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‘When Zionsville resident Don
Schafer signed on as executive
director of Camptown, a not-for
profit organtzation that provides
faith-based Christizn wildemess
adventure youth programming,
he wasn’t sure if the job was the
right for him.

Schafer had volonteered with
the organization for about three
yeurs before he was asked to
take the helm after the death of
! the prograw’s founder, Tom

Lehman, last year.

“When this came up, 1 wasn't
really looking for a job,” he said.

Althongh Schafer had done
volunteer work with the organi-
zation, his background was in
property management. But afier
a while, he said it became clear
that it was what he was meant to
do.

*J had so many people ask me
‘have yom ever thought about
doing anything for
Camptown?”” he said.

When hc signed om, he
brought with him a family of

. volunteers. His wife, Cynthia, is
something of a jack-of-ali-trades
for the group.

“She is our primary grasi
writer, researcher, nurse and
advisor, among thousands of
other things she does for us,”

Schafer said.

Their children, Mai, Becca
and Stephen, contribuie, too,
doing everything from helping
with . fund-raisers , to  taking
inventory of Camptown gear on
the weekends,

Camptown is an easy it for
the family of five, which regu-
Jarly takes camping trips togesh-
er.

“Cynthia and I have camped
with the kids since Becca was 3
months old,” he said.

Instilling a seonse of fumily
and commmunity in campers is
one of Camptown's goals,
Schafer said. The group works
to build self-esteem and develop
life skills and teamwork.

“Having stadents see that
there are others besides them-
selves” is how Schafer describes
it

“1 get a Tot of enjoyment out
of sceing them realize the world
doesn’t revolve arousd them,”
he said. .
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The Schafer family on a hike in Starkey Park: Bon (left), Cynthia, Matt, Stephen and Becca.

Before a lﬂ'p gets staned,
Cumptown nstructors find owl
what the goals of the trip are —
generatly to boost self-esteem or
teach basic life skills — and
plan what activities will be used
to teach those ponls. They also
meset with the kids, letting them
know what they can expect om
the wip and 1eaching them things
like how to cook and famikiariz-
ing them with the backpacking
eguipment. They also talk about
rules, such as how Campiown
expects the kids to handie them-
selves.

“Well talk about having to
deal with confiict, becawse it
will arise on the rail . and our
expectations, because we are a
faith-based organization.”
Schafer said.

Bringing groups out ino the
wilderness helps ibe group
bond, both with each other and
wilh the instructors,

“The wilderness creates that
need to tearn,” Cynthin Schafer

cxp]ained. “Your vray out there. -

You have to do it. You have io
fearn 1o survive.”

Camptown provides taining
for stiwdents hefpre going out.on
u hike, but that can’t replicate
the experience of being forced to
rely on themselves and their fef-
Tow campers ln an environment
they likely have never been in
before.

“We've bern asked ‘why do
this owt in the woods?” The
wilderness atmosphere ... it tev-
els the playing field for all of
them.” Don Schafer smd. “When
they step out of their comfort
zone, they’re more open o
learning cxperiences.”

Kids in the programbs range
fromm church groups taking a
retreat 1o inner city strdents who
have never seen a forest before,
Schafer said Camptown aiso has
programs for kids with behav-
ioral problems or disabilities
such as ADD. The group also
works wiih incarcerated kids
who are about to be sent home,
iaking them and a parent on a
wilderpess excursion to “build
the parent-child refationship,”
Cynthia Schafer smid.

She said that for alf the kids,
the experience is so intense that
it wilt stick in their minds. as
wiil auy of the coaching or

instructon fhey get during ihe
i,
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the campers, such as rope chul
fenges, games and other team-
building exercises.

“Qur gol is to heip youth find
a beiter path,” Dor Schafer said.

“With peer pressure these days,
sometimes they can only see one,
path ... our mission is to show
them there is another path they
gan follow that has more hope to
i ..
Youth Jeadership is another
focus, he said. Camiptown has
programs for kids who had beery
on a trip and shown 2 willing-
ness o help others and gain
experiences. Some who partici-s
pate in the leadership program?
o on 1o working  with;
Camptown as volunteers who;
help lead mips. -

The Schafers have axpanded,j -
Camptawn’s scope. using it as 33
modism to reach ool fo adults;
and the corporate world, too.
They are currently planning the
first corporate ip, working with?
the company to determine what]
goals the program  shouid]
include. :

“We take them out into the’
woods 1o accomplish those goa.]s
instead of into a conference
room,” Don Schafer said.

Thie couple also plan to lead uf
five-day cumping trip for newly-
weds, where they will discuss,
Biblical aspects of marriage!
each night. .

While Camptown offers scv--
eral basic camping pdeuEES-
Cynthia Schai‘cr said programs
can he des wd for plinost any
Froup. As th
puiting together maerial
tose rips generadly falls o her :

A ot depends on what
partner  organization  swant
done,” she said.

E-mail Pon  Schafer
don.schafer@comptown.net fo
mor information abot
Camptown’s programs,
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