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The videotape, Coping with Military Separations was developed in 1993 by the University of California, Riverside, Cooperative Extension. It was produced for the US Army through an interagency agreement with the US Department of Agriculture Extension Service.





This discussion guide and the accompanying videotape were developed as a part of an overall Army Community Service and Family Support Group training program. The program is designed to help Army, Army National Guard, and Army Reserve families better prepare for separations that are caused by deployments for the active duty personnel and mobilization and deployments for the Guard and Reserve personnel. The project, a collaborative effort between the University of California Cooperative Extension and the Texas Agriculture Extension Service, Texas A&M University, consists of the Army Family Readiness Handbook, Operation R.E.A.D.Y. training modules and accompanying videotapes, and four children's workbooks. This project is known as Operation R.E.A.D.Y.—Resources for Educating About Deployment and You. See your Army Community Service or Family Program Coordinator for the availability of the other Operation R.E.A.D.Y. training materials.





This discussion guide was written by Neal H. Emper Jr. and Karen P. Varcoe, Ph.D., University of California, Riverside, Cooperative Extension.�
Coping with Military Separations


Discussion Guide








OVERVIEW





Growing awareness that the military readiness of service personnel is directly related to the family's well-being prompted this videotape. This awareness was confirmed during Desert Storm and continues to be a major force in the development of military support programs for families.





Overall, communications and availability of accurate information remain key elements in successfully supporting families. Military personnel and their families need a wide array of information to cope with the changes that separation places on their lives. One factor that helps control stress is active communication between all concerned. There is a sense that family morale is highest in those units where commands maintain an active communication link with family members. Individual and family morale are key elements in maintaining a unit's combat readiness.





Description:





This 22 minute video is designed to assist spouses and other family 					members cope with the stress of separation by:





	. . . providing information on the emotional patterns commonly 						experienced during predeployment and separation, and





	. . . relaying tips on how to cope with each of them.





Elaine, an Army wife, reminisces about her first military separation. 					Now as an older, experienced Army wife, Elaine has survived many 					separations during her fifteen years of marriage to an Army soldier. 					By describing her feelings and reactions, she discusses the emotional 				patterns associated with each stage of the emotional roller coaster 					for both spouses and children, illustrating them with examples from 					her past before she developed her coping skills.�
DESIRED LEARNING OBJECTIVES





The desired learning objectives for the Coping with Military Separations video and discussion guide are as follows:





Cognitive Objectives:





After viewing this video, the audience will know . . .


	(	that intense emotions are normal and natural in this situation.


	(	that those emotions follow predictable patterns for both adults and children.


	(	that awareness of and planning for these patterns will help to relieve some of the stress.


	(	that communication is the single most important key to coping with the situation.


	(	the stages one can expect to pass through during the predeployment period between notification of 			deployment and actual separation.


	(	how children are likely to react during the predeployment period.


	(	some tips on how to cope with the predeployment stages.


	(	the stages one can expect to pass through between separation and adjustment.


	(	some tips on how to cope with separation.


	(	how children may react to separation.


	(	how to help children cope with separation.


	(	how to recognize when additional help is needed for one's self and/or one's children.


	(	some of the positive results they may gain from the experience.





Affective Objectives:





After viewing this video, the audience will feel . . .


	(	relieved that the intense emotions they are feeling are normal and shared by others in their situation.


	(	less confused and/or frightened by the intensity of their emotional ups and downs.


	(	less confused about their children's reactions.


	(	more confident about their ability to weather the situation.


	(	more confident about their ability to help their children.





Desired Action:





Adoption of some of the tips for coping with the predeployment and separation periods.








SUGGESTED USES





This video should be shown to all active Army, Army National Guard, and Army Reserve soldiers and spouses in a group setting as part of the Operation R.E.A.D.Y. Predeployment Training Module. A facilitator (Chaplain, Army Community Service Representative, Family Program Coordinator, or psychologist) should also be present to expand on the video message using guidelines set forth in the training module or this discussion guide.�
ADDITIONAL OPERATION R.E.A.D.Y. MATERIALS








In addition to this video on Coping with Military Separations, the Operation R.E.A.D.Y. staff has produced the following training and informational materials for your use: 





	Training Modules:


		Predeployment


		Postdeployment


		Family Assistance Center


		Family Support Group





	The Army Family Readiness Handbook





	Video Programs:


		Family Assistance Centers


		Getting Back Together: Homecoming/Reunion


		Ongoing Readiness and Financial Planning


		Another Family: The Family Support Center





	Children's Workbooks:


		My Goodbye Book (ages 1 - 4)


		Goodbyes are Hard (ages 5 - 8)


		I Can Do That (ages 9 - 12)


		Separation Happens (ages 13-17)�
INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE FACILITATOR





This video should only be used as a part of the Operation R.E.A.D.Y. Predeployment Training Module, refer to the guidance and placement set forth in the lesson plan.





