
oregoing day camp is one of my most precious 
mothering memories. Partly because after a 
whole hectic school year you start to forget how 
challenging it was when you did it last year. Keeping 
kids occupied and at peace with each other for an 
extended time is possible… barely. Fortunately, 

you don’t need to be the head counselor type to manage some 
simple steps that will save your summer — and might even 
make it the best one ever.

Moms who have been there emphasize the importance 
of planning and routines. I’m not so into timed schedules, 
personally, but routines are something else — having a 
repeating format for common occurrences (think: waking up 
or leaving the house) saves your parenting power for more 
important things.

If planning a full calendar isn’t your style, at least start the 
summer with a list of possible things to do both at home and 
away, so you can choose an activity for each day without too 
much effort. Build up a stash of special surprises for when you 
need a break or your plans fail (Amazing Savings is my go-to 
source of affordable surprises).

Alternate high- and low-energy activities. For some this 
may mean hour by hour — lots of breaks or dividing each 
day between one small outing and home. For my family, the 
sweet spot is alternating home days and out days, averaging 
one “real” trip per week and a couple of smaller or nearer 
trips. Even home days almost always involve a visit to the local 
playground — the kids are not on top of each other as much, 
and at the end of the day there’s no wrecked house to clean 
up because no one was in it (try the local library for indoor 
backup). If staying home maxes out your patience, make your 
daily goal to get out the door ASAP.

Getting out the door: If you have to stop and prepare snacks 
and lunches (while the kids start picking on each other in your 

absence) that may never happen. Food planning can really 
make or break your mommy camp. And having supper ready 
in advance makes homecoming smoother after a day out. 
Even when staying home, I find that most of the time kids get 
into trouble when I’m paying attention to food — especially if 
they’re already hungry.

Public transportation is your friend. No worries about 
being too tired to drive, not being able to help your kids in the 
backseat, or the infamous city parking. (Instead of shouting 
backward at things you can’t see, try face-to-face bonding. You 
can use this time to build anticipation by talking about your 
destination.) 

My favorite splurge was an unlimited MetroCard — even if 
you don’t plan on doing quite that much traveling, it’s nice not 
to have to think twice about each ride. When you’re out with 
hot, tired kids, you can impulsively hop on a bus to ease even 
a few blocks’ walking. Little ones ride free, but if you have a 
bigger family, you’ll have to figure out if the expense is worth 
it for you. While budget is usually a concern in DIY vacations, 
remember that you’re saving thousands in camp fees. If a 
more expensive attraction, trip, membership or MetroCard will 
significantly enhance your summer, maybe this perspective 
will help you decide if it’s worth it.

Get together with friends — yours or the kids’. You are not 
the only one doing mommy camp this summer, and even the 
most introverted might wither without seeing another adult 
for a month. A home visit is nice — playing with someone 
else’s toys and siblings is always more exciting than your own 
— but you can also exchange outing ideas or travel together. 
If you have a buddy you trust, you can even redistribute your 
kids once in a while — one mom takes the big kids and the 
other takes the little ones to age-specific destinations. Some 
zoo and museum memberships permit guests, so friends can 
rotate visiting each other’s attractions.

Photography is a major part of my DIY summer. I take 
pictures of everything, and finding good photo ops wherever 
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we go is an activity in itself. Life can slip by in a blur of one 
activity after another, and pictures can help you pause and 
process. Use them for projects like scrapbooking, or make a 
photo book on the computer. Not only is this a fun activity 
to add to your schedule, it also enhances the memories and 
experiences. When you and your kids look back at the pictures, 
you’ll remember all the fun you had and totally forget the 
whining and bickering that OBVIOUSLY NEVER HAPPENED.

You can also get more mileage out of each experience by 
discussing it with your kids both before and after. If you’ll be 
going on a trip, learn about the destination together so all will 
appreciate it more when you’re there. Build their executive 
functioning skills by involving them in planning activities 
— talk about your schedule, budget and decisions. Facilitate 
meaningful discussions afterward about what everyone liked 
and learned.

Having a great summer is not about packing your schedule 
with the most exciting activities — it’s about enjoying whatever 
you do. Whether you’re home or away, focus on making happy 
memories — and let the kids know it, too. A positive attitude is 
the best gift you can give them. 

Things to do:
• Scout local resources that feature kid-friendly 

activities. Time Out New York Kids has a print 
edition available that lists a variety of activities 
that are appropriate for children.

• When you need to please kids of different ages, 
focus more on the older ones. The very little are 
easier to please and can usually find something 
interesting while tagging along. When in doubt, 
always bring a stroller.

• Many museums and some other attractions have 
times that are free or “pay as you wish.” In some 
cases, even the regular admission is technically 
just a suggestion (but please don’t be any cheaper 
than you really need to be).

• Make the most of your public parks. Some urban 
areas have poured a lot of resources into making 
them exciting. “Water features” (they’re not 
just sprinklers anymore!) offer refreshing water 
play for the pool-less. Venture beyond your 
immediate area for variety, and remember to 
bring along sun protection, hand sanitizer and 
plenty of tissues in case the public restrooms are 
out of them.

• Visit people. Do you have relatives who live just 
far enough that you don’t see them as often as 


