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Things Parents Can Do for Themselves

· Manage your stress in healthy ways.  If you need help in getting this started, join a stress management class (below) or contact the Wellness Center to enroll in their Fitness and Nutrition Class (734-5505).  If you have a child with a weight problem, you can contact the nutritionist at the Wellness Center.  You might also consider taking advantage of free monthly childcare at the AFAS Give Parents a Break Program.

· Maintain communication with your spouse (this might mean keeping a journal or audio-/ video-recording when you cannot have regular contact).  Take advantage of the Family Support Center morale and video calls.

· Identify and rally together your support system (if you do not have friends or family in the area, find ways to establish relationships with others and use available family support and advocacy staff).  Contact your spouse’s squadron to learn about spouse groups.  If you have young children less than four years of age, consider attending the Moms, Pops & Tots playgroups held Wednesdays at the Youth Center.  Phone 734-4390 for information.

· Budget carefully - separations are stressful enough without added financial pressures.  Contact the Family Support Center if you need some assistance with this area.  Phone them at 739-2747.

· Don’t feel guilty when you cannot accomplish everything you set out to do!  Instead, set more realistic goals and develop a new plan. 

· Use humor, laugh often!
Helpful Programs on Base

The Life Skills Support Center, located in the 72d Medical Group, offers several excellent programs for adults:

- Stress Management

- Assertiveness

- Depression Management

- Anger Management

- Performance Enhancement Series

        -- Time Management

        -- Sleep Management

        -- Concentration

        -- Relaxation

If you are interested, please phone 734-4393 for class dates, and registration information.  The staff also has on hand many helpful booklets on topics such as relaxation, depression, etc.  Please stop by and pick up information that would be helpful to you.

Parenting Tips

· Maintain family routines and rituals.  This consistency is important and comforting for your children.

· Continue to provide structure and limits.  Don’t throw out all the rules when your spouse leaves.  

· Model good coping skills.  We are our children’s best teachers.  They watch and learn from our behaviors.  Model ways to cope with stress:  exercise, stay positive, and find constructive outlets for stress.

· Spend more time paying attention to positive behavior and less time pointing out negative behavior.

· Things can get tense.  Apologize if you make a mistake or are rude.

· Maintain your parental role.  Don’t let others call your child the “man” or “woman” of the house when your spouse is away.  Children can be helpful in their own ways but they never take the place of a parent.  This puts extra pressure on them, plus when your spouse returns, there will likely be extra adjustment problems.

· Parents need to reach agreement on house rules and basic discipline practices.  To stay in sync and supportive of one another, it is a good idea to review your parenting plan after times of separation.

· Physically hold, hug, and touch your children daily.  Frequently tell them that you love them.

· Remind them of their strengths and encourage independence. 

· Teach your children to handle fears and failures. 

· Give them things they can be successful at.  Provide encouragement and assistance.

Maintaining a Positive

Family Environment
· Keep lines of communication with your children open.  Try to ask open-ended questions without “grilling” your child.

· Share responsibility within the family.  Make sure each member has jobs that are developmentally appropriate.

· Make time for family fun, as well as quiet time.  Avoid over-scheduling, which can add more stress in your lives.  Try to teach your children balance in their daily living.

· Use and teach your children about resources.  Talk to them about the ways that neighbors, teachers, family can help.

· Help your children develop meaning in their lives; teach values.  Reinforce those things you believe are important.

· Provide opportunities for physical activity and encourage hobbies.  Schedule it into your days and encourage your children’s involvement.

· Include your children in developmentally appropriate family problem-solving and planning (see Family Meetings section).  Often, when parents are deployed, children feel a lack of control in their lives. Family Meetings and input in decision-making can help give them a feeling of control in their lives.

Family Meetings

Family separations can be stressful for both children and parents.  If possible, make time to talk about the separation ahead of time, allow each family member to share their thoughts and feelings.  This can help reduce stress.   When a parent is deployed, not only must family members cope with separation from each other, but also they must face changes in daily family routines.  New childcare arrangements may be needed, new approaches to household chores and responsibilities may be required, and after school schedules may change. 

Family meetings are a good way to identify concerns about the separation and ways to minimize or cope with any changes in family routines or activities.  Meetings also help families feel like a team, and emphasize that the family will support and help each other, even when they cannot be together.