Subject matter experts are required to be present. They should be capable of discussing the subject thoroughly.





Duplicate the three handouts located in the back of this discussion guide and provide a copy to each individual who views this video program.





   1.  Separation Stress(a handout that describes the 


   symptoms of separation stress and offers some suggestions 


   on how to cope with stress.





   2.  Support Agencies(add to or overprint this form with a 


   list of your local agencies, both on and off post, that can be 


   depended upon to provide competent support to military 


   families.





   3.  Evaluation Sheet(use the evaluation sheet that has been 


   provided with the Operation R.E.A.D.Y. predeployment 


   training module unless you want a more in-depth evaluation 


   of the video program.�
�



The attached outline follows the content and theme of the video program you are about to show. As a means of introduction, ask your audience the following questions:





					What symptoms of stress did you display during previous family separations, 							particularly your first separation?





					What problems can you anticipate for future separations?





					How did you cope with the stress of separation?





Have someone in your audience list all of the symptoms on a chalk board or flip chart. Tell them to be prepared to compare their methods of coping with stress with those described in the video.








(YOUR AUDIENCE SHOULD VIEW THE VIDEO PROGRAM BEFORE PROCEEDING.)








After the audience has viewed the video program, discuss some of the key points in the following outline. Questions are provided to stimulate group discussion.�
Coping with Military Separations


(An Outline of the Video Program)








Deployment is an extremely stressful time for families, but we know that these emotions follow some predictable patterns. Knowing these patterns and some tried-and-true methods for coping will help you manage better prior to and immediately following separation.





Discussion question:





     What symptoms of stress were displayed by the 


     character(s) in the video?�
�



I.	Predeployment Pattern:





	A.	Anger—one of the first and primary emotional reactions to any kind of separation. It is okay to be 			angry; it is not okay to let your anger get in the way of preparing for a separation.





Note: As the trainer you need to be prepared for the discussion to evolve into expressions of anger over the impending separations. You should point out that proper planning and preparation will give them some control over their situation.�
�



	B.	Denial(it can't be happening to us. Why me?





	C.	Anxiety—how do we get everything ready in so little time?





Discussion questions:





     What other emotions do you think you may 


     personally experience? (fear, sadness, resentment, 


     clinging, psychological distancing, etc.)





     How do you recognize the symptoms of stress when 


     they occur?�
�



II.	Coping with Predeployment Stress:





	A.	Have numerous family discussions and one-on-one conversations where feelings are clearly 					communicated and openly shared. Your children may have trouble finding the right words, but with a 		little encouragement and patience they can express how they feel.





	B.	Make plans on how you will stay in touch.





		1.	Letters(probably the easiest and cheapest way to keep in touch, but keep in mind the realities of 				mail service. Number your letters; they may arrive in bunches.





		2.	Tapes(an alternate way to hear the voices of loved ones. In some cases a tape recorder may 					create logistics problems for the military member.





		3.	Phone calls—phone availability may be a problem. Keep in mind the high cost of overseas calls 				and save them for special occasions.





		4.	Pictures—they can be easily carried and displayed.





		5.	Videotapes—Videotapes made while the soldier is away (baby's first steps, birthday parties, 					trips, etc.) will help them feel a part of the event. If there is a lack of playback units in the 					deployment area, save the tapes until the soldier returns home.





Discussion question:





     What other methods of communication may be 


     available to you? (your Family Assistance Center, 


     Unit Rear Detachment, MARS-Military Affiliated 


     Radio Service?)�
�



	C.	Prepare the Children:





		1.	Tell them the details of the separation.





		2.	Use globes, pictures, calendars, etc. to discuss where the military parent(s) will be going, if 					possible.





		3.	If you have a young child, suggest they create a treasure box (a shoe box filled with items: 					ribbons, patches, pictures, etc.). The treasure box can be put together by the child and the 					departing parent to help the child remember the absent parent. Absent parents can send items to 				their children to add to the treasure box.





		4.	Explain how communication with the absent parent will be maintained.





	D.	Be Prepared(one of the best ways to reduce stress is to be prepared. Make sure that your practical 			and financial predeployment planning is thorough.





