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Three hundred middle and high school
students graduated from nursing,
pharmacy, radiation therapy, physical
therapy, occupational therapy and
medical school this August-– in a sense.
These students participated in the nursing
and health career camps offered by 10
hospitals and health systems around the
state. The camps are a long-term
recruiting strategy to encourage students
to choose health careers and reverse
negative or inaccurate perceptions. All
but one of the programs was partially
funded by grants from the Virginia
Hospital & Healthcare Association. The
programs varied in length, age and
number of students participating, sites
and range of activities. The following is a
summary of the lessons learned from site
visits and communications with the camp
directors.

Camps for middle
school students are
better attended than
camps for high school

students.

Camps that focused on juniors and
seniors in high school experienced drop
outs, “no shows” or did not fill their
slots for students. Follow-up with the
teens and their school guidance
counselors found that the demands on
older teens’ time are many. Summer jobs,
required summer school or school-related
camps, such as band or sports camps,
limited their availability. Talking with
those who did attend showed that they
usually had specific interests in a

particular health career, and the
experience did not significantly change
that decision. The health career camp
reinforced the decision rather than
helping them make a career choice. This
experience is consistent with educational
research that shows middle school years
to be the critical point at which youth
choose careers. Introducing information
about health careers early, before
attending high school, provides an
opportunity for students to choose the
course work they will need for
enrollment in a nursing or other health
career after high school.

Don’t underestimate
the skill levels and
knowledge students
bring to camp.

Staff who have not worked with middle
or high school students are likely to
underestimate the knowledge base,
appetite for activity and rapidity with
which campers can move from one
activity to another, particularly the
middle schoolers. Today’s teens have been
characterized as a generation with limited
attention spans. In actuality, these young
people as a result of their play with
complex interactive computer games have
developed new competencies that
Boomers did not have at the same age.
They can rapidly process information,
form new connections between separate
spheres of knowledge and filter complex
input to discern what demands immediate
attention. Lectures are boring to them
because they are one dimensional
(listening only) and socially isolating (no
talking or moving). Most campers will

have a working knowledge of disease
prevention, anatomy and physiology and
organ systems; however, not all their
information may be accurate.

What the students will lack is a medical
vocabulary and understanding of the
context in which terms are used. If a
medical term is used, explain it,
demonstrate it or show a picture of it.
For example, when nurses talk about
needles, they describe them by their
gauge, which determines how needles are
used. Students don’t understand the link
until they can compare a 25 mm gauge
needle with an 18 mm gauge needle. They
understand the “specialness” of
premature infants when they can
compare sizes of equipment for
premature infants with that used for
children and adults or sizes of diapers for
full term infants, amounts they drink, or
pictures of differences in appearance
prior to touring the neonatal units.
Differences in birth weight can be easily
demonstrated by hand weights.

For each minute of
talking/lecture provide
two minutes of
activity.

Campers want “hands on” activities.
They want to know how something
works and then try doing it. Limit the
tours and movies. Let them handle and
operate equipment and practice new
skills. Favorite activities include learning
how to give injections using an orange,
casting stuffed animal limbs, splinting
each others’ limbs, listening to recordings
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of heart sounds then trying to
diagnose irregularities on
subsequent recordings, taking
rhythm strips on each other, doing
“surgery” on Jello brains, weighing
“patients” on various types of scales,
learning to feed premature infants with
one student playing the infant, setting up
intravenous pumps, learning how to
draw blood and start intravenous
solutions, mixing intravenous solutions in
a laminar flow hood and so forth.
Having students act out clinical scenarios
also is popular. This is camp! It needs to
be fun and interactive. The campers need
to be somewhere where they can make
noise and show their exuberance.

Partner with a local
school system and/or
vocational/technical
center, community

college or university
that offers health career
education to gain access to
clinical learning labs and
teaching tools.

