
hard game, right? So even giving them the opportunity to say “I have these skills” or “I’ve 
done this” or “I’ve learnt about this” I think that is a huge confidence boost. And a huge, it 
gives them things to talk about, which is important when they go back home, and they’re 
told all these things they can’t talk about. They can’t talk about this, they can’t talk about 
this, be polite, be respectful. But we don’t often give them things to talk about. 

 
As well as structured leisure activities, middle-class parents transfer cultural capital 

through extensive involvement in their children’s education (Lareau 2003:32). Unlike parents, 

camp staff cannot directly intervene in children’s education—by attending parent/teacher 

conferences, for example. However, camp includes significant educational programming, 

including engineering activities and a daily book club. In addition to access (to books, building 

materials etc.) norms at camp encourage learning of all kinds; unlike in some school settings, 

reading and robotics are “cool.” Sasha relayed this story to me about Vivian (a sixth-time 

camper):  

She [Vivian] used to get bullied a lot. And she would—it would really bring her down. 
And she would tell me that she liked to read, and I asked her like “Have you ever read 
Harry Potter, it’s really good” and she’s like, “No, my parents like they don’t really buy 
me books.” And I’m like “Oh, you should get it out of your library and read it!” So the 
next year she came back and the first thing she says to me is “Oh I got Harry Potter, I 
found it at the public library and I loved it!” … And I don’t know if you guys have noticed 
but Vivian loves to read. Like she’s always reading. Like now she’s reading graphic 
novels, which is awesome. And yeah, I noticed that. Like I feel like camp helped her find 
her love for reading, and nurture that. Like she’s always asking me what books to read, or 
what books she’s read, or like series and stuff. 

 
Thus counsellors do perform indirect educational interventions, by encouraging academic 

pursuits and portraying them as fun and “cool.” At least some campers internalized these norms; 
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Nili suggested this when she let slip that during trips to library, she mostly used the computers. 

However, she immediately looked embarrassed by this admission and promptly added, “And but 

I also like to read!” Many girls said they actually enjoyed reading at camp (because the books 

were “more interesting” than at school) and several discussed their academic goals for the 

upcoming year.  

Counsellors also foster cultural capital through constant negotiation and meaningful 

discussions with campers. Lareau also observed this practice among middle-class parents, and 

highlighted its role in developing children’s language and reasoning skills (2003). In Skylight’s 

staff training, this approach is referred to as “collaborative problem-solving”—brainstorming 

with campers to help them come up with their own solutions. Tania described this process with 

Caitlin:  

She [Caitlin] was definitely the leader. So conversations with her centred around, what do 
you want this leadership to be for you? And what kind of a leader do you want to be? Do 
you want one that’s used to exclude people, or do you want one that’s used to encourage 
people to be the best they are, or be inclusive. 

 
Another notable example were the conversations between counsellor Hermione and Theodora, 

about how Theo might express her anger differently. Hermione explains:  

When [Theo] first got there: “Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.” But then towards the end, it was 
like “Hey, can you please stop that?” and like, I was really proud of that… they listen 
when you tell them these things, right. Just like they listen to when people are telling 
them, “Hey, you have anger issues,” they’ll listen to “Hey, yeah, everybody gets mad, 
that’s cool, just, we all have to find positive ways to deal with that.” 

 
Lareau observed that middle class children used their language and negotiation skills to 

confidently assert themselves and explain their needs to adults—a habit which confers 

advantages in institutional settings such as school. Over the course of camp, the girls became 

noticeably more comfortable asserting their needs (and issuing complaints) to staff members. 

Eve, for example, described her new approach to inter-camper conflict:  
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I think she [one of her cabin-mates] just has a lot of problems and we’re… we’re 13 year 
olds. We’re not the ones capable of helping her so... instead of just getting all angry and 
saying “Hey,” you know, “just shut up!” we’ll just leave it to the adults. Even though it 
really gets us so angry, we should just leave it to the adults.  

 
This method of conflict resolution—bringing it to the attention of an authority figure—is a 

strategy Eve can take back to school, where it is generally preferred (over “fighting it out” using 

physical or verbal aggression).   

Habitus Shifts at Camp 
Inextricably intertwined with the process of capital accumulation—and equally important 

in assessing camp’s impact—is the notion of habitus transformation. Given the difficulties of 

capturing this concept, Fernández-Kelly’s (2013) work proved to be a useful guide for both 

observation and data analysis.  

During the week, I observed campers undergoing each of the processes in Fernández-

Kelly’s model. Cognitive correspondence—the ability to recognize the significance of actions or 

events, enabling resource mobilization to pursue goals—was common among campers. The 

following exchange with Keesha is illustrative in this regard.  

Isabel: Has coming to camp affected your goals for the future at all, so stuff you wanna 
do?  
Keesha: Yeah. Now I wanna become a lifeguard.  
I: High five!  
K: A wise person here once told me I could be a lifeguard.  
I: That is a very wise person indeed, I must say. [joking voices because it was me] 

 
The incident Keesha is referring to occurred on “carnival night,” when I was playing a fortune-

teller. When she came for her fortune, my “crystal ball” revealed that the next day, she would be 

able to swim from one buoy line to the next, and that she would be a lifeguard when she was 

older. Recognizing the significance of this event (having an adult express confidence in her 

abilities), Keesha trained diligently all week—and indeed was able to swim from one buoy to 
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another. Later in the week, I heard her asking Estelle about the process to becoming a 

lifeguard—in other words, mobilizing resources to work toward a desired goal.  

 The second stage of habitus transformation involves “adopting behaviours, language and 

style of dress to accrue benefits.” This “positive emulation” was evident amongst some of the 

older girls introduced earlier. Oksana, the young woman who enjoyed assuming a leadership 

role, emulated the behavior of counsellors by carrying around sunscreen in her pocket and 

making sure younger campers applied it regularly. In terms of benefits, she earned the admiration 

and respect of both her “campers” and her counsellor Paige, who described Oksana as “the most 

wonderful, helpful, athletic and involved kid I’ve ever seen.” 

Theodora represents another clear example; at the beginning of camp, virtually any 

suggestion from a counsellor was promptly shut down with firm “NO,” sometimes accompanied 

by much stronger language. By the end of the week, however, Theo found a new set of 

behaviours to be more advantageous: she developed a habit of going to the kitchen, obtaining 

water and cups (it remains unclear which kitchen staff allowed this), and offering cool drinks to 

all the counsellors. 

Other campers engaged in positive emulation through changing their style of dress. My 

fellow lifeguard Charlotte relayed the following story:  

Look at how like Dallas and Saman dressed up for twin night, and you saw how they 
knew how to do like full-on wings with their eyeliner, and like see-through belly tops… 
but then you see her do stuff that’s like totally innocent, like when we found the frog and 
she was loving it, and just playing, being in the water, singing the songs at lunch, like the 
stuff that is just like fun, silly camp stuff.  

 
The purpose of this example is not to imply there is anything “wrong” with wearing revealing 

clothing or experimenting with heavy makeup, but the middle-class consensus seems to be that 

these behaviours should be reserved (at the minimum) for teenagers and young adults. This 
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judgment was even evident in my conversation with Charlotte, who comes from an upper-class 

background. After telling me about Saman and Dallas’s clothing, she assumed disapprovingly 

that they had “probably done some things with boys you shouldn’t have at your age.” 

As the final stage of habitus transformation, active recollection—“identity (re)formation 

through reflection on (first or second-hand) memories”—is the most difficult to observe within 

one week at camp. However, although they sometimes had trouble articulating how exactly they 

felt different, most campers said they felt “changed” by their experiences at Skylight. Isadore 

(seven) said, “I feel like kind of different because I always go on the computer [at home]. 

Always always always. And now, like, at camp I… just do activities. I feel like I changed.” This 

illustrates Bourdieu’s suggestion that “Cultural capital can be acquired…quite unconsciously” 

([1986] 1997:48).  

Many older girls, on the other hand, could point to specific ways in which they had 

changed (i.e. habitus shifts). In many cases, this shift began the process of overcoming negative 

labels applied to them in the past. Feelings of accomplishment derived from camp activities, for 

example, helped girls overcome the idea of themselves as “lazy.” Ramona, who described her 

lack of “time management” at home, contrasted this with camp where “you feel accomplished, 

cause you did something.” After a long day of hiking she admitted she felt tired, but also 

“strong.” Dallas, often the last to leave the crafts shed, enthusiastically described how she 

developed this passion: “Like when I started doing art—the trees, the flowers—I did it! And I’m 

like, I can’t believe I did it. Like I actually did that drawing.” These feelings of competence were 

so profound they not only inspired hard work throughout the week, but also changed Dallas’s 

career goals: she confessed that “I really like the art here so what I want to do when I grow up is 

like, artist.”  



	

	 52 

The busy and varied camp schedule makes it difficult for campers to reconcile this active, 

engaged version of themselves with someone who is “lazy.” Instead many realized how much 

they enjoyed being busy, and aspired to maintain this new routine (and identity) at home. 

Amanda told me: 

I want to be more of a morning person, I don’t like waking up that late. Like every time I 
see the time when I wake up in the summer time, I feel very lazy, and I don’t want to be 
like that, I wanna be a morning person. And also I do want to know how to canoe, in case 
of emergencies when I’m older. So I like how here at Skylight they teach you. 