		1.	Do you have current Wills and a Power of Attorney?





		2.	Are all credit union, and checking and savings accounts In joint names?





		3.	Do you have current ID cards for all authorized family members?





		4.	Is your family currently enrolled in DEERS?





		5.	Is your car mechanically sound?





		6.	Make sure your home is in a good state of repair with locks, peep holes, etc. installed in advance.





		7.	Develop a checklist of other items that, if done in advance, will help reduce the level of stress.


III.	Separation Stress:





Separation is an extremely stressful period for the entire family, particularly during periods of international or domestic tension. The various emotions you will feel are normal and natural and follow predictable patterns for both adults and children.





	A.	At first there will be feelings of anger, loneliness, guilt, and frustration. These feelings need to be 			acknowledged and managed.





	B.	You may be overwhelmed by the responsibility you feel has been "dumped" on your shoulders:





		1.	Making major decisions alone


		2.	Paying all the bills


		3.	Taking care of the house and car


		4.	No one to share the responsibilities of taking care of the children





	C.	There also may be the fear of infidelity. (What is my spouse doing during free time while I'm away 			from home?)





Note: These feelings aren't limited to women; husbands and boyfriends left behind have the same feelings. The spouses who have gone away also may wonder what the wives or husbands back home are doing in their free time.�
�



	D.	After the initial letdown you may experience a surge of energy, characterized by a general irritability, 		increased tension, crying, and insomnia.





	E.	You may swing back and forth between highs and lows.





	F.	These symptoms are all normal and natural responses to separation.





Discussion question:





     What are some of the other ways stress can I 


     manifest itself?


     1.	fatigue


     2.	lack of concentration


     3.	changes in sleeping and eating habits


     4.	headaches and stomach problems


     5.	confusion


     6.	increased use of alcohol and tobacco�
�
�



Note: The increased use of alcohol and tobacco is a negative coping response to stress. The symptom may be tension, anxiety, anger, of loneliness to which a person responds with alcohol, drugs, tobacco etc. Persons experiencing a difficult time coping with any of these symptoms should seek professional counseling.�
�



IV.	Coping with separation stress:





Take good care of yourself so you can take good care of your children.





	A.	One technique you can use is called the 4 M's: Maintain, Manage, Monitor, and Maneuver.





		1.	Maintain:


			a.	Keep yourself in good physical condition—exercise.


			b.	Eat balanced meals.


			c.	Get plenty of sleep.


			d.	Keep in touch with friends who are positive thinkers.


			e.	Avoid things that make you feel worse alcohol, drugs.


			f.	Avoid spending sprees.


			g.	Set goals—monetary, educational.





		2.	Manage:


			a.	Manage your life.


			b.	Do some volunteer work.


			c.	Help organize a support group.


			d.	Don't take on more responsibility than you can handle.


			e.	Know when to say "no."





		3.	Monitor:


			a.	Watch for early signs of stress: headaches, stomach problems, anger, etc.


			b.	Seek help if you need it.





		4.	Maneuver:


			a.	To relieve stress—do relaxation exercises.


			b.	Sit down, relax, and do a little daydreaming (walking on the beach in Hawaii).


			c.	Identify which coping responses work for you and your family.


			d.	Take time to enjoy the little things in life time with friends and family, a beautiful sunset, 					flowers in bloom, etc.





	B.	Another method for coping with stress is to develop a strong social support network:





		1.	Take advantage of your military support network—your Family Support Group, Army 						Community Service and Family Program Coordinator.





		2.	Contact family, friends, neighbors, and spouses of other deployed service members when you 				need emotional help.





		3.	Develop your own social support system by getting involved in activities. Get involved with your 			church, social organizations, parent organizations, volunteer groups, etc.





Discussion questions:





     What methods for coping with stress were used by 


     the characters in the video?





     What other techniques have you used to deal with 


     stress?�
�



	C.	Think Safety and Security





		1.	Keep a list of emergency phone numbers handy.





		2.	Be sure peep holes and security locks are installed.





		3.	Don't "advertise" that your spouse is gone; tell your children to do the same.





		4.	Report any suspicious neighborhood activity to the police.





Discussion question:





     What are some of the goals you can accomplish or 


     activities you can get involved in while your partner 


     is absent?





     1.	Enroll in educational classes.


     2.	Prepare food for yourself that your spouse 


            doesn't usually enjoy.


     3.	Establish a budget record keeping system if one 


            is not being maintained.


     4.	Get involved in an arts and crafts program.


     5.	Do volunteer work.


     6.	Get involved with your Family Support Group.


     7.	Discuss with your children, in advance of the 


            separation, some of the chores they can help 


            with around the house.