Plan Ahead:  When possible, start family meetings well in advance of the actual deployment.  In a manner consistent with your child’s developmental level, help them to understand what is going to happen.  Encourage them to ask questions and share concerns.  Involve them in problem solving.  Work together to come up with a plan for making the separation go as smoothly as possible.
Keep It Going: Continue family meetings after the deployment has occurred.  Involve the deployed parent through e-mail, “snail mail”, and phone contact.  Share what is being discussed as well as any solutions generated.  When possible, give the deployed parent opportunities to have input.  Celebrate the family’s successes with them!
Homecoming:  When a parent returns from deployment, it is more important than ever for family meetings to occur.  Family members will have a lot to share!  Family meetings also will be a good way to address any adjustments needed now that the family is back together again.
Guidelines for family meetings.
· Include all family members, regardless of age.  However, due to their short attention spans, toddlers and preschoolers should be allowed to play on the edge of the meeting and move around as needed.

· Have a regular meeting time and place.  For many families, weekly meetings lasting 20-30 minutes work well.  Shorter and more frequent meetings may work better for families with young children.

· Start and end meetings on time.

· Let all family members have a chance to talk and share their ideas and feelings.  Encourage quiet family members to participate by asking, “What do you think?”; “What would you like to say?”

· Use family meetings to plan fun activities, ways to stay in touch, weekly menus, chore assignments, or to solve problems.

· Keep the meetings positive.  Encourage family members to talk about the things that are going well.  Thank each other for any help received. Celebrate family accomplishments.  Do something fun together after the meeting.
· Put a piece of paper on the refrigerator so that family members can write down things to talk about at the family meeting.  Notes taken during the family meeting (topics discussed, family plans and solutions) also should be posted, and shared with the deployed parent.

· Don’t let the meeting turn into a “gripe session”.  To handle complaints, use the problem-solving steps outlined on the next page.  Ask: “What can we do about this problem?”

·  When “brainstorming” (coming up with solutions), begin by listing all ideas without judging or eliminating any of them.  Feel free to offer some ideas that sound silly.  They can help loosen up family members and increase creativity.  After “brainstorming”, family members will then go through the list and select the “best idea” to try.
Steps for Family Problem-Solving

1.  State the Problem.  

Dad won’t be here to take me to soccer practice.

2.  Brainstorm Solutions.

- Child can walk or ride bike.

- A friend’s parent can take child to practice.

- Mom can take child to practice.

3.  Discuss & Choose One Idea.
Parents feel it is too far for their child to walk or ride bike.  Mom has to  work during soccer practice.  Family agrees best solution is to ask another parent for help.

4.  Use the Idea.

 Decide who is going to do what, by when.  Example:  During the family meeting, Dad agrees to call another parent to see if they can take his child to soccer practice while he is deployed.  Dad says he’ll report back to the family no later than the next meeting. 

When problem-solving some situations, you’ll want to decide how long to try the idea.  Example: Parents feel child is capable of safely riding bike to practice.  Family agrees to try this solution for two weeks.  

5.  Discuss How the Idea Worked.

Talk about how the idea is working.  If it isn’t working, repeat the problem-solving steps, or try another idea from your brainstorming list.   If it is working, pat yourselves on the back!
When to Seek Help for Your Child
Unexplained physical symptoms, which are severe, persistent, or interfere with your child’s functioning
Changes in eating, sleeping, and toileting behaviors, which persist and are inconsistent with child’s developmental level, or are troublesome to child or parent 
Poor school adjustment: failing grades, excessive absences, and underachievement
Poor social adjustment: no friends, negative peer group
Severe or frequent temper tantrums or emotional reactions (for example, depression or fearfulness) which are developmentally inappropriate and out of proportion for the situation at hand
Physical fights, extreme aggressiveness, bullying, cruelty to animals
Self-injury, suicidal threats or gestures
Destruction of property belonging to self or others
Running away from home 
Fire-setting behavior
Stealing or lying
Significant change in personality over time (for example, outgoing child withdraws, or a quiet child becomes aggressive)
Serious family problems: domestic violence, child abuse, and alcohol/substance abuse
Parent unable to meet child’s needs 
When in doubt about whether or not your child or family needs help, play it safe and seek help.
Note:  Parent Talk appointments are sponsored by Family Advocacy each month.  These appointments are free, thirty-minute consultations for parents with a child psychologist and a child development specialist.  Phone 734-4390 to schedule an appointment.  These appointments are open to all  - not just TRICARE Prime.
Activities to Help Children Cope 

With Separation 

Before Deployment 

· Brainstorm ways to make the separation easier for your child (see Family Meetings section).   

· Ask other parents who have experienced deployment for ways they have helped their children cope with the separation.

· Before the parent leaves, take lots of photos.  Make a special photo album for the child to keep while the parent is away.  Display photos of the deployed parent prominently around the house.  Videotapes the child can look at of things the family did together before the deployment also can help the child cope with absences.