 
As well as the busy schedule, camp separates girls from the technology which contributes 

to their feelings of “laziness” at home. Ramona told me that at camp “you learn that you can live, 

without your smartphone.” Instead, she plans to use this time to “go outside” and “be 

adventurous.” When I asked Nili if camp had changed her goals, she replied, “like, I wanna like 

succeed better. And instead of looking down at my phone, I should look up.” She added that she 

would probably spend this extra time “outside playing basketball with my friends.”  

The second frequently-internalized label pertained to social competency, and again many 

girls observed a change in their identities. Virtually every camper told me it was much easier to 

make friends at Skylight than in other places—people were kinder, more inclusive, and there 

were more fun things to do together. Successfully making new friends freed many campers of the 

idea that something was wrong with them, in particular. Despite being bullied in other contexts, 

Nili made several close friends whom she enjoyed spending time with at camp. During her 

interview, completely unprompted, Dallas exclaimed, “it’s so weird, cause like when I’m here, 

I’m not like that shy. I’m kinda confident.” She contrasts this with school where, “I’m like so shy 

like if I have to present something I can’t do it. I can’t.”  

Within the social competency label, many girls mentioned difficulties expressing anger. 

Over the camp week, some campers demonstrated a habitus shift which helped them overcome 
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this challenge: in part, this involved developing a quality of mind reminiscent of C. Wright 

Mills’s sociological imagination. Mills explains that “people often feel that their private lives are 

a series of traps” that appear impossible to overcome (1959:3). The sociological imagination 

helps people conceptualize these “personal troubles” as “public issues” (1959:4)—solvable not 

through individual action, but rather through transformation of the social structure.  

To say that camp gives girls a comprehensive knowledge of the “history of social 

structure” or the institutions which shape everyday life would be untrue; however, on an 

elementary level, it helps them grasp the idea that people’s behaviour is influenced by (often 

unjust) circumstances beyond their control. When I asked Counsellor in Training (CIT) Willa 

whether she had learned anything at camp, she told me: 

It changes my perspective, like how I look at people. Like um, one of my campers, she’s 
in earth cabin, she’s kinda like, a little too much attitude. But you realize, like, everyone 
found about Skylight through either like their social worker, or… anyone could be going 
through anything. If they have attitude, you should be like, not hard on them.  
 

Eve added:  

It must be coming from—they must be going through a lot. I mean I know one of the girls 
here, she was super intimidating. And I talked to her about it, I said like “Hey, why are 
you—why are you like yelling at the other kids. It’s not cool, don’t yell at them.” And 
then she said just, bluntly, she just said “Oh well um, my dad and my mom they fight a 
lot. And my dad’s a drug dealer. So it’s really hard, and I get so used to yelling.” And she 
said that in such a casual way. I was just like “holy crap.” I was blown away, cause the 
girl was like six, seven years old and she’s dealing with that. 

 
Although both Willa and Eve bemoaned the difficulties of being a CIT (“now I know how my 

mom feels!”), they rarely let this frustration seep into their interactions with campers. As a result, 

both were beloved by the younger girls, many of whom identified Willa and Eve as “role 

models” because of their kindness and enthusiasm. Later in her interview, Eve mentioned that 

she wanted to be a psychologist, to understand and help children like the ones at Skylight—

evidence of incorporating this new perspective and sociological imagination into her identity. 
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Caitlin also exhibited this quality of mind, and began to incorporate it into her identity. 

Consider her description of the camper bonding session (discussed briefly earlier):  

‘Cause like we’re all different, and we’re just moving into a new situation with all the 
people. And yeah we were just saying like how like, our differences with people. And we 
were letting out all our problems, and no one got assaulted because it was all the truth and 
everything. And… just saying how, I don’t function that way because of “blah blah blah 
blah blah”…so now everyone’s like nice and cool. Like me and Nili, we’re cool. ‘Cause 
um, before when Nili came in, I actually, she had all her stuff in her hand and she asked 
me if I could take all her stuff and I’m like “sure,” but if we weren’t friends then I 
wouldn’t do that.  

 
When Caitlin says “I don’t function that way,” she is referring to what the girls perceive as 

character flaws in one another: for example, lack of persistence, angering easily, or refusing to 

accept input from others. By “blah blah blah” she is referring to the “problems” they revealed to 

each other during this heart-to-heart. I discovered (through conversations with Caitlin and others) 

that these were mainly problems at home or school: missing their biological parents, or having to 

change schools every year, for example. In other words, Caitlin is alluding to the influence 

people’s social circumstances have upon their actions.  

 According to counsellors, Caitlin seemed to incorporate this understanding into her 

interactions. For example, her cabin dedicated many hours to preparing a dance routine for the 

final talent show. Throughout the week Caitlin was extremely resistant to anyone else’s ideas 

and choreography being included, but toward the end she accepted significant input from her 

cabin mates, and the final product was a truly collaborative effort.  

 Mills explains that “The first fruit of this [sociological] imagination… is the idea that the 

individual can understand her own experience and gauge her own fate only by locating herself 

within her period, that she can know her own chances in life only by becoming aware of those of 

all individuals in her circumstances (Mills 1959:3). Camp connects girls in similar 

circumstances, and the close bonds they form allow them to understand behaviour—both others’ 
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and their own—as the product of complex social circumstances. This represents a first step in 

helping the girls overcome negative labeling—understanding the labels’ origins not as internal 

(character flaws), but external: rooted in social structures which precede and exceed them.   

Implications for Girls Beyond Camp 
The counsellors and lifeguards rarely hear from the girls between summers, but senior 

staff who have worked in the office can offer some insight in this regard. Yang, who has come to 

camp for seven summers as a counsellor/nurse, explained that: 

They’ve [guardians] sent letters, or they call and leave messages and said, “Hey, now she’s 
participating in school.” Or like we get feedback from their social worker, and they’re like “Yeah 
she’s, she’s participating more, she’s talking more now, she’s making new friends.” So I think 
that’s where the change is. When they go back…you hear things, when they go home that, there 
was a change in them.  

 
One mechanism for this long-term change is the social capital built at camp. Among low 

SES youth, those who report close, supportive, high quality relationships with peers, parents, 

and/or other adults generally have more positive behavioural and academic outcomes (Anthony 

2008). Even though campers are only at Skylight for a week, evidence suggests the positive 

affect and feelings of support generated at camp may remain with them throughout the year. 

Sasha brought unique insight on this subject when she described an encounter during the school 

year:  

Last year before camp, I visited her school ‘cause we were doing workshops there, me 
and Laura. And her teachers were like “Hannah loves camp that’s all she talks about.” 
And she was telling her friends like “Yeah this is the camp I go to every year that I told 
you guys about.” She was so excited that we were there.  

 
Indeed, campers like Hannah surprise me every year with the vividness of their memories. They 

gleefully recount a game of “What time is it Mrs. Shark?” that I played with them last year, or a 

funny costume Yang wore two summers ago. On the first day of camp, Mary bolted to give me a 

hug and—though she knows I’m a lifeguard—whispered, “Will you be my counsellor this year?” 
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Clearly the year apart does not fully diminish the closeness many girls feel with their counsellors 

and friends at Skylight. This “sisterhood” can nurture and provide a sense of hope during 

difficult times; near the end of her interview, a teary-eyed Eve declared “This is my home away 

from home. I really, I’m so glad that Skylight gave me something to cherish and like, get really 

excited about every single summer.”  

As well as the feeling of belonging to a supportive community, habitus shifts regarding 

social skills may have long-term implications for the girls. Internalizing (and embodying) that 

they are capable of making friends empowers them to generate social capital in contexts beyond 

camp—such as school. Keesha, for example, came to Skylight in 2014 after she had experienced 

severe bullying—to the point where she had to change schools. Her mother was adamant about 

Skylight’s positive impact:  

I really think that it [Skylight] had a significant impact on how she approached her new 
school. Specifically, her approach to sort of, making friends, and also her perception 
sometimes in terms of… so if people didn’t talk to her right away, her first thought used 
to be, “Oh they just don’t like me.” So she’d shut down. Whereas, she had more 
confidence going to the new school, and I think she had made some really nice friends at 
the camp so she sorta felt like “Oh ok I can do this, I can make friends” and so when she 
went to her new school she was just a bit more open, and she was also a bit more patient. 
So she took her time and let people sort of get to know her a little bit, before deciding 
whether or not they liked her. And um that resulted in her making, not a large group of 
friends, but some really nice friends. You know, smaller group, but friends she felt she 
could trust. 

 
Keesha herself gave Skylight some credit for this growth. She explained how camp improved her 

conflict resolution skills, and said “I used some of the strategies last year too. Like how to deal 

with mean people and stuff.”  

Thus the social capital built at camp can have “spiraling” benefits, allowing girls to 

accumulate further social capital during the school year. Beyond the usual psychological benefits 

associated with bonding capital, these friendships may actually help girls academically. A sizable 
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body of research finds a correlation between positive peer relationships, school engagement, and 

academic outcomes (as measured by grades and likelihood of grade retention) (e.g. Kiuru et al. 

2015; Liem and Martin 2011; Lubbers et al. 2006; Burack et al. 2013; Bernardo, King and 

Ganotice 2015). This finding is particularly significant given the number of girls who mentioned 

disenchantment with school—an increased ability to make friends may help mitigate the effects 

of these negative experiences.  