     8.	Obtain a part or full time job.�
�
�



Note: Employment, either full or part-time, should be discussed between partners in advance of the deployment and should consider the age of the children, the family financial status, the spouses’ personal needs and child care arrangements. Point out that all of these activities can make them more independent and build confidence. Emphasize the need to get their children involved in similar activities which should help them develop responsibility.�
�



V.	Helping Children Cope:





	A.	Be consistent. Discipline and rules should be the same as before separation.





	B.	Help the children maintain connection with absent parent(letters, pictures, deployment map, 				deployment calendar





	C.	Spend "special" time with your children and set aside time for family activities. Even cleaning the 			house can be a family activity or watching a TV show together.





	D.	Insure that they also get proper rest, exercise, and nutrition.





	E.	Encourage them to spend time with their friends, spending the night, etc.





	F.	Encourage them to discuss openly their feelings—with you, friends, grandparents, and/or teachers.





	G.	Praise your children for their helpfulness and let them know you are proud of their efforts.





Discussion questions: 





     How do your children respond to stress?





     How do you handle their stress?�
�



	H.	Tips for helping children deal with stress during military crises:





		1.	Supervise children while watching television.





		2.	Advise them not to advertise to strangers that one of their parents is in the military.





		3.	Be honest and open about the war.





		4.	Encourage them to express their feelings through talking, drawing, or playing.





		5.	Children need comfort and frequent reassurance that they are safe.





		6.	Don't be afraid to say, "I don't know."


�
VI.	Where to find help:





	A.	The Army Community Service Center, Family Program Coordinator's office, and your Family 				Support Group are good places to start. They make referrals to other sources of help(financial, 				emotional, housing, etc.





	B.	Chaplain—a good source for confidential counseling.





	C.	Red Cross.





	D.	Army Emergency Relief.





	E.	Community Services agencies—see your local phone book (e.g., Mental Health Department, Public 			Health Department, Social Services Department).





Discussion question:





     What are some of the other outside sources for 


     emotional support available to individuals and 


     families in time of stress? (e.g., pediatrician, 


     nurse practitioners, day care center teachers, 


     school teachers and counselors, youth program 


     directors and workers)�
�



VII. A successful separation can result in:





	A.	building confidence in your ability to handle military separations.





	B.	having the knowledge that you can help your children learn to cope with separations.





	C.	developing or strengthening your support system.





	D.	learning new problem solving and coping skills.





	E.	meeting new friends.





	F.	helping others going through a separation.





	G.	feeling proud of your family for managing a difficult situation.





	H.	knowing you and your partner can plan for separations and take care of your family when separated 			from each other.








Most families adjust in a couple of months. If you are having trouble adjusting, ask for help. Asking for help isn't a sign of weakness. It means you really care about yourself and your family.�
NOTES:


�
SEPARATION STRESS





Separation is an extremely stressful period for the entire military family, particularly during periods of international or domestic tensions. The various emotions you will feel are normal and natural and follow predictable patterns for both adults and children.





Symptoms of Predeployment Stress:


	(	Anger(one of the first and primary emotional reactions to separation.


	(	Denial—It can't be happening to us. Why me?


	(	Anxiety—How do we get everything ready in so little time?


	(	Other symptoms include fear, sadness, resentment, clinging, psychological distancing, etc.





How to cope with Predeployment Stress:


	(	Communicate: family and one-on-one discussions.


	(	Make plans on how you'll stay in touch—letters, tapes, phone calls (keep in mind the high cost of 			overseas calls), pictures, videotapes, through your Family Assistance Center, and Unit Rear 					Detachment (if available).


	(	Prepare your children—tell them the whys & wherefores of separation.


	(	Prepare yourself—one of the best ways to reduce stress is to be prepared. Make a complete checklist 			to be sure that your practical and financial predeployment planning is thorough such as: Do you have 			current Wills, Power of Attorney, ID cards, joint credit union, checking and savings accounts? Is 			your family currently enrolled in DEERS? Is your car mechanically sound? Make sure your home is 		in a good state of repair with locks, peep holes, etc. installed in advance.





Symptoms of separation stress:


	(	Displays of anger.


	(	Loneliness, guilt, frustration, fear, surges of energy, irritability, increased tension, feeling 					overwhelmed, crying and insomnia.


	(	Other symptoms of stress during separation include fatigue, lack of concentration, changes in 				sleeping and eating habits, increased use of alcohol and tobacco, headaches and stomach problems, 			fear of infidelity, and confusion.





How to cope with separation stress:


	(	Take good care of yourself so you can take good care of your children. Exercise, eat balanced meals, 			get plenty of sleep, keep in touch with friends who are positive thinkers, avoid things that make you 			feel worse like alcohol and drugs, avoid spending sprees, and set goals for yourself.


