Children and Deployments

      The time before a deployment is not only stressful for parents, but it is also stressful the children. Children often do not fully understand why a parent is going away and is confused, in addition to feeling a sense of loss of the parent and their security. Young children may become fearful that not only will the deploying parent leave them but that the remaining parent may also leave. 

Children are not very good at expressing fears and feelings in words. Anger and a desire for revenge, and guilt for feeling that way, are often demonstrated in the child's behavior. 

Change is puzzling to children. They want everything to remain the same. When change occurs, children usually have no other way to release anxieties, and no where to go for help. 

At a time when the deployed spouse's responsibility to the military becomes more demanding of their time and energy, the other spouse feels overwhelmed, anticipating a long time as sole support for their children and their home. 

What can be done about relieving the stress of the pre-deployment period? Think about these ideas which have been helpful to others in similar situations.

Talk To Your Children About The Deployment Before it Happens

Communicate your thoughts and feelings about the separation. Be open and honest. Some parents worry that advance warning will only give the child more time to fret. However, children can sense when something is about to happen and worry more when they are left in the dark. Knowing about the deployment in advance helps in adjusting 

            to the idea.

     Building and Emotional Bond 

Don't be afraid to hug your child. A display of affection is powerful communication. 

The deploying parent needs to spend some quality time with each child before they leave. Younger children (under 8) will be willing to accept a half hour of face-to-face communication. Older children (8 & over) appreciate being consulted when deciding how long and where this special time together can occur. Use this time to share pride in your work, unit, military and the purpose of this deployment.

Children of school age are beginning to understand 

that some events must happen for the good of everyone. It is a little easier to let go if mom or dad's job is seen as essential to the mission of the military.

Often when asked if something is bothering them, a child will say no. But there are ways to get through. Make some casual reference to your own worries or ambivalent feelings about the impending deployment. Sometimes that enables parent and child to share similar feelings. It also helps a child to realize his parent is a real person who can cry as well as laugh, and it models an appropriate way to release feelings - talking about them.

Visit Your Child's Teacher 

Frequently children react to the deployment by misbehaving in class or performing poorly in their studies. A teacher who is aware of the situation is in a better position to be sensitive and encouraging. 

Informing the teacher that the child may be acting out because his parent is away does not make dealing with the behavior any easier for the teacher. If the behavior is very harmful or disruptive, outline what you don't expect the teacher to deal with. 

The deploying spouse should leave at least three stamped, self-addressed envelopes with the teacher with a request for periodic communication regarding the child's progress as well as a special product of the school or classroom, such as classroom newspaper and PTO newsletter.

Children Need to See The Spouses Work Place 

Very young children need to see where mom or dad eats, sleeps, and spends some of their day when away from home. This can be done by pictures or TV videos. This provides them with a concrete image of where the parent is when they can't come home. 

Older children can learn a great deal from the parent about the function of his job, the sophisticated technology, interdependence of each division of the military with the other and of course, career direction.

Plan For Communication 

Expect children to stay in touch with the deployed spouse. A lively discussion needs to take place before deployment. 

Encourage children to brainstorm the many ways communica-tion can occur in addition to letter writing, such as cassette tape exchange, photographs with their parents, encoded messages, puzzle messages: (a written letter 

cut into puzzle parts that must be assembled in order to read.), unusual papers for stationary and pictures drawn by preschoolers.

Help Children to Plan For The Departure

While the spouse is packing the bags, allow your children to assist in some way. Suggest a swap of some token, something of your child's that can be packed in a duffel bag in return for something that belongs to the departing spouse. 

Discuss the household chores and let you children choose (as much as possible) the ones they would rather do. Mother and father need to agree with each other that division of household chores is reasonable. 

The role of disciplinarian needs to be supported by the deploying member.

Turn On Your Sensors and Tune into Your Child's Worries about the Deployment 

Just because children do not tell you about their concerns doesn't mean that they are not troubled. Children don't usually recognize the cause of their feelings nor will they tell you. 

The spouse that is deploying should communicate with each child individually. There is no substitute for a letter with your own name on the envelope. Send postcards, snapshots, and tape-recordings of the sounds around you where you are deployed. Use unusual stamps, felt-tip pens, colored pencils and different styles of alphabets and lettering.
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