Cultural capital may play an even more direct role in influencing the girls’ lives beyond 

camp. Of all the forms, cultural capital has been afforded perhaps the greatest significance by 

sociologists studying the reproduction of inequality. This began with Bourdieu himself, who 

argues that as “cultural capital is perhaps the best hidden form of hereditary transmission of 

capital, and it therefore receives proportionately greater weight in the system of reproduction 

strategies” (Bourdieu [1986] 1997:49). As noted, Lareau made a critical link between cultural 

capital and educational attainment; recent quantitative studies provide additional support for this 

causal relationship (e.g. Cheadle and Amato 2010; Redford, Johnson, and Honnold 2009).   

 One barrier to accumulating cultural capital is, of course, economic capital. Camp cannot 

provide girls with any financial resources, but it can help them overcome another significant 

barrier: the idea of themselves as “lazy.” As Bourdieu notes, “The accumulation of cultural 

capital in the embodied state…costs time, time which must be invested personally by the 

investor” ([1986] 1997:48). Even in one week, we observed habitus shifts whereby the “rational 

action” became to try, to invest this effort, and to persist despite challenges and failure. As 

Oksana told me, “I wanna do more swimming. ‘Cause I can’t swim that good. So I’m gonna ask 

my foster mom if I can do swimming lessons… and watching the other girls swim… yeah.” 
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Oksana’s habitus has adjusted, and these durable dispositions can follow her home, helping her 

accrue further cultural capital (through enrolling in swimming lessons, for example).  

 Unfortunately, the above testimonials—at present—represent aspirations only. Bourdieu 

cautions that cultural capital “exists as symbolically and materially active, effective capital only 

insofar as it is appropriated by agents [italics added] and implemented and invested as a weapon 

and a stake in the struggles which go on in the fields of cultural production” ([1986] 1997:50). 

Despite the aspirational nature of some of my evidence, other observations suggest that at least 

some Skylight campers deploy their new cultural capital “in the fields of cultural production”—

the most relevant for them being school. Rose and Sarah, who attended Skylight as campers and 

staff, said that book club at camp greatly improved their reading, and they brought this 

confidence and self-discipline to their studies. Sarah explained, “Now we are independent, so we 

need to be responsible for the things that we do. In terms of school, we don’t like reading. [But] 

we have to. In order to succeed.” She went on to explain, “I’d say having done it at camp, now 

it’s just much easier to do it on my own.” 

Aside from making “investing effort” the rational action, cultural capital accumulated at 

camp may have indirect benefits through increasing girls’ resilience. Psychologists define 

resilience as “positive adaptability, or the ability to maintain or regain mental health, despite 

experiencing adversity” (Herrman and Stewart 2011:258). This is a particularly important quality 

for children facing challenges such as changing foster homes and schools frequently.  

Camp offers children a chance to prove their “adaptability” to themselves in a safe, 

supportive environment. At Skylight I observed campers overcoming two (sometimes 

overlapping) types of fear in particular: corporeal/environmental and social/emotional. Common 

corporeal fears were insects, wild animals, and physical challenges.  When I asked Willa whether 
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she had changed at all at camp, she replied with a story: “We took a huge hike, and like we were 

at the cliff, and I used to be afraid of heights, but now it’s like, it’s better! It’s like, yeah, we 

climbed that height.” Isadore, without a doubt the most avid swimmer at camp, offered a curious 

but analytically significant response when I asked about her favourite memory:  

Isadore: What was my favourite memory? I first go to the lake. It felt very cold, and it felt 
kinda scary like if there’s a weed, fish, sharks…  
Isabel: And does it feel scary now?  
Isadore: No! 

 
That she chose this as her favourite memory indicates the significance for Isadore of overcoming 

her fear.  

 Equally important for many girls was overcoming social fears. As Cheyenne told me, “Yes 

I was nervous before I came to camp. Because um, I wasn’t sure if anyone would like me… or 

anything. But um, I did make a lot of new friends.” In a similar vein, Juanita confessed 

frantically “In the start I was really scared, cause the night before I was like ‘what am I gonna do 

I have no friends! What am I gonna do what am I gonna do!’ And then I got on the bus and 

everyone’s like ‘Hi!’ ‘Hi! [Now] I’m like, enh, meh!”  

A related social/emotional fear described by many campers was the fear of failure—one 

which can be particularly crippling in educational and extracurricular settings. With so many 

activities in the day, mistakes and “failures” are inevitable—but the girls learn that they can go 

on anyway. When Dallas was explaining why she was more confident at camp, she told me, “like 

the dance. We messed up at the first part but we did it.” As well as sport, this was often 

associated with art. When I asked Arezu what she had learned at camp she replied, “if you make 

like a big mistake… you can turn into something else… Cause I was making an animal and then 

I made a big blob so I just put blue and white over it and I made a pond!”  
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All of these factors—rejecting negative labels, increasing motivation, and overcoming 

fears—combined to produce significant aspirational shifts in some campers. Self-expectations 

have been used as an operationalization of “habitus”—and found to predict educational 

attainment (Tramonte and Willms 2010; Dumais 2006). Saman was one camper whose 

aspirations changed at camp. She told me:  

So, my dream job was actually to be a marine biologist... What happened was like at my 
other camp, we just swam. They didn’t really make us do challenges to improve our 
skills in swimming. But here like, you guys ask us to do front crawl, back crawl, 
starfish… um… like in the water you push us to swim, which really I think kinda 
pushes me to try harder. And try to become a marine biologist. 

 
It is impossible to say whether Saman will attain her dream. But there is reason for 

optimism in this regard: former campers Sarah and Rose explained to me how Skylight did, in 

fact, empower them to achieve their career goals. Rose—now studying interior design in 

college—told me that prior to Skylight, she didn’t have a clear idea about what type of job she 

wanted. But, she went on: “the … second time I went to camp I had an idea, that I wanted to do 

something with art. And then, at the camp they encouraged doing art activities and every time I 

do something, they would ask if I’m interested in doing other things in art.” Sarah ended our 

interview with the poignant declaration that “I would continue to volunteer [at camp], after I 

have my career job, cause I would say I would not be where I am today if not for Skylight.”  

Overall, what becomes apparent from the preceding discussion is a cycle where initial 

social capital facilitates the accumulation of further social and cultural capital. This cycle can 

operate in the short-term at camp, or in the medium-term when the girls return to school in the 

fall. A short-term example of this process was in Theo: she bonded with her cabin mate Juanita 

and counsellor Hermione (social capital), who helped her develop non-violent conflict resolution 

strategies (cultural capital). In turn, Theo’s relationships with other campers and counsellors 
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improved significantly (social capital), and by the end she had a wide circle of friends. In the 

medium-term, the new friends Keesha made at Skylight (social capital) gave her the confidence 

and patience required to join a new lacrosse team (cultural capital) at home, and make new 

friends at school.  

 

Program Characteristics Enabling Capital Accumulation  
In other words, which specific features of the social structure at camp allow the formation 

of bonding and bridging capital, and the subsequent leveraging of resources? To answer this 

question, it is useful to refer back to James Coleman’s work. In “Social Capital and the Creation 

of Human Capital,” Coleman identifies three structural features which facilitate social capital 

generation: reciprocal obligations/expectations, information channels, and collectively enforced 

norms. Each of these features is present to a significant degree at camp.  

Reciprocal obligations and expectations assume the form of “credit slips”: when one 

person provides a favour to another, they gain a “credit slip” which they can use to demand a 

favour for themselves in the future. Coleman notes that “This form of social capital depends on 

two elements: trustworthiness of the social environment… and the actual extent of obligations 

held” (Coleman 1988:S102).  

My observations indicate very high levels of trust at camp, even among girls who 

admitted they have difficulty trusting people. Seven-year-old Arezu, for example, confided that 

“I don’t trust people that I just met…. you need to know them a lot, because they might trick 

you, or something might happen.” She elaborated on one cause of this: “Sometimes it’s hard for 

me to trust adults…’cause last time, like, one of them let go of me when I didn’t know how to 

swim and I almost drowned…so that’s when I lost my trust.” But when I asked if she trusted her 

counsellor, Arezu replied with a firm “yes,” and explained nothing like that had happened at 
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camp. She then launched into a retelling of her experience dock-jumping, which required a 

significant amount of trust in myself and the other lifeguard:  

When you’re in the air, I just saw your face and then… you splash in the water, and then 
when you open your eyes, like, when you’re in the water and you open your eyes, it’s 
light blue! And it’s cool. 

 
Amanda expressed a similar sentiment, admitting that “Sometimes it’s hard to trust people, I 

guess it’s better if you get to know them for longer right. But the counsellors I feel like you can 

just tell them something and if they know it’s something you don’t want to be… revealed they’ll 

keep it… secret.”  

 Lively and extensive information channels are also apparent at camp—significant 

because “Information is important in providing a basis for action” (Coleman 1988:S104). A clear 

example is when Sasha told Juanita that she could access books for free at the public library; 

Juanita put this information into action by checking out the Harry Potter books—and then 

countless other series. One of my most poignant Skylight memories was with one of my 14-year-

old campers, who was a recent refugee from Sierra Leone. She was sitting quietly next to me as I 

was lifeguarding one day and suddenly asked, “Isabel did you go to college?” I said I had, and 

she went on: “I want to go to art college, but I don’t know what I have to do to be accepted. Can 

you help me?” I explained that we had a wonderful art college—now a university—in Toronto 

called OCAD, and described the entrance requirements.21 Here the basis for action is clear.  