	(	Do volunteer work or help organize a support group yourself but don't take on more responsibility 			than you can handle.


	(	Watch for early signs of stress: headaches, stomach problems, anger.


	(	Seek help if you need it from your minister, doctor, mental health counselor, etc.


	(	Do relaxation exercises.


	(	Take advantage of your military support network: your Family Support Group, Army Community 			Services and Family Program Coordinator.


	(	Contact family, friends, neighbors, and spouses of other deployed service members when you need 			emotional support.


	(	Develop your own social support system, get involved with your church, social organizations, 				volunteer groups, etc.


�
	(	Think Safety and Security:


		(	Keep a list of emergency phone numbers handy.


		(	Be sure peep holes and security locks are installed.


		(	Don't "advertise" that your spouse is gone.


		(	Report any suspicious neighborhood activity to the police. 





Helping Children Cope with Stress


	(	Be consistent: discipline & rules should be the same as before separation.


	(	Help the children maintain connection with the absent parent through letters, pictures, deployment 			map, deployment calendar.


	(	Spend "special" time with your children; set aside time for family activities. Even cleaning the house 			can be a family activity or watching a TV show together.


	(	Insure that they get the proper rest, exercise, and nutrition.


	(	Encourage them to spend time with their friends, spending the night, etc.


	(	Encourage them to discuss openly their feelings—with you, friends, grandparents, and/or teachers.


	(	Praise you children for their helpfulness and let them know you are proud of them.


	(	Tips for helping children deal with stress during military crises:


		(	Supervise children while watching television.


		(	Advise them not to advertise to strangers that one of their parents is in the military.


		(	Be honest and open about the war.


		(	Encourage them to express their feelings through talking, Children need comfort and frequent 				reassurance that they are safe.


		(	Don't be afraid to say, "I don't know."





Where to find help:


	(	The Army Community Service Center & Family Program Coordinator's office & your Family 				Support Group are good places to start. They make referrals to other sources of help—financial, 				emotional, housing, etc.


	(	Chaplain—a good source for confidential counseling


	(	Social Work Services


	(	Red Cross


	(	Army Emergency Relief


	(	Community Services agencies—see your local phone book (e.g. Mental Health Dept., Public Health 			Dept., Social Services Dept.)


	(	Other: pediatrician, nurse practitioners, day care center teachers, school teachers and counselors, 				youth program directors and workers





A successful separation can result in:


	(	Increased self confidence.


	(	More mature and responsible children.


	(	A feeling of pride—in the soldier and the work he/she does, in your children, in yourself, and in your 		ability to handle things.








Most families adjust in a couple of months. If you are having trouble adjusting, ask for help. Asking for help isn't a sign of weakness. It means you really care about yourself and your family.


�
SUPPORT AGENCIES





Where to find help





	A.	The Army Community Service Center, Family Program Coordinator's office, and your Family 				Support Group are good places to start. They make referrals to other sources of help(financial, 				emotional, housing, etc.





	B.	Chaplain—a good source for confidential counseling.





	C.	Social Work Services





	D.	Red Cross





	E.	Army Emergency Relief





	F.	Community Services agencies(see your local phone book (e.g., Mental Health Department, Public 			Health Department, Social Services Department)





	G.	Add a list of your local agencies, both on and off post:





																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																										


�
EVALUATION SHEET





"Getting Back Together," The Homecoming/Reunion Video





Now that you have finished viewing the video program "Getting Back Together," please take a few minutes to give us your feedback. If you need more space, you may write on the back of this sheet.





1.	Overall, this video program was: CHECK ONE





		 Very useful


		 Somewhat useful


		 Not very helpful


		 Not at all helpful





	Comments:








2.	Please check any of the following topics that you learned something about from this video


	program. CHECK ALL THAT APPLY.





		 How to differentiate between fantasies and reality


		 That soldiers, spouses, and children are likely to change after being separated 


		 Some useful tips for homecoming day 


		 Why it will be necessary to renegotiate roles, routines, etc. 


		 Ways of helping children cope with postdeployment stress


		 Where to go for help, if needed





	Comments:








3.	How realistic was the video? CHECK ONE





		 Very realistic 


		 Somewhat realistic


		 Not at all realistic





	Comments:








4.	Overall, what did you think of the video?








5.	What suggestions do you have for improving this session?








6.	Do you have any other comments?








Thank you. Please leave the completed form in the place designated by the group leader.


