HELPING CHILDREN COPE WITH 

THE MILITARY WAY OF LIFE AND INTENSE EVENTS
By H. Hasenbuhler, School Psychologist


Military families confront a variety of unique stressors while living in the overseas environment.   It's a given: Everyone here has been or will be impacted by a PCS or TDY.  Also, military families and communities confront potentially intense, stress-related issues, such as a sponsor's deployment, which could take him/her into harms way.   We are all coming and going and we carry all that we have experienced or may experience.  So, stress issues can potentially "creep up" and create much distress, especially in those that are more vulnerable, especially for children.

As a parent, you should be aware that children react in different ways to stress.  Much of their reaction depends on their age and temperament.  It's not unusual for children to exhibit signs of anxiety or stress for several weeks before or after the occurrence of the stress-related event.  Typical signs of stress include: 

- Physical ailments (e.g., headaches)
- Sleep disorders (e.g., nightmares)
- Regression to younger behavior 

 - Unusual crying or tantrums
 - Inability to concentrate; poor school performance
 - Acting out (e.g., risk-taking behavior)

Fortunately, we can help children cope with stress.  Here are some suggestions:

· Understand the kinds of fears and anxiety your child may be feeling. His/her fears may not be realistic, but they are very real to him/her.  Always acknowledge these concerns. 

· Allow children to express their feelings.  Some children will want to talk a lot, while others may need to express their fears through drawing, clay, or other nonverbal mediums.  It is most helpful if you simply listen and encourage them to express their feeling without making judgments or absolute statements such as “it will never happen again.”  However, always reassure them that you will do all you can to make life as safe and secure as possible.

· Answer questions with simple, accurate information without excessive details. You may need to answer the same questions over and over as your child seeks reassurance and an understanding of the situation.

· Provide extra attention and physical contact if necessary.  Take extra time with your child at night, especially when they go to bed. 

· Resume your regular schedules and activities as soon as possible.

· Provide your child concrete reminders that you are always thinking about his/her safety and well being.    Discuss emergency plans with your child; for example, what to do if they get separated from the parents in a store. 

· Allow children simple, structured opportunities to help others, if they express this desire. Often, children feel better if they can do something positive, especially after a traumatic or emotional intense event. 

· Importantly, attempt to be a good model for your child when you reacting and adjusting to stressful or intense situations.