Finally, Coleman argues that “When a norm exists and is effective, it constitutes a 

powerful, though sometimes fragile, form of social capital” (1988:S104-105). For example, 

norms sanctioning crime “make it possible to walk freely outside at night in a city and enable old 

persons to leave their houses without fear for their safety. Norms in a community that support 

																																																								
21 In a stroke of luck, I had completed a summer art program at OCAD the previous year, and had 
exposure to their exact academic and artistic requirements for admission.  
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and provide effective rewards for high achievement in school greatly facilitate the school’s task” 

(Ibid.).  

There are several strongly enforced norms at camp, some of which differ from the girls’ 

home and school environments. Perhaps the most notable of these was kindness; as Juanita put it, 

“Skylight, if there’s a bully—it’s a bully-free zone. So… if you bully everybody will be like 

‘stop bullying.’” Sasha attributes Theo’s behavioural changes to this norm, saying that by the end 

of camp “She wasn’t mean anymore. She knew that being nice was the cool thing to do cause 

everyone’s nice, right.” 

 My research points to three specific aspects of Skylight which encourage these structural 

features, and the resulting capital accumulation: cohabitation, a single-gender environment, and 

shared experiences of adversity.  

 
Cohabitation  

Cohabitation is related to two aspects of social structure: the number of credit slips 

exchanged, and overall feelings of trust. As Bourdieu explains, the social relations constituting 

social capital are “based on indissolubly material and symbolic exchange” (Bourdieu [1986] 

1997:51); living together in a (relatively) self-sufficient community necessarily increases the 

number of material and symbolic exchanges (and the resulting expectations/obligations). This 

dynamic was observed by campers; Keesha explained why it was “easy” to make friends at 

Skylight:  

You get to spend more time with them. Like at school you only spend time with them for 
like three hours a day. It’s a lot of time, but like you don’t get to know people, and things 
happen… but at camp, you get to spend like overnight with them every night. 

 
As well as more time for bonding, camp provides greater a greater incentive for doing so; as 

Vivian wisely observes “You probably wanna be on the good side of everyone in your cabin, 
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cause like if you’re fighting with someone who’s in your cabin, you’re gonna be stuck with them 

for eight days. Might as well, you know, stay on their good side.” Camp gives girls a “fresh 

start” from their peer groups at school, but is a more intense socialization experience. Unlike 

school, where they can escape interpersonal conflict at 3:30pm, campers are stuck with each 

other virtually around the clock. This encourages the development of critical social skills such as 

the ability to negotiate, compromise and resolve conflict.  

As well as living together, the girls also follow an ambitious schedule, requiring them to 

help one another out. Every girl I interviewed could describe an instance of helping or being 

helped at camp—from making a friend’s bed, to bringing their forgotten towel to the beach, to 

befriending a cabin mate who seemed lonely. Eve discussed this interdependence, and how it 

helped her build social capital: 

Before I came to camp I had like really bad social anxiety…I had a lot of trouble just like 
ordering a simple meal… I had so much trouble. And coming to camp here like… we 
weren’t obligated to talk but, you pretty much needed to if you wanted to do stuff here. 
And it felt really good. I mean I found my crowd and it’s like… now I can’t shut up 
around them. 
 
Another example of mutual dependence is after mealtimes, when one person has to clear 

and clean the table. For the first few days, staff at each table run a “competition”: the counsellor 

acts like a monkey, for example, and campers must do so as well; whoever catches on last 

becomes the “Table Hop.” By the end of camp, however, the girls usually realize it is more 

pleasant (and efficient) to clear the table as a team, rather than have one person do it. A few girls 

such as Cheyenne even noted this in their interviews: “My cabin, when we did Table Hop we, 

they helped me carry all the things from the table. Because we didn’t want only one person to do 

it. And since Naomi had been doing it a long time, we all just figured out we should all do it.”  
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Indeed, generally by mid-week the “Table Hop” game is unnecessary, because cabins 

have volunteers; the girls want the credit slip associated with helping out. In other words, helping 

out becomes a social norm—a particularly significant one, according to Coleman: “an especially 

important form of social capital is the norm that one should forgo self-interest and act in the 

interests of the collectivity.” Coleman expands on this, noting that “In some of these cases, the 

norms are internalized; in others, they are largely supported through external rewards for selfless 

actions and disapproval for selfish actions” (1988:S104-105). Both internal and external reward 

processes can be observed at camp.  

The norm to volunteer/help do Table Hop is largely internalized—no external rewards 

other than “thank you” are offered by counsellors. Internalization of this norm may be 

encouraged by feelings of intrinsic satisfaction that accompany helping; Cheyenne was one of 

many campers who contrasted Skylight with other environments, saying “It feels great. Because 

other environments sometimes people don’t want to do that [help each other out]. They just don’t 

feel like it… yeah it’s great.” 

However, other helping-related norms are clearly enforced with external rewards, the 

most prestigious of which being the “Wilton Award.” Named for the company which supplies 

Skylight’s porta-potties, each session the Wilton Award is given to the cabin which best 

exemplifies the Skylight spirit. Numerous campers told me that unlike home, they did not mind 

cleaning or doing chores at camp. When I asked why, a common response was something like:  

Juanita: I find it funner here cause you actually do it for a reason. 
Nariko: Like you get like Wilton points. And for Wilton points, you get prizes. And in 
my opinion, I think a lot of people like prizes, so a lot of people are trying to do their 
best to get all of the cleaning, little jobs, done. 
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Sometimes these external rewards were strong enough to change campers’ broader goals, as with 

Isadore:  

Isadore: I used to… my goal was to be like a person who makes, who be famous for 
making videos. Like a YouTuber!  
Isabel: and so that changed at camp Isadore?  
Isadore: and so now my goal is to, our cabinet, to be the best cabin!  
I: To be the best cabin at camp? 
Isadore: Yeah to win the Wilton award! 
I: And how do you win the Wilton can you tell me?  
Arezu: Um you have to do something good. Like if you sing a lot and someone hears, like 
if your whole cabin sings and they hear you singing they’ll add that up to your Wilton. If 
you do anything good also, you’ll earn cabin points.  

 
Interestingly, this suggests a shift from individual-achievement goals to more social, collective 

ones. As Coleman notes, “whether supported by internal or external sanctions, norms of this sort 

are important in overcoming the public goods problem that exists in collectivities” (Coleman 

1988:S104-105). Overall, by encouraging girls to clean up, participate in activities, brush their 

teeth on time, etc. these norms facilitate the smooth operation of camp.  

Clearly cohabitation contributes to the number of credit slips exchanged at Skylight, 

reminiscent of Coleman’s observation that “in some social structures, it is said that ‘people are 

always doing things for each other’” (1988:S102).  

But reciprocal expectations and obligations also depend on trust—that these favours will 

be repaid. Why are the girls able to trust counsellors, despite negative experiences with other 

adults? Here cohabitation also plays a role. Staff trust the campers, and cohabitation provides 

constant opportunities for us to demonstrate this trust—something which does not go unnoticed.   

Dallas: Um, Isabel? What I really like about this camp is when we do like our own food. 
Like when we did our hot dogs, in the fire? Like we all did it ourselves, a hot dog in the 
fire. I never did that. It was really cool. And then we did marshmallows, and then we 
build like a fireplace too….  
Isabel: And how does it feel to do your own stuff like that?  
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Dallas: I think it’s better… 
Saman: I think that you trust us enough… I think you guys trust us enough to allow us 
to like do it and not be, not treating us like little kids doing it for us.  
Tamicka: I think every time something happens and we get to do it ourselves I feel more 
responsible. I sorta feel a little grown up. 

 
Girls are given as many opportunities for leadership as possible, so they feel like staff trust them. 

For example, during Bingo night Jia was sitting rather sadly, and was reluctant to participate. 

When she sidled up to the front where Sasha and I were running the game, and asked to help, we 

welcomed her and let her take over spinning the wheel. Immediately Jia got right into the game, 

even imitating the British accents we had been using to announce the Bingo numbers. We trusted 

her to help run the game, and she lived up to this by responsibly and enthusiastically fulfilling 

her duties at the Bingo wheel.  

Other specific features of camp—where we cohabit—also contribute to social capital 

formation. Swimming together helps build trust between campers and lifeguards; many girls 

mentioned how the lifeguards “didn’t let me go” when they were doing floats, or assured them 

that the small white fish would not harm them. Each time they went in the water and these fish 

left them alone, this trust was solidified further.  

The camp setting, on the shores of Georgian Bay, also opens up unique information 

channels (the second structural feature identified by Coleman). Through everyday encounters 

with nature, campers learned that most spiders would do them no harm, and that some even eat 

the most-hated Skylight attendees: mosquitos. A favourite pastime at camp is finding “fossils” at 

the waterfront; on countless occasions campers would run to me with a “fossil” speculating on 

what type of creature had made it, and asking how exactly fossils were formed. Each summer I 

receive the inevitable “What ocean is this?”, prompting a conversation about fresh versus salt 

water, and the bays and lakes of Ontario.  
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Thus the camp setting provides a rich, stimulating background for learning about Ontario 

nature and wildlife, opening up information channels which contribute to bonding between 

campers and counsellors. The information they learn constitutes cultural capital—in the sense 

that many middle-class children have access to it during the summer—and is built through social 

relationships with counsellors (social capital).  