�
"COPING WITH MILITARY SEPARATIONS"


VIDEO SCRIPT











The program opens on stock footage of Army families and soldiers saying good-bye to each other. After a few moments, over appropriate music, we hear Elaine's voice over the scene. At some point in her speech, we cut to her on-camera at an Air Force passenger terminal. She is a warm, confident, likable, Army wife in her mid-thirties:








ELAINE: In fifteen years of Army life, I've said good-bye to my husband almost a dozen times, and it never gets any easier. He's been away on training, an unaccompanied tour, some TDY, and even some military action... and it's always rough... But, you know, over the years, I've gotten pretty good at dealing with it. I've come to know what to expect, how I'll react, how my children will react, and how to help everybody cope.





Oh, but I can remember the first time Ben left! Those were some of the hardest months of my life...





When Ben showed me his orders, the first thing I felt was shock. I mean, I knew separations were part of Army life, but I just couldn't believe it was really happening to us! I kept expecting the orders to be canceled or for the CO to decide that he really didn't need my husband.





That's what's called "denial"—sometimes when we don't like what's happening, we just pretend it isn't real! There's nothing strange about that; denial is a common reaction to bad news. And it's the first stage of a very predictable pattern most Army families go through when their soldiers leave. Different families show their reactions in different ways, of course, but everyone can pretty much count on going through the same pattern.





Almost everyone goes through the same stages before and during a separation.





I certainly did that first time although I didn't know what it was at the time. The second stage kicked in when it finally hit me that Ben was really going and that my three-year-old and I were going to spend several months without him. It was like being on a roller-coaster!





I felt scared and anxious. There was so much to do to get ready and so little time to do it in. We had to figure out a new budget, get a lot of documents we should have had but didn't, get the car tuned up, get the house in shape. I was afraid we'd never get done in time.





And then there were the doubts: How would I survive without Ben? Could I manage the house alone? Take care of the money? What about our child? What if the car broke down?





I felt that fear and anxiety for a long time. And soon, I started having other feelings too. I was sad a lot of the time, and angry!





I was mad at Ben for leaving us, even though I knew he had to. I was mad at his commander for taking my husband away from me. I was mad at the military for having such things as deployments and mobilizations. I guess I wanted them to do desert training in my backyard! My feelings were real, but they certainly weren't very logical.





And they were so confusing! Some days I just wanted to hold onto Ben and never let him go.





Other times, I didn't want to be near him, and would go off on my own or start a fight to push him away. It was like I just wanted him to leave and get it over with.





What I found out later was that these feelings were also a part of the pattern. Sometimes we want to cling to our loved ones to get enough of them before they leave; and other times we want to separate ourselves from them early so it doesn't hurt so much later. That's called "distancing." Both clinging and distancing are very common. The problem was, sometimes I would want to cling when Ben would want to distance himself. Or Ben would want to cling when I wanted to distance myself. When that happened, someone was bound to feel hurt.





Then Jeremy stopped eating and started whining constantly. I didn't know what to do with him. I found out later that kids' feelings follow the same pattern adults' feelings do; but they come out in different ways, depending on the age group. Toddlers, like Jeremy was that first time, don't understand what's up but they can feel the stress. So they might get whiny and clingy.





Older kids, like I have now, go through the same emotions we do: denial, anger, sadness, clinging, and distancing. Sometimes, they show it differently, -- they might "act up" more because they're afraid or angry, for example -- but the point is, the whole family goes through pretty much the same feelings getting ready for a separation.





We go through the same roller coaster ride every time Ben leaves. But over the years, we've learned a few things. We've learned to expect those intense feelings. We've learned that we're perfectly natural and normal for feeling them. And we've learned how to make those weeks before a separation easier to get through.





One of the most important things to do is to make sure our predeployment planning is always done. We review our plan every year and make changes as they come up. That way, we don't have to scramble to get everything taken care of at the last minute. And that relieves a lot of the anxiety.





Having our predeployment planning done in advance also frees up some time for us to spend together as a family. We take advantage of that time to talk about the feelings we have about the separation. Now that we understand the pattern, it's easier for us to accept and share those feelings.





So if one of us gets an anxiety attack, or another starts clinging, or gets angry, or just doesn't want to talk, the rest of us don't take it personally. We know that we are, each of us, just doing the best we can.





Taking action also relieves some of the stress. We've found out it really helps to make specific plans for how we're going to handle the separation. One of these is talking about how we'll stay in touch -- whether we'll call or write or send tapes, and how often. That way everyone knows what to expect, and there’s not as much chance of being disappointed.