· The deployed parent can prepare notes, pictures, and small gifts.  For example, stickers, coloring books, or a ball can be given to the child when the parent is away and cannot maintain regular contact.

· Prior to deployment, the parent leaving can tape record stories and songs for the child to listen to while they are away.

 The parent leaving can give the child a special gift (for example, a stuffed animal, toy airplane, locket or wallet with photo) that will remind them of that parent’s love and presence, even when the family is separated.   

Bedtime Suggestions

· Have the deployed parent record favorite bedtime stories or songs on a cassette tape.  Have the routine of playing the tape at bedtime each night.  

· Make a videotape of the deployed parent reading special stories.

· For older children, have the parent record a special message to each child to play at night.

· Have a picture of the deployed parent put on a pillowcase so the child can sleep with the picture or hug the pillow when they are missing their parent.

· Some parents suggest letting their children use their parent’s bathrobe while they’re gone.  That way whenever the child is missing their parent, they can wrap up in the big robe.

Good anytime ideas:

· Give your child a special stuffed animal before you leave (or have someone get one for you).  Give the animal to your child with the instructions that whenever your child is missing you or feeling lonely, they should hug the animal and it will be a hug from you.

· Certificates of achievement – homemade style.  Make up little certificates to send to your child for little achievements:  finished a test, made a sports team, kept the bedroom clean, or helped out around the house.  The certificates can be something as simple as a white paper plate or sheets of paper, hand decorated with colored markers.  You can make up several ahead of time to be given out as needed, or make them up while deployed and send them home in the mail.  These don’t have to be “fancy” to be loved and appreciated by your child.  However, special recognition can be a very meaningful gesture for your child.

· The big hug:  take an old sheet and trace your arms and hands and cut them out.  Send the big “hug” to your child.  Whenever they are missing you, they can take it out and get a hug from you.  Those with a little more “craftsy” talent have made 3 dimensional hugs by cutting two sets of arms and stitching them together and stuffing them.    

· Hiding notes:  Before you leave, hide some notes around the house that your child can find.  Notes can be simple message, such as “I love you” or “I’m thinking of you”.  

· Try to think of activities you can do “together” while apart.  For example, the Treasure Map Game:  draw a map leading to a surprise in your home.  Send a prize (or have your spouse or child’s caregiver pick one out for you) for your child to find using the treasure map.  Pick a special time for the hunt to occur (such as a Saturday morning) and that can be your activity time together, long distance style.

· Share some humor with your child.  Clip some cartoons from the Sunday comics and stick them in a letter, so you can share a laugh.  Another idea is to create your own homemade comics to send to your child, using your own family as the characters.  Feel free to “steal” ideas!!

· Include extras in envelopes.  If you’re not much of a letter writer, take comfort in knowing that short letters are wonderful and will let your child you are thinking of them.  For extra fun, include a joke, quote, a favorite scripture, picture, or question for your child.

· Write questions for your child to answer.  It can be about them, someone at school, a family member (maybe a grandparent), or random subject for them to research and get back with you. 

· Describe what your day is like as best you can:  what you had to eat, is it sunny, is your bed comfortable, do you have a roommate.  While sometimes parents can’t share much information, there might be some small things that can be said that are comforting to a child.  

· Tell a story to your child.  Even teens enjoy stories from the “old” days, such as: your first date, first day at a new school, when you met your wife, favorite movie, favorite food, how you spent your day when you were your child’s age, funny story about your parents, etc.

· Camping Trip.  Make a cassette tape of a campfire/ghost story and a campfire song and send it requesting a camping trip together.  This can be an indoor trip, using a blanket for a tent and a homemade sleeping blanket.  Have your child’s caregiver assist with the “camping” arrangements and make a night of “sleeping out”, listening to your story, playing with a flashlight and eating a special camp snack.

· Family Ritual by Mail:  come up with a “family time” like a Friday evening or Saturday morning when the family here and the deployed parent “do something” together.  The activity can be saying a prayer together, reading a scripture together, eating a meal at the same time, or reading a story together (maybe one you’ve recorded).

· For preteen/teen children, have them pick an Internet stock to follow and see if they can make “money” investing in a stock.  You can give them tips of what to watch for and have them keep you informed on their stock choices.

· Book Club:  Read a book at the same time as your child and “discuss” the book either by phone or mail.

· Exercise together.  Staying physically active helps all members of our families.  Have the deployed parent make an exercise video (complete with music) and send it home for the family to do together.  Then, pick a time to “workout together”.  For example, every Tuesday and Thursday the entire family will workout together.  