 
2. Single-gender environment  

When I probed as to why it was easy to make friends (i.e. generate social capital) at 

Skylight, the second most common response was that there are “no boys.” Partly this may have 

to do with gender roles; Putnam himself made the generalization that “women are more avid 

social capitalists than men” (2000:95). Women’s socialization processes tend to emphasize 

communication, listening, supporting and empathizing—critical skills for strong social 

relationships. Counsellors at camp tended to be proficient in these skills. As Keesha’s mother 

Alice told me: “She said the counsellors are so easy to talk to, and they really listen. She felt like 

when they were talking, they were really being heard.”  

By contrast, many campers have developed negative stereotypes about men and boys as a 

result of previous interactions. Sometimes they described general rudeness: Juanita said she liked 

camp because “Girls, they just go with the flow, men, they just interrupt stuff22 and go ‘I don’t 

like that!’.” More frequently, however, these encounters involved commentary on physical 

appearance. Oksana predicted that if boys were at Skylight “Girls would like [mocking high 

voice], ‘Oh I have to go put my makeup on!’ and like stuff like that.” My conversation with 

Dallas was relatively extreme, but not atypical in its sentiments:  

Dallas: I really like when the boys are not here because like, when boys are here it’s like 

																																																								
22 Some sociolinguists have found that men do tend to interrupt more, especially when speaking 
with women (e.g. Hancock and Rubin 2015).  
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really really scary. Because like, it feels like, I feel like, if you go swimming or 
something they would bully you.  
Isabel: Bully you how?  
Dallas: Like they would call you names, say that you’re fat or something.  

 
Dallas’s repetition of “really really scary” illustrates the intensity of the “male gaze” (see 

Fredrickson and Roberts 1997; Calogero 2004) and its potential to instill insecurity, even in 

young girls. Although all women are subject to the male gaze and its manifestations (such as the 

sizeist bullying Dallas alludes to), this process is also classed and racialized. Nowhere at camp is 

this more evident than at the waterfront; particularly during the first few days, some girls are 

reluctant to swim because their hair will become “nappy”; because “kinky hair shouldn’t get 

wet”; or because they lack a well-fitting or sufficiently “stylish” bathing suit. Given these 

interactions of class, race, and gender, Skylight campers may be particularly vulnerable to the 

pressures of the male gaze—heightening the importance of providing a space where they are 

liberated (if only geographically and temporarily) from this objectification.  

At camp, the energy girls generally invest in conforming to the male gaze (tending to 

their clothes and makeup, or avoiding potentially humiliating activities) can be redirected 

towards nurturing friendships and developing talents. As Jia puts it, “you can do whatever you 

want cause you’re not embarrassed in front of them [boys].” She herself exemplified this, putting 

forth immense effort into her daily swimming lessons. The one instance I saw Jia distracted from 

her new friends and activities was at the dock, when a few boys happened to be there, and 

immediately captured the full attention of several girls. This scene actually catalyzed an intense 

inter-camper conflict which lasted for several days. I never really figured out the nature of this 

conflict, but it does support the notion that having boys at camp may present a distraction from 

building friendships. As Saman cautioned gravely:  
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I think here, it’s more confident ‘cause like…if guys came to this camp it would be 
different cause like if a girl likes a guy and they tell their friends, and maybe that friend 
likes the guy too, the girl can just like start rumours that you like him and then like… it 
can just come crashing down.  

 
Skylight’s single-gender environment may be particularly important for our girls for another 

reason: many have a history of sexual abuse or what is sometimes labeled “inappropriate 

behaviour” with boys or men. One twelve-year-old disclosed that her current boyfriend 

sometimes hit her—but that she didn’t want to leave him because he was “going through Hell 

right now.” Another revealed that she had had 15 boyfriends; a third girl’s foster mother warned 

us of her daughter’s history of “coming on to older men” and her inability to develop friendships 

with girls as a result.  

 Skylight gives girls an opportunity to be children—to “be them”—and explore their 

identities outside (a) these relationships with men and (b) the negative labels sometimes applied 

to them as a result. The third girl mentioned above, for example, was aware of the reason she 

was sent to Skylight—that she had trouble making friends with girls. But she developed many 

close friendships at camp, presenting a challenge to this label.  

 In terms of building social capital, a single-gender environment also opens up certain 

information channels, particularly surrounding health and the body. One illustrative incident 

occurred during book club, as we were reading Judy Blume’s Are You There God? It’s Me, 

Margaret. The protagonist was shopping for her first bra when the girls began bombarding me 

with questions: what’s a “training bra”? When will I need a bra? Do you have to wear one if you 

don’t want to? This catalyzed a discussion around the relative benefits of various bra types, and 

how wearing a bra was indeed a personal choice rather than a requirement. In their interviews the 

girls emphasized how an all-girls program made these conversations possible by minimizing 

awkwardness. Eve noted:  
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It’s not awkward really. Like if you have, let’s say, a leak, like you’re on your period and 
you leak, like if a girl were to see it they wouldn’t all just like, “Ewww it’s a period 
stain!” like, “it’s a blood stain oh my god!” Like every girl at this camp is pretty much 
aware what a period is. And they’d probably tell one of the counsellors, cause they’re too 
like embarrassed to tell you. And the counsellors would tell you and you’d be “oh ok.” 
and you’d just change…it’s cool, and I like it. Cause we’re all like, the same. 

 
One noteworthy observation is that while campers usually focused on how “we’re all the 

same,” counsellors emphasized that a single-gender environment allowed campers to broaden 

their notion of what it means to be a girl or young woman. Skylight provides an environment 

where girls are freed from notions of femininity imposed by the (white heterosexual) male gaze; 

in a sense “girl” is no longer a “master status”: because everyone is a girl, campers can carve out 

their own identities based on their personalities, actions and accomplishments. Tania articulates 

this beautifully:  

I do think the idea of having all girls is really great. Especially when you get 30 girls 
together, there’s no such thing as a “stereotypical girl.” Right? Like we have girls that 
love to paint their nails and love to get their hair done, but we have girls who hated that 
stuff and wanted to be running and playing and swimming all day, and didn’t care about 
getting dressed up, and we had girls who wanted to play like, we played board games 
and card games in our cabins, and then you had girls who wanted to read—like there 
was just no stereotypical “girl situation,” because we had so many of them. 

 
3. Shared experiences of adversity  
Finally, social-capital building was made easier by the fact that most Skylight campers have 

experienced some form of adversity. The importance of this was made clear in interactions like 

this: 

I: Did you feel like camp in general was like a safe space to open up?  
Rose: Yes.  
Sarah: Yes. Like people there wouldn’t judge. Everyone has their own situations…but 
at school, not everybody… some people are just, their family, and everything’s all 
normal.  

 
Willa also contrasted camp with school, explaining 

I think it’s nice to find others that are having the same situation as you. Because when 
you’re at home it’s like… they say something bizarre like “Oh my god, you’re in foster 
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care?” and everyone’s like, “what happened, what happened”…. it’s hard to explain 
something like that to someone that wouldn’t understand, cause they didn’t experience 
it. 

 
 This was a common theme: in other places like school, campers were often subject to annoying 

or uncomfortable questions about their homes lives, from people whom they felt did not really 

care, or who could never really “understand.”  

 At camp, however, every counsellor told me they had (over)heard campers bonding over 

being in foster care, or having a social worker. Eve described this in detail:  

I think it’s amazing cause then us kids don’t feel alone. Like we can come here and say, 
“Oh you know I live with my foster parents” and another random kid will pipe in and say 
“Oh you’re in foster care? I am too!” and then it’s just like “Oh wow what happened?” 
and then they share their stories of how they got there… the fact that everyone comes 
from different places, and… we all ended, or most of us ended up in foster care, that like 
brings us one step closer. 

 
Shared experiences of adversity make it easier to enforce norms around kindness. For example, 

certain symptoms of trauma are (relatively more) common at camp, and staff are trained to 

normalize these further. Sasha explains:  

Even the whole, them wetting the bed. We try to completely normalize stuff like that. 
Where it’s like “oh you wet the bed? Yeah, sometimes I wet the bed cause like I’m 
terrified too.” And they’re like really? And it’s like “Yeah, who cares.” 

 
One year, a younger camper was teased by her cabin mates for needing to wear diapers at night. 

In response, Marcie began promoting a hot new trend: “Special Panties.” The girls were so 

excited they all wanted to wear them, and Marcie and Estelle had to purchase more from in town. 

Staff also reinforce norms around family equality and diversity, using “whoever’s at home” as 

opposed to “Mom and Dad.”  

 

Summer Camp for Social Change: Implications for Program Implementation  
My study points to some unique characteristics of summer camp which make it a 

powerful tool youth empowerment, and leads to some suggestions on how programs can best 
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capitalize on this potential. First, Skylight illustrates the value of programs serving exclusively 

“disadvantaged” youth—or at least those who have faced some sort of adversity. Recently, such 

programs have faced criticism for creating an “us vs. them” mentality, which can justify 

increased surveillance of populations deemed “at-risk” (e.g. Hartmann and Kwauk 2011; Kelly 

2011; Spaaij 2009). This has led some scholars to examine and promote the benefits of “mixed” 

programs catering to both disadvantaged and middle-class youth (e.g. de Haan, Elbers, Hoofs 

and Leseman 2013).  