We also remind the younger kids that the mail service isn't always exactly what we'd like it to be. Sometimes there's no word for weeks, and then we'll get letters in bunches. If kids know that ahead of time they don't see an empty mail box as meaning the soldier has forgotten about them. They know a letter is going to be there sooner or later.





Another positive action we take is to get as much information about where Ben is going as we can. We study globes and maps to pinpoint his location and read about the area. We talk about why he's going away so the kids understand how important his job is and their part in the mission. Then we mark up the calendar to make it easy to keep track of the time.





Ben also helps the kids get ready by making a "treasure box" with them. They find stuff that will remind them of their Dad while away. Y'know, a special picture of them together... a tape of him reading a story... maybe one of his medals.. that kind of thing. That gives them something to hold onto while he's gone.





So, finally, D-Day arrives: "D" for deployment, departure, depression... well, you get the picture.





The first time Ben said good-bye and walked away I thought I'd die. I felt like my whole life was getting on board that plane. And then the roller coaster really took off! I entered the next stage of the pattern.





The first few days after Ben left I felt really low. I had no energy, I was sad and lonely, and sometimes even nauseous. I didn't want to do much but lie around. I felt like there was this big empty hole in my life.





I was so sad, I couldn't even cry. And I felt guilty -- for not being a "happy Mom " for my little boy just then... for fights I'd had with Ben months ago.... and especially for the times I distanced myself from Ben just before he left. I was afraid he wouldn't want me any more, and that he'd have all sorts of affairs while he was gone.





And, most of all, I felt totally and completely overwhelmed by the idea of handling everything alone -- the money, taking care of Jeremy, just day-to-day living was more than I felt like I could handle.





Of course, we women aren't the only ones to have these feelings. Husbands and boyfriends who are left behind go through exactly the same kind of thing, although they may show their feelings a little differently. Stress is stress!





Well, after a few days of this, I hit a surge of energy. I don't mean I was happy and bouncy... anything but! Instead of being low and depressed, like I was before, I felt restless and irritable. I had a short temper -- absolutely no patience. I cried easily and I cried a lot.





And I had a lot of trouble sleeping Even though I was more exhausted than I could remember since Jeremy was born, I couldn't sleep. I was too restless.





Then a funny thing happened. I hit another low energy period with the same familiar feelings—sad, overwhelmed, lonely, depressed. And then another surge of being restless and irritable. It was weird! I starting thinking maybe there was something wrong with me, that I was out of control!





So I did a very smart thing. I went to see the Chaplain. And you know what he told me? That I was perfectly normal!





That's when I learned about the pattern. The Chaplain said everyone goes through it. And that it's part of the pattern to bounce back and forth between the low-energy and high-energy emotions. It was no big deal, he said. The important thing was to recognize these feelings as a natural and normal response to having a loved one gone.





Of course, little Jeremy was having his own rough time. He missed his Daddy too. I sometimes think separations are even harder on the kids; after all, they don't always understand, like we do, why our soldier went away. Sometimes they think it's their fault! Or they just get afraid we're going to leave them too! Remember that children don't have as much experience in coping with these emotions as we do, so they "act out" their feelings instead of talking about them.


That first separation, Jeremy was only three. And his reactions were pretty much like any other preschooler. He was in a really grumpy mood, and he was very clingy. It was like he felt he had to hang on to me for dear life or I'd go away too. And he started wetting his pants again, and wanting his bottle. It was like he became six months younger overnight. A lot of young children do that.





Elementary and middle school-aged children show their stress a little differently. They may challenge authority or pick fights with each other when they're having strong feelings. They may decide to test the limits, just to see if the rules are still the same.


Sometimes, they get so preoccupied, they turn into confused "airheads" who can't focus on anything for very long. Teenagers may have conflicting emotions. They often times will have more responsibility when a parent leaves, which they may welcome and be afraid of at the same time. Teenagers may even be happy a parent's gone because they think it means fewer hassles and more freedom; then feel guilty about being happy, because they really love and miss that parent. But of course they probably won't tell you any of this; teenagers tend to clam up when they're under stress.





After a separation or two, I finally came to expect that my kids would be on the same roller coaster I was, and that they were bound to act up a little. What's been hardest for me is to have them need me the most when I'm under stress myself; and I feel least able to help them.





So over the years, and with a little help, I've managed to come up with some tried and true methods for getting through a separation. First of all, I've learned I have to take care of myself. Otherwise, I can't really be there for my children.





I call my technique, the "Four M's." The first "M" is to "Maintain" your life, to keep yourself in good physical and emotional shape.





I do that by exercising every day, whether I feel like it or not...and eating healthy food, even if I want to gorge myself with chocolate doughnuts.