One of the logistical issues of holding the
career camp on hospital premises is the

lack of sufficient teaching tools
(mannequins, illustrations, mock-up of
hospital rooms with equipment,
computer simulation programs) or
adequate space for a number of campers
to practice or learn clinical skills
simultaneously. A health care facility may
not be able to provide sufficient
equipment and space for 20 students to
practice skills because of the need for the
technology to be used for immediate
patient care. The school sites allow a
number of students to experiment with or
practice using health care equipment and
tools without disturbing patient care. The
partnerships often provide additional
staff to work with and supervise campers
as well as building or strengthening the
facility’s ties with the community’s
educational programs.

Most public schools have summer
enrichment programs to which a health
careers camp can be added. If the camp
becomes part of the summer offerings,
the school system provides the publicity

and manages camp registration. The
schools also may be able to provide buses
for transferring the students between
different sites.

If ancillary
departments are
participating in the
camp, provide them

with talking points and
ideas for activities to get their
preparations for the campers
started.

Staff must be scripted and prepared.
Information about a profession needs to
be specific and concise. “Off the cuff”
presentations tend to ramble and campers
quickly lose interest. They also lose
interest if given vague descriptions such
as “I like my job because it makes me feel
good.” Pointing out the obvious has the
same effect. For example, “This is our x-
ray machine.” An activity needs to be
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planned for each department visited.

The Marketing department should be
aware of all the activities. The camps
provide many opportunities for local
network news and print media. Staff
photographers are most helpful in taking
and preparing pictures that can be used
as souvenirs for the campers. One
hospital provided each camper with a
compact disc of an animated set of
photographs from each camp activity
with background music at the camp’s
closing. The campers were eager to share
the disc with their parents, friends,
relatives and neighbors.

A longer camp held for
a half day allows for
more activities
without wearing out

the staff or the students’
welcome in a facility.

The length of the camps varied from one
day to six weeks. Most were held
Monday through Friday. All the hospital
staff that participated in summer camps
found them stimulating and fun but
exhausting! The enthusiasm of the middle
school campers is infectious and the
interest of the older students gratifying.
The six-week camp allowed campers to
become certified in first aid and
cardiopulmonary resuscitation.

While there is no perfect time frame for a
hospital-based camp, there are some
options that are more sparing of staff
than others. As camp activities tended to
be in addition to their daily routines,
staff’s juggling of job responsibilities with
camp activities was easier when the
camps were limited to four or five hours
(including lunch) rather than going for
eight hours a day. The shorter time
created less down time for clinical areas,
operating suites or other sites that were
needed for camp experiences. The longer
length of a camp allowed for activities to
be more easily scheduled as well as
rescheduled when patients’ needs
precluded students from seeing something
such as the medical evacuation helicopter
or endoscopy suite. A corollary to this
reality is: ALWAYS have a back up plan!
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9Separate the students
into small groups and
rotate activities.

Separating students into
small groups (five to eight students)
allows for more “hands on” experiences
and less standing around. In smaller
groups, students ask more questions and
are more likely to interact with staff.
Moving from short activity to short
activity keeps the students engaged.
Smaller groups are also less disruptive to
patient areas, be they intensive care units,
the pharmacy or emergency rooms.

With a small group of students, staff can
capitalize on students’ interests as they
are known. For example, one group was
able to take advantage of an intensive
care patient’s interest in talking to them
about his experience. This would not
have been possible with a large group of
students due to the limited size of the
area and the patient’s level of energy.

Invite local schools’
guidance counselors to
attend.

School guidance counselors may be as
uninformed about opportunities in health
care and the options for preparing for
them as their students. The career camps
provide an opportunity for them to learn
as the students learn. As one counselor
reported after attending one of this
summer’s health career camps, “We may
know something about nurses’ and
doctors’ preparation but we know very
little about the others. This camp has
been great for expanding my knowledge
and will help me guide students to all
these opportunities. I will tell other
counselors about this camp. I’ve had as
much fun as my students.”

As guidance counselors are likely to be
12-month employees, they may be
available to attend. Give a personal call
to the counselors inviting them to attend,
with a follow-up letter and more specific
information. A recommendation from
one guidance counselor to another to
attend is the strongest inducement.