· Count down the days until the parent gets home by helping the child check off each passing day on a calendar.  Or, for younger children, fill a container with jellybeans or M&M’s.  Allow the child to remove one each day.  The parent will be home when the container is empty.  
· Provide your child with a key chain that they can slip your picture into.  They can hook it on their backpack or keep it in another favorite location.
· Make an audio or videotape of your child for them to send.  

· Include your child in putting together a “care” package for the deployed parent.  The child’s contributions might include drawings, photos, report cards, school work, jokes and riddles, a special gift, or an audio or video tape of a special event (for example: sports, birthday, school play) or activity you know the parent will enjoy (for example: watering the garden, splashing around in the kiddie pool, playing with the family dog).

· Children enjoy receiving mail from the deployed parent.  Letters with photos, drawings, or small souvenirs are extra special.
· Help your child keep a shoebox or scrapbook of special items received from the deployed parent or collected during the time the parent was away.  Your child can look at the things they have received when they need to feel close to their deployed parent, and can share their own additions to their special collection when the deployed parent returns.
· When possible use a map of the world or U.S. to record the location of the deployed parent.  The marker can be a small photo or drawing of the parent that is placed on the map.

· Help your child write and/or send photos, schoolwork, drawings, local news clippings or cartoons to their deployed parent. 
· Arrange a phone call or teleconference.  Younger children often need help and practice at talking or listening on the phone.  
· Keep the child’s memory of the parent fresh by talking frequently about him/her.  For example, “Dad sure would have liked to have seen that goal you scored today”, “Mom really would have enjoyed the cook out we had tonight”, “That’s one of Dad’s favorite songs”.
Helpful Web Sites
http://www.military.com/deployment?ESRC=mr.nl
https://wwwmil.tinker.af.mil/yofam/Rbook2.doc
https://www-int.tinker.af.mil/famsupport/familyreadiness.htm
http://www.vcampus.com/homefront
www.daads.com
www.momsovermiles.com
www.longdistancecouples.com
www.afcrossroads.com
Web sites for helping your children

www.fema.gov/kids/terrism.htm.

www.fema.gov/kids/tch_after.htm.

www.sesameworkshop.org/
www.childrennow.org/television/twk-news.htm
www.parent-talk.com/expertadvice
http://mfrc.calib.com/enduring_freedom/index.htm
Additional Resources

There are many programs and services offered by the Tinker community that might benefit your family.  Please contact your spouses unit to learn about spouse activities.  If you are not certain whom to contact, contact one of the Tinker Care Network agencies (IDS).   We can help:

Family Support Center

739-2747

AF Reserve Family Support

734-6869

Family Advocacy


734-4390

Chaplains



734-42111

Wellness Center


734-5505

Life Skills Support Center

734-4393

Family Member Programs Chief
734-5894

Child Development Center West
734-3116

Child Development Center East 
734-4212

Child Development Hourly Care
734-6894

Tinker Youth Center                       734-7866
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Give Parents a Break


Childcare while your spouse is deployed.  Offered one Saturday per month.  Contact staff at the Family Support Center or Family Advocacy.  Please bring a copy of your spouse’s orders.  Staff will provide you a certificate, which you take to the Resource and Referral Office in building 5702.  (Located between the chapel and the base theater.)  Their phone number is 734-5894.  Care is provided at the Child Development or Youth Center.  The first time your child attends, you must bring up-to-date shot records.  

Contact the Family Support Center to learn more about:
· Weekly morale calls using military lines (1630 - 0700 workdays, no time restrictions on weekends or holidays).

· Phone Home calling cards - $20 prepaid card for TDYs (30 days or more)

· Videophone calls (the deployed member lets the family know when he/she can call home; the family tells the FSC staff when they can receive the call.  The FSC staff will open their building to accommodate the family.)

· Car Care - free check of the primary car and a free oil change.  Family picks up voucher at the FSC and AAFES will provide the service.

· Financial Counseling

· Air Force Aid Society loans and grants

· Employment Assistance

· Information and referral
Family Advocacy offers several programs that can help. 

· Parent Talk appointments for parents that have concerns about their children.  A child psychologist and a child development specialist from the City-County Health Department come to Tinker monthly and provide a free 30 minute appointment for parents

·  Free developmental screenings for children 3 months through 5 years of age (conducted by a speech pathologist and a child development specialist).
· Parent- child interaction groups - Moms, Pops & Tots.  Free play groups every Wednesday, usually held at the Tinker Youth Center at 0930, 1045 or 1330.  These groups are for parents and young children (infants - until 4th birthday). 
· Parenting and marriage enrichment information
· New Parent Support – for pregnant women and parents with children under two years.  Staff provides home visits, education and/or support
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