Supporting Children of Military Personnel

An Educators’ Guide

Pre-deployment:

The pre-deployment period can last several weeks to just a few hours.  While it is impossible for educators to know about parent deployments without being informed by parents, teachers and administrators can do a great deal to encourage the sharing of such news.  When schools work with military families to ensure continuity in educator from the enrollment day, a powerful message is communicated.

People are more willing to share when they know someone will listen.  Make sure your parents know you are always there to listen and to support their children.

· Constantly communicate the need for information to parents. When they receive new orders, they may be so overwhelmed by the day-to-day details that they make overlook the importance of talking with the school.  Help them to understand the importance of this task.

· Create easy ways for parent to communicate with teachers.  An established relationship will make things much easier when a deployment occurs.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

During deployment:

Educators play a special role in the lives of children during a parent’s deployment.  When everything else is unsettled, school can serve as an oasis of stability for children.  Due to the amount of time spent in school, teachers are often the first to notice behavioral or performance changes.  Educators can serve as extra eyes and ears for the parent staying at home or the child’s guardian.  Given the number of additional burdens placed upon caregivers, this backup can be extremely useful.

· If your school has a website, suggest that a special section be devoted to parents who have been deployed.  This is the perfect place to post a school calendar, pictures and descriptions of special activities and homework assignments.

· Watch for any changes in a child’s behavior or school performance.  This can be a scary time for children.  Their feelings and concerns may be expressed in a number of ways.  Encourage the courage of children.

· Use deployments as a teaching opportunity. Geography (showing and discussing locations where people have been deployed,) math (for example, discussing the miles to various locations and the time it would take to travel there using different modes of transportation), social studies (talking about the cultures of countries to which people have been deployed) and civics (what it means to be an American) can be brought to life through discussion of deployments.  Talking about these issues will also help other children in the classroom better understand the situation.

Reunion:

The reunion phase actually begins a couple of weeks before the parent’s return as the child begins to anticipate the reunion.  Children feel a mixture of excitement and fear during this time.  They will be wondering what the reunion itself will be like and questioning: “How has Mommy/Daddy changed?” “Will he recognize me?” “Will she know who I am?”  This phase can actually be the most difficult for children, so support from teachers is especially crucial as the deployment nears its end.

Teachers should note the date of parents’ returns and pay special attention to the affected students during the time surrounding the reunion.

· Create a special project that allows students to express their feelings: make a welcome home card or write a letter about “The Things I Missed Most About You” or “Why I’m Proud of My Daddy/Mommy.” 

· Discuss new behavior during this period with the student’s caregiver.  If possible, talk or write to the deployed parent about concerns you have so they have the information before they return home.

· If a student seems especially apprehensive, consider planning a counseling session for the student to talk about his or her concerns or invite the counselor to talk to the class about reunions.

· Invite the returned parent to class.  The whole class can benefit from hearing about the parent’s journey.  This also contributes to the student’s sense of pride in their parents and the difficult job that he or she completed.

Excerpted from “How to prepare our children and stay involved in their education during deployment,” a publication of Military Child Education Coalition.  www.militarychild.org  