As a non-mixed program, how does Skylight fare in terms of these critiques? One 

response is that it actually is somewhat mixed. All campers come from adversity, but not the 

same kind: some have intellectual or learning disabilities, others a history of abuse, and still 

others are recent immigrants living in poverty. The camper population is also diverse in terms of 

race, ethnicity, geographic origins, language, culture, and ability. Finally, campers’ repeated 

refrain that “we’re all so different” suggests they perceive themselves as a diverse group, not one 

that is homogenized as “disadvantaged” or “receiving charity.”  

In terms of staff—although black women remain underrepresented—seven of twelve 

were women of colour. This may be significant, given the extensive literature linking interracial 

interaction to positive social dynamics (including a healthy, supportive campus climate and 

improved intercultural competency) and individual outcomes (stronger self-efficacy and 

academic performance) (Bowman and Park 2014; Hurtado et al. 2008; Denson and Chang 2009).  

 As well as moderate racial diversity, almost half of Skylight staff came from less-

privileged SES backgrounds. Perhaps as a result of this diversity (as well as high levels of 

education in the social sciences and helping professions), most staff seem acutely aware of the 

potential for an “us versus them” mentality. Staff bring a sociological imagination, and when 
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“challenging” behaviour is mentioned, campers are never blamed or labeled as “bad.” In their 

interviews, many focused not only on camper growth, but also their own.  

This mentality begins at the top of the Skylight “hierarchy”;23 when asked about the 

vision for Skylight, Estelle explained:  

A lot of charities run on the idea that, they provide charity to children because they’re 
less fortunate and they need it, and whatever. And that they are the provider of the 
charitable thing and therefore they should feel good about themselves and then the kids 
get the benefit of it, right? So through my university days I realized that—or at least I 
thought—that in effecting change in people, and in effecting change in our society and 
the world around us, that that is not the most effective way of providing support. And that 
people have their own resources and their own abilities, and they just need the structure in 
order to be able to use those. So the idea of solidarity versus charity, right? 

 
Even though staff feel they are doing meaningful work, senior staff emphasize (during training 

and throughout the week) that we are not to think of camp as a charitable gift to the girls. 

Instead, counsellors are reminded that all children have their own resources, skills, talents, and 

interests. The purpose of camp, rather than to give girls a “break” from their home lives, is to 

create a safe space for campers to develop their skills and interests, while building supportive 

friendships.  

My interviews revealed the influence of this approach on counsellors’ perceptions of 

campers. I heard extensive (and sincere) praise for the girls: for their intelligence, strength, and 

kindness. Lifeguard Charlotte admired Nariko’s conflict resolution skills, saying “I mean she’s 

the best kid in the world…I want her to be my mom. Really though.” Toward the end of her 

phone interview, Paige admired how her campers “recognized how each of them had something 

different to bring to the table, but they all got along, and they would often talk about ‘Oh you’re 

the funny one,’ ‘Oh you’re the one that’s really social.’” At this point I heard Paige tear up as she 

																																																								
23 My use of “hierarchy” here is mostly ironic. Counsellors expressed great respect for Estelle, 
but the approach to staff—much like campers—is very collaborative, with considerable 
emotional support and democratic dialogue.  
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reminisced nostalgically “They were so good!” When Mackenzie declared how intelligent and 

mature the campers were, I asked if there was a specific instance which stood out to her. She told 

me:  

Mackenzie: Arezu really made me realize that the girls that are at the camp, they’re pretty 
mature too… like one day she asked me “Why are women limited?” And I was like “What 
do you mean” and she goes “Well on the news… a man said a woman can’t do this or that 
because she’s a woman.” She’s like, “What does that mean?” I was like, [incredulous 
gawking]!”  
Sasha: Feminism 101!  

 
As Mackenzie alludes to, this solidarity-not-charity approach also has implications for 

staff/camper interactions. First, campers are subject to a near-incessant stream of praise and 

positive reinforcement; rarely does an act of kindness, empathy, or persistence go un-

complimented. Caitlin’s progression toward a more collaborative leadership style was 

encouraged by frequent comments from her counsellor Tania. Luna recounted praising her 

camper Tamicka:   

It came out through one of our conversations… that she’s really had no constancy in her 
life. Like she moves around quite a bit, she’s started new schools like so many times. 
Like she’s returning to a school in September which is like huge…but I told her I was 
like, “I never would have guessed that you’ve moved around so much, and it’s because 
you just fit in so well, like you connected with everyone here.”  
 
Second, the solidarity approach leads staff to encourage personal growth and skill 

development in campers, particularly where they observe untapped potential.24 For example, 

Lanfen (16) has an intellectual disability, placing her cognitive age closer to eleven. Mid-week, 

she developed a habit of crying frequently in the middle of activities, and asking counsellors to 

perform basic tasks (e.g. applying sunscreen) for her. After a few days Estelle spoke to us about 

treating Lanfen “like a baby”—and indeed, once we stopped there was much less crying, and she 

																																																								
24 Charitable approaches, by contrast, tend to foster pity for campers and a sort of savior 
mentality among staff. This approach may lead counsellors to unquestionably acquiesce to 
camper requests such as Lanfen’s.  
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was fully capable of preparing herself for the day’s activities. Overall she seemed to enjoy 

herself more, and other campers were pleased to have this portion of the counsellors’ attention 

freed up again.  

 This approach to camper behaviour is—in my experience—somewhat unique and merits 

further attention. In some ways, Skylight staff employ elements of concerted cultivation and the 

accomplishment of natural growth, resulting in a sort of “hybrid” approach. A key aspect of 

concerted cultivation is that “middle-class children are allowed to participate in a variety of 

coveted activities” (Lareau 2011:241). At Skylight, campers’ schedules are packed with 

opportunities for activities; programing is offered from 8:00 a.m. until 9:00 p.m. each day (see 

Appendix E). This is part of a targeted effort to develop campers’ strengths and interests—

perhaps the defining characteristic of concerted cultivation. Estelle describes her approach:  

You focus on like what they’re good at…so fine, they’re not good at fine motor skills. 
Ok. Let’s not focus on that right now, let’s focus on something that you are good at, let’s 
develop it a little bit further so you can be even better at it.  

 
Additionally, Lareau notes that “middle-class children were given enormous amounts of 

individualized attention, with their parents’ organizing their time around their children’s leisure 

activities” (Lareau 2011:241). An extremely high staff to camper ratio at Skylight (around 1:3) 

enables this individualized attention. “Attuned to camper needs” and “individualized approach” 

were two of the most common codes in my staff interviews, and this is not lost on campers. As 

Keesha’s mother told me, 

[Keesha] said the counsellors are so easy to talk to, and they really listen. She felt like 
when they were talking, they were really being heard. And you know, they were also 
inspired by some of the stories the counsellors had shared with them, about their 
experiences and... I think it made them feel like they’re not the only ones who go through 
difficult times in peer relationships or in life, so I thought that was really really positive. 
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As this quotation suggests, this individualized attention often takes the form of “reasoning with 

children and teaching them to solve problems through negotiation rather than with physical 

force” (Lareau 2003)—another middle-class parenting practice. Mackenzie, a first-year staff with 

extensive experience at other camps, observed “I guess our approach to behaviour is a bit more 

sustainable than what you’d regularly see. So like more cooperative, talking, that’s more 

sustainable than just telling a kid ‘you can’t do this’.” 

This cooperative approach has implications for child-adult relationships. Among 

working-class parents who practiced the accomplishment of natural growth, there were generally 

“clear boundaries between adults and children” (Lareau 2003). This may explain why many girls 

refer to their counsellors as “teacher” or “Miss” at the beginning of camp; they see unfamiliar 

adults, and make a cognitive leap to the most prominent authority figures in their lives. However, 

through practices like negotiating with campers as equals, camp breaks down this boundary. By 

the week’s end, all the campers had shifted to using our first names, and even nicknames (e.g. 

Olaf for Hermione; Smurfette for Tania). Camp counsellors may offer a particularly unique 

opportunity for breaking down these barriers: because counsellors are relatively young, 

participate in fun activities, and have relatively few rules to enforce, they may be perceived as 

“quasi-adults” who are less intimidating, and easier to bond with. Nili explained:  

Isabel: What’s it like um, having a counsellor at camp?  
Nili: It’s fun having a counsellor at camp cause like you trust them, and you can tell them 
anything. And yeah.  
I: So like, is having a counsellor like having – 
N: A mom.  
I: A mom?  
N: Yeah. Like I could trust Smurfette [Tania] and Smurfette could trust us.  
I: Aw that’s nice.  
N: Like she even trusted us with the secret that she’s getting married! 
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This quasi-adult role is evident in Nili’s description of counsellors as both fun—they exchange 

secrets like friends—and like a mother figure, whom she can rely on.  

Older campers also described close relationships with counsellors, though they leaned 

more toward the “friend” rather than parental role. For example, lifeguard Charlotte described a 

conversation she had with Shania (14) on the bus home:  

On the bus ride home, I spent the first 45 talking to Shania. And one of the things she said 
was she said how she didn’t like any other camp she went to, only Skylight.25 And then I 
was like “Well what makes Skylight different? Why Skylight?” And she was like, 
“Because the counsellors treat you like you’re friends, you don’t feel like they’re just 
there to make money, you feel like they really want to be there.”  

