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Summer Grief Camps 
by Toni Petersen 

 
The Importance of Grief Camps for Children: Helping Young 

Hearts Heal 

Grief is a profound and challenging experience—especially for 

children, who may not yet have the emotional tools or vocabulary to 

process loss.  When a child loses a parent, sibling, or other close loved 

one, the pain can feel overwhelming and may show up as sadness, anger, 

confusion, or withdrawal.  Grief camps are specially designed to offer 

support, guidance, and a sense of belonging to young people navigating 

these difficult emotions. 
 

Unlike adults, who generally understand the permanence of 

death, children often struggle with the concepts of loss and absence.  

Younger children may not be able to express their feelings, and older 

children might feel isolated, believing no one around them understands 

what they’re going through. 
 

A Safe and Supportive Space 

Grief camps provide a welcoming and nonjudgmental 

environment where children can safely express their emotions.  These 

camps are staffed by trained counselors and mental health professionals 

who specialize in childhood grief and trauma.  Through group activities 

and therapeutic programs, children are gently guided through their 

experiences and taught healthy ways to cope. 
 

What makes grief camps especially impactful is the shared sense 

of understanding.  Being surrounded by peers who are also grieving 

helps reduce feelings of loneliness and fosters emotional comfort during 

a deeply vulnerable time. 
 

Continued on page 3   

 

Letter from the 

Executive Director 
 

The summer months give us a break.  

We gear down a bit and spend more 

time outdoors, often with family and 

friends.  Sightseeing vacations or trips 

to the beach, family reunions and 

other celebrations bring us together 

during this more relaxed season.  

Individuals who are experiencing a 

loss might want to consider how they 

are going to manage their time this 

summer.  Do what feels right for you 

but always give yourself the option to 

change your mind.  
 

We slow down at Haven during the 

summer, but we are still up and 

running.  We continue to offer 

individual support and our groups for 

Suicide Loss on Zoom and in-person 

will be available as well.   
 

The focus of this newsletter is 

summer camps for children who are 

in grief.  These camps can be a very 

helpful and safe place for children to 

connect with others who have 

suffered a loss.  Children who attend 

a grief camp have an opportunity to 

gain a community that can support 

them not only during their time at 

camp, but long afterwards.  
 

                     Jill Bellacicco 
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What Worked for Me 
Alisa Masson, Founder of The Widowed Parent 

This past August, my daughter spent an incredible week at a bereavement camp for kids through Experience Camps.  It’s 

hard to believe that, beforehand, she passionately did not want to go.  But I’ve since learned that is a pretty typical 

reaction for first-time campers. 

I first heard of the camp through a friend whose child had had a great experience at their one-week grief camp.  The 

camps are free, funded by donations, and take place in California, Georgia, Maine, Maryland, Maui, Michigan, and 

Pennsylvania.  They are just like “regular” camps with activities including swimming, rock climbing, tennis, archery, and 

arts & crafts, but then they also have a daily sharing circle with grief specialists.  To my daughter, it sounded miserable, 

and she refused to go, saying she was “fine” and didn’t need or want any grief counseling. 

It’s been six years since her dad died, so it’s true that she seems fine, but I had read that kids who lose a parent when 

young are often affected by their loss again at key milestones—like a big birthday, graduation, or their wedding.  In case 

her grief resurfaces, I wanted her to have coping skills and access to a community. 

As the summer approached, she tried to find ways to get out of going to the camp.  I typically don’t sign up my daughter 

for camps she doesn’t want, but in this case, I felt strongly that it was an amazing opportunity and insisted she go.  I 

promised, though, that if she didn’t have a great time, she would never have to go again.  She promised that she would 

have a terrible time and would not participate in the sharing circles. 

On departure day, I drove her to the designated bus stop in Maryland.  When it was time to get on the bus, I waved 

goodbye as she scowled, telling me that she was mad at me for making her go.  I told her I loved her and to have an open 

mind.  I walked away, hoping I hadn’t made a mistake.  Every night that she was gone, since the camp didn’t allow 

devices or communication with campers, I inspected the photos uploaded by the counselors to see if she was smiling and 

seeming like she was having fun or if she looked uncomfortable or miserable.  I found signs of both and worried. 

Finally, it was pickup day, and caregivers were invited to join the closing ceremony.  I sat in the back row and spotted her 

sitting toward the front, whispering to the girls on either side of her.  In that moment, I knew she had made friends and 

must have had at least a decent time.  After the ceremony, she took off running with one of the girls, which confirmed my 

suspicions. 

During the four-hour car ride home, she gave me a play-by-play of the week and talked nonstop about how much fun it 

had been, how nice the girls were, and how she wanted to go back next year. She FaceTimed with one of her new friends 

later that evening. 

Two weeks after returning home from camp, she said that she thought the camp had changed her.  The positive experience 

she had at camp, and the perspective she has developed since, far exceeded my expectations for the camp.  In my wildest 

dreams, she would continue going to the camp through high school and then become a counselor there.  But, for now, I’m 

just happy she had a great time. 