I stay in touch with my friends, the ones who are positive thinkers, and keep away from people who get me down.





I've gotten really close over the past two years with Jane. She's another wife in our unit. We met through our Family Support Group and we spend a lot of time together. I can talk to her about anything. Having someone to share my deepest feelings with helps a lot when times get tough.





I also keep my life in balance. I make sure I get enough sleep, and that I find time to have fun so I'm not working all the time.





And I avoid things that only make me feel worse in the long run, like drinking too much alcohol, or going on a spending spree.





The second "M" is for "Manage"—I manage my life. That means I don't take on more responsibility than I can handle; I say "no" when it's too much. I ask for help when I need it. I pat myself on the back for doing well and cut myself some slack when I make mistakes. I'm good to myself.





The third "M" is for “Monitor.” That means watching for the early warning signals my body gives me to tell me I'm under too much stress.





I know that if I'm getting headaches, or having trouble sleeping, or my stomach is upset, or I just don't have any energy... I'm stressed out! I monitor myself so when stress gets to me, I can do something about it...





I can "maneuver.” That's the fourth "M". I use various techniques to help relieve the stress.





Sometimes I just lie down and take deep breaths. Or I do relaxation exercises. My favorite is to take a "mind vacation" -- I imagine myself on the beach in Hawaii or walking through the forest. I make it so real I can hear the birds and smell the air. When I'm done, I feel a lot less stressed out.





My other secret to surviving a separation is my Family Support Group. I've learned to count on them whenever there's a problem or just if I need someone to talk to. And it's always fun to look forward to their activities. Not just for me; for the kids too!


You know, children learn how to cope from us. They watch what we do. So the better we take care of ourselves, the better they learn how to do the same. Teaching kids how to cope is the best way to help them survive separations.





But then I've found lots of other things to do as well.





The first thing is to keep family life as consistent as possible with what it was before. Children need to know what to expect and be able to count on that. I usually change a few family routines and rules when Ben leaves, but I do my best to keep things as consistent as I can.





Another thing I do is help the kids maintain their connection with Ben. I put pictures up at their eye level so they can look at them whenever they want to... and encourage them to go through their treasure box whenever they feel lonely.





I make sure they take some time each day to think about their Dad. Sometimes they use that time to work on a daily installment to a letter or tape that we send out at the end of the week. Sarah likes to do special art projects to send her Dad. There are lots of creative ways to help a child feel closer to a parent who is away.





But the most important thing I do to help my children is to share my feelings with them and encourage them to share their own. This means to be completely honest with them about what I feel, even if it's not very pleasant. They can handle it. And I really listen to them when they tell me how they feel. It wasn't always easy when they were little. Sometimes they couldn't put their feelings into words, so sometimes I had to read between the lines a little bit.





And now that Jeremy's a teenager, he doesn't always want to share his feelings with a parent. So I encourage him to talk to other members of the family or with his friends. It's important that he find someone he feels comfortable talking to.





I also make sure to call the school to tell them about the separation so that my children's teachers know they're under stress -- especially when we've lived off-post. This is really important for Army National Guard or Army Reserve families, where the kids are less likely to be surrounded by others in the same boat, and their teachers are less likely to be prepared to help them.





Of course, every roller coaster eventually winds down. Most families adjust to a separation within a couple of months, and ours usually has, too. We always miss Ben... a lot! But after a couple of months, life starts feeling pretty normal again. We still get blue sometimes, especially around birthdays and the holidays. But all in all, I think we've coped pretty well. Most families do. When they don't, it's a good idea to ask for help... like I did that first time.


What the Chaplain told me that day helped me and my family so much—during that first separation, and the many others that followed. Of course, nowadays, there are a lot more places to turn to for help than the Chaplain. Now we have Family Support Groups -- they always seem to have time to listen.





Or you can get counseling through Army Community Service, or some outside agencies. Your Family Support Group leader can give you some other ideas of what's available in your area. Everything is confidential; no one needs to know, unless you want them to.





Asking for help isn’t a sign of weakness; it's a smart move that means you care enough about yourself and your family to do what's necessary.





There's one more feeling I've had during every separation. And that's a feeling of pride. Pride in my husband and the work he does. Pride in my family for our contribution to the effort. And pride in myself for handling things better than I ever thought I could.


By the time Ben returns, my children and I all have done a lot of growing We've become more confident, and more independent. The kids are more mature and responsible. It's the kind of growth that always makes our family life stronger and more rewarding I wouldn't trade that for anything.





VOICE: Waiting for someone?





ELAINE: Oh, Ben!
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