 
Despite more egalitarian relations between campers and counsellors, concerted 

cultivation is not practiced in a “pure” form at Skylight—or at least campers do not perceive it as 

such. Instead, most describe extensive freedom and flexibility—freedom to “accomplish their 

natural growth.” Tamicka explained, “Like the art, here you get to really express yourself, and 

like what you actually are. Where at home you have to follow certain rules.”  

Arezu also compared camp to home, describing swimming at Skylight: “we… have 

lessons. And instead of races we do… like some people search for clay, and some people look 

for rocks, and some people just splash around.” Charlotte the lifeguard actually gave a 

remarkably similar description: “With swimming lessons if they didn’t want to do the swimming 

lesson it wasn’t a hard like ‘Put your bathing suit on get in the water’ it was like ‘Okay like, go 

over there and play with the frogs! Or with the clay! Or with Isabel!’” While the girls do have 

swimming lessons at camp, these are only for 30 minutes each day; the remaining time at the 

waterfront is “H2O Break”—when the girls are allowed to do as they please. One thing that 

always surprises me during H2O Break is that many girls ask for more lessons—for “training” as 

																																																								
25	Indeed, one source confirmed that Shania has refused to participate in summer programs in the 
past.	
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Naomi called it; the girls take charge of their own cultivation. However, campers come and go 

from these impromptu lessons, joining in spontaneous games of “What time is it Mrs. Shark,” or 

stopping to inspect fossils.  

Sometimes campers are afforded even greater flexibility to deviate from the official 

schedule. Last year, Nili often had difficulty focusing and became cranky during book club. Her 

counselor asked how they could go about addressing this, and Nili’s solution—taking a nap 

instead—worked brilliantly. This year she was an active participant—but no forcing was 

required; Nili engaged in concerted cultivation, but on her own terms, after accomplishing the 

required “natural growth.”  

Beyond flexibility, other practices at camp also challenge concerted cultivation’s 

emphasis on middle-class values. Counsellors (both explicitly and tacitly) encourage a host of 

behaviours which would garner disapproval from parents and/or authority figures in schools. For 

example, lack of hygiene is glorified, as is playing with food during meals—any time pudding or 

Jell-O is served, no-hands eating races are encouraged. Campers and counsellors frequently play 

and dance to rap and hip-hop music which would be prohibited at other camps. Last summer, for 

example, we performed a camp-wide flash mob to V.I.C.’s “Wobble Baby.” Releasing 

aggression physically is sometimes encouraged—as long as it is not directed toward other 

people. For example, when campers are feeling angry we sometimes recruit them for a "heavy 

lifting job," usually invented solely for this purpose.   

My suspicion regarding the uniqueness of Skylight’s approach was supported by my 

fellow staff members. Generally at other camps (especially with a lower staff to camper ratio) 

children are compelled to join the group, and if they continually refuse some sort of disciplinary 

action is taken. Charlotte told me:  
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I think the whole, “non,” like, “disciplining without disciplining” approach, was really 
interesting. You know like I’ve worked at Can-Swim where you’re mostly with like 
really wealthy-background kids. So when they go out of line, you know, you have the 
line really strict.  

 
Many Skylight campers exhibit behaviour that would commonly be labeled  “oppositional,” and 

in some cases is diagnosed as such. Sasha described how this approach can be particularly 

problematic for such children: 

 
Before Skylight I worked at a city camp, and we had one kid and he was… I dunno, I 
guess ADD?... All you’d hear was his name. Constantly. Like “Blank, blank. Blank, stop. 
Blank, sit down.” And it’s embarrassing for him! To get like constantly called out. 
Whereas at Skylight I feel like because we have a small group and a lot of staff we can 
kinda like take that child aside, and give them the attention they need, or redirect them to 
something. Whereas other camps it’s kinda like “This is what we’re doing, if you’re not 
joining, you’re on a time out.” Or “You need to like adjust to our program, we’re not 
adjusting our program to you.” 

 
Tania provided me with a great example of “adjusting our program,” rather than disciplining, as 

a strategy for responding to oppositional behaviour. One night her cabin decided to “sneak out” 

at 2:00 a.m. to hang around the campground. When Tania found out the next day, she stifled a 

laugh and commended them for being inclusive (they invited everyone in the cabin, including 

one girl who tended to be more socially isolated). To my knowledge there were no further 

incidents of this nature—“sneaking out” seemed to have lost its appeal.  

Skylight’s incorporation of greater freedom and flexibility into concerted cultivation may 

be necessary to avoid the “sense of distance, distrust, and constraint” commonly experienced by 

working-class children in institutional settings which contrast starkly with their home 

environments and lifeworlds. In a sense Skylight “meets them halfway,” adopting what could be 

described as “individualized, flexible cultivation of strengths-based growth.” 

 At this point my respect and admiration for the Skylight model is probably quite clear. 

However, as with any summer camp, there is room for improvement and—as participants will 
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admit—the program is far from perfect. Campers complained extensively about the washroom 

facilities. Staff complained that campers’ extensive freedom sometimes made it difficult and 

stressful keeping track of children in their activity group. Senior staff complained about the 

elevated per-camper cost of operating with such a high staff to camper ratio. However, each of 

these quirks played a key role in capital-building for campers; they represent integral parts of the 

Skylight experience.  

 There was one program change—or extension, rather—which almost everyone agreed 

would be beneficial: a year-round program keeping campers and counsellors in contact. Skylight 

actually runs a mentoring program of this nature, but it only serves youth over 14, excluding 

most campers. Although campers did not generally suggest this, a common response to how they 

would improve camp was to “make it longer!” Despite long commutes, both parents I spoke to 

agreed their daughters would love to be part of this program. Staff were perhaps even more 

enthusiastic; Hermione gushed that:  

I honestly really think that should be implemented. Because some of these girls, they 
sobbed, because they cant come back to Skylight for a whole year, that they’re gonna be 
leaving Skylight, they’re gonna be gone—like some of them sobbed. Yeah! So I really 
think if there was some year-long program where like, it doesn’t even have to be very 
often, but maybe once a month or something, all these girls, like whoever can, they come 
in, they check in… 

   
 

Theoretical Implications 
Since Putnam distinguished between bonding, bridging and linking social capital, much 

effort has been invested into operationalizing and comparing the sources and effects of each (e.g. 

Geys and Murdoch 2010; Coffe and Geys 2007; Kim, Subramanian, and Kawachi 2006). This 

research has projected a dominant idea of the “function” of each: bonding capital provides 

emotional support and bolsters in-group solidarity; bridging capital, however, is critical for 



	

	 82 

disadvantaged individuals because it connects them with educational and employment 

opportunities.   

However, this overlooks Putnam’s assertion that bonding and bridging capital should not 

be thought of as rigid, absolute categories, but rather as dimensions which can be used to analyze 

and compare social connections and networks. My observations support Putnam’s original 

conceptualization, at least for some social contexts. At camp, the bonds formed between campers 

and staff would generally be considered “bridging capital.” However, a critical resource 

leveraged is emotional support and feelings of closeness; in fact, more typical “bridging capital” 

resources (such as cultural knowledge) are only made possible because campers develop feelings 

of closeness. Thus although a clear distinction between bridging and bonding may be useful for 

certain disciplines (e.g. economics), for other settings (such as camp) the distinction may be 

necessarily blurry. Another unanticipated outcome of bridging capital was benefits for 

counsellors, suggesting that future research on bridging capital should explore benefits for the 

more privileged group being “bridged” as well. 

In terms of habitus, my study supports the idea of the habitus as malleable, even until 

middle childhood. It should be noted that this malleability may be impacted by the Skylight girls’ 

particular histories. Many shift foster homes and schools regularly, which may have led to erratic 

and inconsistent socialization. However, an exploration of how this affected the habitus’s 

adaptive capacities is beyond the scope of this paper.  

Optimistically, my study also suggests that even a short-term change in milieu can 

produce sustainable shifts in the habitus, which operate in a sort of virtuous circle. Thus the 

habitus represents a useful concept for researchers interested in studying the life trajectories of 

disadvantaged youth.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Directions for Future Research 
 

I began this project just over a year ago, with the primary aim of investigating how 

Skylight might empower girls beyond the camp context itself. After selecting a Bourdieusian 

theoretical framework, I set out to answer three questions in particular:  

(1) How do campers perceive their experiences at Skylight? 
(2) Can Skylight help campers accumulate capital, or prompt shifts in their habitus? If so, how 
does this process unfold?  
(3) What implications do these findings have in terms of girls’ life trajectories, and the camp’s 
broader mission to forge a more equitable society? 
 

My data suggest that camper perceptions of their Skylight experience are extremely positive, 

particularly in contrast with their experiences at home during the summer. Girls described home 

as “boring,” and many discussed negative labels (e.g. “lazy,” “lacking social skills”) which they 

had internalized. At camp, on the other hand, they were constantly engaged with “fun” activities 

and supported by caring adults.  

Both these features also relate to my second research question, pertaining to capital-

building. Overall I found a cyclical process where social capital (connections with staff) enabled 

further social capital (with other campers) as well as cultural capital (building skills such as 

canoeing, and verbal conflict resolution). Cultural capital, in turn enabled stronger social 

connections through bonding during activities, and improving perceived (and observed) social 

skills. A novel finding was the intensity of capital-building among staff: many described close 

bonds and intense emotional support.  