Expect the students
regardless of age to
arrive quiet and
without having had

breakfast.

A hallmark of teenage years is that the
youth become nocturnal. Rising early in
the morning is not a favorite activity.
When asked, “What would you be doing
if you were not here?” the students
consistently answered, “Sleeping!” The
older the camper the more likely he or
she is to arrive in a quiet mood and some
will be overtly sullen. The lack of
enthusiasm at 8 a.m. or 8:30 a.m. is not a
reflection of the success of the camp.
They will perk up as they get active.

Expect that the campers will arrive with
little or no breakfast. They appreciate a
continental breakfast or a mid-morning
snack. Seasoned camp staffers advise
novices to be prepared for a teen to faint
at some point during the sessions,
particularly if they have not eaten.

Evaluate your camp.
At some point the
question “Is this
worth the time and

effort?” needs to be
answered.

As the camps are long-term strategies to
recruit students into health careers, they
need to continue, but there is no
immediate “pay off” of more students
applying to schools of nursing, pharmacy,
physical therapy and so forth. The
average cost of a camp is about $15,000.
They are unlikely to continue unless the
benefits can be shown. Each funded camp
was required to evaluate the effect of the
camp experience on career choices and
perceptions of health careers. Most chose
to use a pre-test/post-test evaluation
design. The pre- and post-test used was
adapted from Grossman et al1, 2 , as it had
been successfully used by Inova Health
System in 2001. The analysis of the
responses found that as a result of the
camps, students were more likely to
understand that health careers provide
opportunities to manage many people,
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teach in a college, be in
demand and sought after,
participate in scientific
research and be a financial
success. Of note was that the
pre-tests from the middle
school students indicated that
students thought their parents
or friends would view a
decision of choosing nursing
as a career as either excellent
or good. This did not change
on the post-test.

One camp also evaluated the
impact of the camp activities
weekly by simply asking the
students to fill in the
following statements: 1) The
coolest thing we did this
week was… 2) I was really
surprised by… 3) The lamest
thing we did was…4)
Something I learned about
my own health was… 5) A
disease or injury I have learned about this week
was… The responses to the first three sentences gave
the camp leaders continuous feedback that allowed
them to adjust activities to keep the campers
enthusiastic and involved.

Figure I.
Weekly Evaluation Results
The coolest thing we did this week was….

“Put casts on dolls”

“Work in the lab”

“Be in the news”

“The NICU visit”

“Trauma pictures, nasty but cool”

“Learning how stroke patients put their shirts on”

“Learning CPR” I was really surprised by…

“Joint replacement”

“Us growing germs”

“How tiny babies can be”

“The tools in the OR”

“How many things they can fit in the helicopter”

“Eating in the Rehab with a fake disability”

“The lady we saw in ICU”

“The stuff stroke patients have to drink”

“The amount of information you have to learn to do CPR”

“That now I know how to save people’s lives”
The lamest thing we did was…

“Watching videos”

“You can’t work on real people”

“We need to play with more medical equipment”

There are other benefits to sponsoring the camp that
have been identified through anecdotal evidence and
could be empirically tested in the future. First and
foremost, hosting the students was a morale builder for
the nurses and other health professionals who worked
with them. The interest and energy of the students is
infectious! Their questions and attention reinforce to
staff members that their jobs are worthy, interesting and
important. Each camp provided an opportunity for the
hospital to be featured in local and regional print and
television news in a positive light. Some hospitals also
were able to strengthen their ties to local guidance
counselors who are key influencers of students’
coursework choices and thus, career choices after high
school. Familiarity with the staff and facility in some
areas may influence family choice of a hospital for future
care.

Summary

Health and nursing career camps are long-term recruiting
strategies that can encourage students to choose health
careers and reverse negative or inaccurate perceptions
about health careers. There also are some immediate
benefits to hospitals and health systems that provide
these camps. The camp directors will meet this fall to
share their experiences first hand with others interested
in holding similar camps in the future and to learn from
each other. The sites are interested in repeating and
improving their camps. The students want to come back
next year! ■
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