Excerpt from The Widowed Parent Blog.  Originally published on The Widowed Parent, a website and blog providing free 

information and resources to widowed parents and their children. 

 

 

 

http://widowedparent.com/
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HOW HAVEN IS FUNDED 

   Haven is classified by the Internal Revenue Service as a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization.  It is funded mainly by  

   donations from individuals in the community who wish to support our work and by those who donate in memory of a  

   loved one.  Donations are tax deductible.  If you are interested in making a donation, please contact Haven at  

                          (703) 941-7000 or at havenofnova@verizon.net. 

 

 

Continued from page 1 
 

Building Emotional Resilience 
One of the most valuable outcomes of grief camps is the development of emotional resilience.  Through 

structured, age-appropriate activities—like art, storytelling, nature walks, music, or group discussions—children are 

offered creative and meaningful ways to process their grief.  These outlets can be particularly effective for those who find 

it difficult to articulate their emotions verbally. 

Over time, children begin to develop practical coping strategies and gain confidence in their ability to manage not 

only their current grief, but future emotional challenges as well. 
 

Normalizing the Grief Journey 
Grieving children often feel "different" or alone, especially if grief is not openly discussed in their day-to-day 

environment.  Grief camps help normalize the grieving process by bringing children together in a space where emotions 

are acknowledged and validated. 

Children learn that grief is not a linear process—there is no right way or timetable for healing.  Understanding 

that it’s okay to feel sad, angry, or confused at different points in time is both empowering and reassuring. 
 

Lifelong Connections and Support 

A vital aspect of grief camps is the opportunity to form lasting friendships with others who truly understand.  

These connections often continue beyond the camp experience and serve as an important source of ongoing support.  Just 

as adults benefit from grief support groups, children thrive when they feel seen, heard, and not alone. 

In many cases, these relationships provide children with a friend who brings a sense of comfort and belonging that 

helps carry them through the long-term healing process. 
 

A Lasting Impact 

The positive effects of grief camps extend far beyond the days spent at camp.  Children often emerge with 

stronger emotional awareness, improved coping skills, and a healthier outlook on life.  Learning how to process grief at a 

young age lays the foundation for navigating future losses with resilience and hope. 

Most of all, grief camps send an essential message: that it’s okay to grieve, and that healing is a journey.  By 

providing space for expression, connection, and growth, grief camps play a powerful role in helping young hearts begin to 

heal. 

 

 

Find a Camp Near You 
If you or someone you know is searching for a grief camp, we encourage you to explore 

this list of programs across the U.S., including options for children, teens, young adults, 

and adults: 

https://widowedparent.com/grief-support/grief-camps/grief-camps-for-adults-young-

adults/ 

Some more local grief camp offerings: 

 

Camp Jamie - https://www.frederickhealthhospice.org/grief-loss/camp-jamie/ 

Point of Hope Camp - https://www.capitalcaring.org/point-of-hope/ 

Journeys Grief Camp - https://hopva.org/kids-grief-and-healing/ 

Camp Forget-Me-Not - https://www.wendtcenter.org/camp-forget-me-not-camp-erin-dc/ 
 

These listings offer a range of approaches to support and healing. Helping a child (or anyone) navigate grief is one of the 

most meaningful gifts we can offer. Grief camps provide a nurturing path forward, reminding young hearts that they are 

not alone. 

https://widowedparent.com/grief-support/grief-camps/grief-camps-for-adults-young-adults/
https://widowedparent.com/grief-support/grief-camps/grief-camps-for-adults-young-adults/
https://www.frederickhealthhospice.org/grief-loss/camp-jamie/
https://www.capitalcaring.org/point-of-hope/
https://hopva.org/kids-grief-and-healing/
https://www.wendtcenter.org/camp-forget-me-not-camp-erin-dc/
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Summer Schedule 
 

Journey through Grief 
Saturday, July 19, 2025 

2:00 p.m. - 4:00 p.m. 

Registration is required 

Space will be limited 

Register or for information:  Call 703-941-7000 or 

Email: havenofnova@verizon.net 
 

 

ZOOM Suicide Loss Support Group 

1st and 3rd Saturdays of each month 

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 
 

In-person drop-in Suicide Loss Support Group 

2nd Saturdays of each month 

11:00 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. 

 

Haven also offers individual support by phone and in person; please 

call to schedule an appointment.  For immediate support without 

an appointment, a volunteer is available on a walk-in basis Monday 

through Friday between 10:30 a.m. and 1:00 p.m. 

 

 

 

Contact Information 

 

Haven of Northern Virginia 

4606 Ravensworth Road 

Annandale, Virginia  22003 

Phone:  (703) 941-7000 

Fax:  (703) 941-7003 

E-mail:  havenofnova@verizon.net 

 

Hours of Operation 

 

Monday through Friday 

9:30 a.m. – 2:30 p.m. 

www.havenofnova.org 

 

Messages may be left on our 

voicemail after hours 

 

 

http://www.havenofnova.org/