Evidence suggests this cycle of capital-building contributed to a habitus shift, at least in 

some campers. In many cases this shift involved reflecting on, challenging, and even overcoming 

the negative labels mentioned above. Among staff, the habitus shift also involved self-reflection: 

on their priorities, values, and goals for the future.  



	

	 84 

My study has a handful of implications for theory and practice. In terms of theory, it 

suggests the distinction between bonding and bridging capital may be blurrier than implied in 

much existing research on the subject. This also applies to leveraging resources from these types 

of capital; for example, I found that bridging capital offered emotional support, and that both 

campers and counsellors (the “higher-status” group) derived benefits from this bridging capital.  

In terms of implications for programs, I found three features of Skylight which 

encouraged capital-building: cohabitation, a single-gender environment, and shared experiences 

of adversity. This last point, in particular, should encourage speculation toward, and further 

examination of, the recent trend promoting “mixed” programs for disadvantaged youth. I also 

discovered that building cultural capital does not require a strict “concerted cultivation” 

approach; in fact, incorporating the “accomplishment of natural growth” approach was integral 

to campers’ social and personal growth.  

 However, these results should be interpreted cautiously in light of my study’s numerous 

limitations, which arose from practical, temporal and financial constraints. Because I interviewed 

campers only at the end of the week, the project was primarily a one-shot case study. This was 

mitigated to some extent by participant observation through the week, but overall limits the 

reliability and generalizability of my findings.  

My affiliation with and emotional attachment to Skylight acted as both a strength and 

limitation. Although it gave me easy access to the field, I felt somewhat uncomfortable 

discussing negative experiences with the program—these may be more easily highlighted and 

discussed by an “outsider.”  

The aforementioned limitations—when considered alongside my results—are useful, 

however, insofar as they point to promising directions for future research. The addition of 
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quantitative data would help overcome the issues arising from my personal connection with 

Skylight. Moreover, quantitative data could improve methodological rigour (and likely increase 

appeal for potential program sponsors). For example, a survey could be developed based on the 

main themes which emerged from interviews, employing Likert scales to measure concepts such 

as perceived social skills and self-efficacy.  

A follow-up study could also be longitudinal, conducting interviews at various points to 

observe changes over time. Long-term benefits could be assessed through collecting data on 

campers as they progress through adolescence; statistics on high school completion, enrolment in 

post-secondary education, life satisfaction, relationship quality, etc. could be collected and 

compared with a control group of youth who did not attend Skylight. A comparative study (to 

youth attending a different summer program) could shed further light on Skylight’s unique 

features and their outcomes.  

Despite these limitations, the results of my study leave room for optimism. Skylight is far 

from perfect, but it appears both campers and staff found the experience not only enjoyable, but 

also growth-filled and empowering. Camp cannot, of course, address the structural barriers 

facing marginalized girls. However, my research suggests that with certain intentional features, 

just eight days of summer camp can have profound, long-term benefits for children in foster care.  
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Appendices  
Appendix A: Conceptual Model of Bourdieu’s Theory of Social Action 
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Appendix B: Camper Interview Guide 
 
Preliminaries  

1. How’s it going today?  
a. For older campers: ask a few more warm-up questions to solidify rapport and 

increase their comfort level (ex. follow up on one of their hobbies I know about). 
2. So, I just want to ask you a few questions about your time at camp. This will help me for 

my study, and help us see how we can make camp even better. Your name won’t be in 
the final paper, so people who read it won’t know. Would you like to be in the study? 
You don’t have to. If you do want to do the interview, here is a form I’ll need you to sign. 
[Go through form (Camper Assent Form for Interview) to ensure understanding, ask 
whether they would like to proceed.] 

 
3. [If consent gained:] I’m also going to record what we say today so I can remember it 

better later. I’ll delete the recording after I’ve typed it up on my computer. Is that okay 
with you? 

4. [If consent not gained, thank the camper anyway and drop back off with her counsellor.] 
5. [If consent gained, proceed to Interview Body.] 

 
Interview Body  

6. Was this your first year at Skylight?  
a. If no: how many years have you come to camp?  

7. Have you enjoyed your time at camp so far?  
a. What have you [not] enjoyed about it?  

8. What is your favourite part about camp?  
a. And why is that your favourite? 

9. What is your least favourite part about camp?  
a. And how come?   

10. Can you tell me about a normal day at camp?   
11. What’s it like making friends at camp?  

a. Is it easier or harder than home?  
b. What makes it easier or harder?  

12. Do people trust each other at camp?  
a. Can you give me an example of when you trusted someone?  
b. When someone trusted you?  
c. Why do you think people [don’t] trust each other at camp?  

13. How much do people help each other out at camp?  
a. Can you tell me about a time you helped someone at camp?  
b. What about a time someone helped you?   

14. Do people share a lot here?  
a. What types of things do they share?  
b. Can you tell me about a time you saw people sharing?  
c. Or a time you shared?  
d. How did that feel?  

15. Have you tried anything new at camp?  
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a. Can you tell me about that? How did it feel when you [ex. canoed] for the first 
time?  

16. Do you think you’ve learned new things at camp?   
a. Can you tell me something you’ve learned from your counsellor?  
b. From another camper? 
c. Do you think you’ve learned more about issues in the world this week?   

 
17. How do you feel about Skylight being all girls?  
18. Many girls here have social workers, or live in foster care. What’s that like?  
19. What’s it like having a counsellor at camp?  
20. Do you think the things you’ve learned or done at camp will help you in the future?  

a. Has camp changed your goals for the future?  
21. Are there ways you are different now because of what you learned or did at camp? 26 
22. Can you tell me a memory you have from this week at camp?  
23. If your friend from home was thinking of coming to Skylight, what would you tell her?  

 
Interview wrap-up 

24. Is there anything else you want to tell me about your time at camp?  
 
Thanks again for talking with me, I really enjoyed hearing about your time at camp! If you want 
to get in touch with me to talk about the study later, or you decide you don’t want to be in the 
study, here is a card with an email and a phone number.  
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Appendix C: Staff Interview Guide 
Staff-Focused Questions 

1. Can you tell me about how you got involved with Skylight? 
2. Have you worked with other camps or programs with disadvantaged youth?  

a. Does Skylight differ at all? If so, how?  
b. Example: in approach to campers? Approach to staff?  

3. What is the staff dynamic like at Skylight?  
4. Do you feel you learned new skills or developed existing ones at camp?  

a. Useful in other situations beyond camp?  
b. Do you feel you’ve grown as a person?  

5. What is the most rewarding part of working at camp?  
 
Camper-Focused Questions  

6. Based on your week, can camp help girls develop new or existing skills?  
a. If so, which skills did you see being developed and in what contexts?  
b. Did you see examples of:  

i. personal growth?  
ii. social growth?  

iii. other changes in behavior?  
7. How would you characterize the dynamic between campers?  

a. bullying?  
b. cliquey? 
c. supportive?   
d. tight-knit? 

8. How important is it that Skylight is all-girls?  
a. What are the effects of this?  

9. How important is it that all campers come from some sort of disadvantage?  
10. We only have the girls for one week; do you think camp can change their lives in the 

long-term?  
11. If you were in charge, what changes would you make to Skylight camp?   
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Appendix D: Parent/Guardian Interview Guide 

1. What made you decide to send [child’s name] to Skylight?  
2. How does [child’s name] describe her time at camp? What are her favourite parts? 
3. How does Skylight 
4.  compare to other programs or camps [child’s name] has been in? 

a. Example: in terms of activities, how friendly the staff/campers are 
5. Do you feel [child’s name] learned new skills at camp? 

a. If so, which skills? 
b. Have these skills helped [child’s name] (for example, at school) or could help 

Brittany in the future? 
6. Have you seen any change in [child’s name] since she attended camp? 

a. Example: in self-confidence, how outgoing she is 
b. Do you think camp could have an impact on [child’s name] in the long term? 

i. Example: in educational or career goals, making lasting friendships  
7. How satisfied are you with the staff at Skylight? Does [child’s name] speak positively of 

them? 
8. How do you feel about Skylight being an all-girls camp? 
9. What is one thing we could do to make Skylight better?  
10. How do you feel about a year-round program keeping girls in contact with their 

counsellors/other campers?  
a. What would this program look like?  
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Appendix E: A Typical Day at Camp  
Time Activity Notes 

8:00am Flagpole  

8:30am  Breakfast  

9:10am Cabin Cleanup Chance to gain “Wilton Points" (!) 

9:40am  Morning Programming  Yoga, military workout 

10am-12pm Morning Activity Sessions Swim, canoe, dance, engineering 

12:30pm Lunch   

1:15pm Book Club  

2:15pm Freezies  

2:30pm-
5:30pm 

Afternoon Activity 
Sessions 

Swim, social justice, environment 

7:00pm Flagpole  

7:15pm Evening Programming  

8:30pm Cabin Time Letter to future self, spa night, baking, 
beach walk, reading  
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Appendix F: Altheide’s (1996) guiding categories for taking ethnographic field notes 
 

• The contexts, history, physical setting, and environment  
• Number of participants, key individuals  
• Activities  
• Schedules, temporal order  
• Division of labor, hierarchies 
• Routines and variations 
• Significant events, origins and consequences  
• Members' perspectives and meanings  
• Social rules and basic patterns of order 

 


