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· Count or affirm the feelings of children rather than discount them.

· Children are usually more willing to work through their fears if they are allowed to talk about them without reproach.  They need to know that someone is available and willing to listen.

· Provide time for storytelling.  Their stories often reflect their real feelings.

Puppets are also a great medium for “acting out” their fears or anxieties.

· Provide lots of markers and paper so that they can express feelings through drawings.

· Provide outlets for any feelings – sadness, anger, laughter, joy, etc.  A child’s day is made up of a myriad of feelings that are often contrary to what an adult is feeling.  That’s okay.

· Start a family exercise program that involves everyone, is a great stress reliever, and improves general health and well-being.  Children may share information or feelings more often during leisurely walks and outings.

· Be honest.

· Be ask-able and tell-able.  Allow children to ask tough questions and give just the right amount of an answer rather than overloading the child with “adult-ese” or lengthy explanations about the deployed parent.

· Allow silly questions to be asked, again and again, knowing that just making a connection to you is often the motive.

· Answer questions as openly and honestly as possible and don’t be afraid to say, “I don’t know.  Let’s see if we can work together to find the answer to that one.”

· Allow questions that make us sad.  Be real with children because they usually won’t settle for anything less.

· Children deserve to be told what is happening – before deployment, during, and afterwards.  Share simple and honest information.

· Give children time to grieve for the deployed parent and realize that they often grieve in bytes or quick bouts of sadness and then return to their play.

· Take care of self during this time of separation from deployed.  

Flight attendants instruct us to put on our own oxygen mask (the adult’s) first, and then to place the child’s mask on them.  It just makes sense that if we take care of ourselves first, then we are much more capable of taking good care of our children.

· Get plenty of rest and exercise.  

· Try to find short breaks or retreats to recreate yourself.

· Learn computer skills in order to share pictures, build a web-site for the family, or exchange email with the one deployed.

· Try to keep a positive attitude as much as possible, especially about the deployment.  Your attitude can set the tone for the rest of the family on a daily basis.

· Take up a new and interesting hobby or pastime.  The more okay you are, the more settled the children will be.  Little eyes are always watching for reassurance to see how you are coping.

· Connect with other military parents who are coping during this time of separation or loss.  Form a support group or baby-sitting co-op.

· Ask for help when you need it.  Don’t be ashamed or afraid to ask for someone to give you a time-out.  The absence of one parent often brings twice the togetherness with the children of the parent left behind.  Find a balance between being a parent, your job (in- or outside the home), and time alone.

· Provide constancy.  

Children need to know that they are safe and that someone is going to provide a stabile environment for them once the parent is deployed.

· Continue with established routines and rituals or even begin some new ones.  The more constant the surroundings, the better able the child will be to cope with the separation/loss of one or both parents.

· Use audio-tapes and video-tapes of the deployed parent reading bedtime stories, telling jokes, or giving verbal hugs. These can mean a lot to a child who needs to reconnect often to the parent or parents who have been deployed.

· Limit children’s exposure to TV  watching or overhearing our “war talk” discussions with friends as much as possible.  Although it is good for adults to have someone to talk with regarding current events, children often have a difficult time distinguishing between what is happening with what may happen.
Helpful Web Sites
http://mfrc.calib.com/healthyparenting/deployment.cfm
http://www.schoolcounselor.org/content.cfm?L1=1000&L2=104
http://www.afcrossroads.com/famseparation/pre_sec2_children.cfm
http://www.nmfa.org/ReserveTools.php
Also:
Department of Defense 
Deployment Handbook, U.S. Army
National Military Family Association
TeachersandFamilies.com
Children and a Deploying Parent, Robbins Air Force Base Georgia
The Emotional Cycle of Deployment 
Marine Corps Family Team Building 
When a Family Member is Deployed
Army Community and Family Support Center
Family Separation and Readiness, U.S. Air Force
Active Duty: Helping Military Families Cope
Military Families, Transcript from The Diane Rehm Show, 11/27/02
Post Deployment Operation R.E.A.D.Y. Resources for Educating About Deployment and You
Deployment Handbook for Families 

