I've heard it said that, indirectly, we ask children of military members to carry out the foreign policy of the United States.  Foreign policy is often exercised by military presence, and our children are directly affected by the mobility that is the result of that presence.  Whenever we PCS, deploy, or go TDY, military families are faced with the fears and uncertainties any separation brings.  In this time where many of our Team Keesler members are separated from their families supporting Operation Iraqi Freedom or Operation Enduring Freedom, we should consider the sacrifices of not only those members, but of the families left behind.  Our calling requires us to serve wherever and whenever we are needed.  So too, our children serve by sacrificing precious time away from their mothers and fathers.  On balance though, the lives military children are enriched by the examples they observe and the experiences they share in seeing their parents serve.

As a community, we rally around the families of military members, whether they are deployed or not.  Initiatives such as Operation Hero, Right Start, Heartlink, and spaghetti dinners for families of deployed members all serve to reach out to military families in a way that lets them know that they too are contributing to the service of their nation.  I was asked to speak this week to a group of Gulf Coast school board association members about the impact the war in Iraq has had on families and children of military members.  We are so fortunate to live in a community that supports their military and so strongly cares about our children.   I know of at least one school that has organized a support group to allow children of deployed members to talk about their feelings during this difficult time.  Army Chaplain Lt Col Gene Tyson offered the following advice to help children during the separation period of a deployment:  have the child keep a journal to write down their thoughts and feelings; advise teachers of the situation; keep children busy doing fun things with friends; have the children write letters to their deployed mom or dad; and finally, understand that children don't always express joy when their mom or dad comes home at first.  

Today, there are over one and one-half million children of U.S. military parents.  On average, these children move every three years.  Over the course of a military child's primary and secondary educational years, these children change schools about three times as often as their civilian counterparts.  Though this nomadic lifestyle can be difficult at times for military children, there are many positive aspects about growing up in a military family.  The military lifestyle fosters resourcefulness, independence, maturity and a broader world-view in our children.  Whether it's a move to a new base or getting through the separation of a deployment, military children learn to adapt to change--change in schools, communities, teachers, homes, and of course, new friends.  The uncertainty a child feels about when the next move or deployment will occur can be a stressful notion for a child, but they usually show us how resilient can be in the face of these stressors.  Keesler recently signed on to become an organizational member of the Military Child Education Coalition (MCEC).  The coalition was formed in 1998 to address the educational needs of children in military families.  They promote partnerships between schools and military installations to address the unique issues faced by children who experience frequent moves or separation from family members.  Their motto is "For the Sake of the Child."  

I recently ran across a writing credited to an anonymous author entitled "I am a Military Brat."  It begins, "My home is nowhere, my friends are everywhere.  I grew up with the knowledge that home was where the heart is and the family.  Mobility is my way of life.”  As a military brat myself, I often struggle to answer the simple question when asked, "What is your hometown?"  I may not be able to provide a quick answer to that question, but I always relate to others the positive experiences of being an Air Force brat.  We don’t want to dwell only on the challenges faced by children of military families, but in this, the month of the military child, let's not overlook the sacrifices our children make in order that we may serve.  

