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Over the years many Navy families have used the 1987 edition of “Children with Special Needs: A Navy Parent Handbook.”  Parents have referred to it as the “peach book” because of the color of its cover.  This new Handbook has been written to update the “peach book” with changes in the laws and regulations governing special education, and with new programs and opportunities for Navy families.  It is written with the hope that you will find help for your very special family navigating through both the Navy world and the civilian world. 


Whether your Navy family is one that moves from base to base, or is one that is homesteaded and stays for a long time in a given place, you will find that the more you work to develop a good support system, the better life will be for yourself and your child.  The Navy Family Service Center and the Exceptional Family Member Program, in most places, offer classes and groups in which you can often find other families facing some of the same challenges you are working on.  In addition, when you work as a partner with the people who are providing services to you and your child, you will add to your support group.

A Navy Parent Speaks

“When I got to this base, I found the EFMP Coordinator to be a lighthouse in the storm.  In Japan, someone had looked at me and said because my kid had developed seizures, ‘Why don’t you get a hardship discharge?’  At that moment every mean gene in me revolted!  I was a single Mom.  I come from a Navy family, and I have never known anything else.  How dare someone tell me I should get out of the Navy because my child was not healthy.  In Japan there was nobody, just nobody to help me.  When I came here, I learned you have to give over some of your own self-reliance and let someone help you.  My lighthouse person said to me, ‘I will help you, and I will be the rock in the storm you can adhere to. If you need anything, just let me know.’  It is very hard for young mothers like me, but we have learned to do it, and we have learned to pass it on to others.”


Families have found different ways to become partners with people who are there to help them.  Some of the professionals are skilled not only in their areas of expertise, but also in their ability to communicate with you.  Others, though competent in their field, may not show the warmth and sensitivity you expect.  No matter how the relationship develops, there are some tried and true guidelines that may help you.


The best way to build partnerships with people who will be helping you and your family is practicing good communication.  Sometimes a professional is talking to you about your child, and you do not hear a single word that is said.  Understanding and remembering information is difficult when you are anxious.  If this happens, you can ask to come back another time to discuss things further.  You can set up a time when someone else cares for your child, so your attention can be on the conversation.  Try to bring another adult with you so that between the two of you, you can remember most of what is said.  Your partner may even wish to take notes.

Good communication requires careful building of relationships.  There are many ways to strengthen relationships with professional people—most take little time.  A “thank you” in person, on the phone, or in a short note shows you care and are very much appreciated by professional people.  These ways of showing appreciation mean a lot to people.


Another suggestion is for you to go into meetings with professional people ready to tell a simple story about your child, especially a humorous or uplifting one.  If possible, mention in the story some positive or funny link with the professionals.  A family picture also can be a good “icebreaker.”  This approach can help to prepare a positive relationship if later concerns or criticisms must be aired.


The relationships you build will help you in checking on your child’s progress and solving problems that arise.  The time and effort you take to write a card, have a professional over for a cup of tea, to make a card that tells of your child’s success, or writing a positive letter to the person’s supervisor or Board, will pay good dividends in the long run.

Making Changes


Why is it that every time you feel life is just getting settled into some kind of routine, things change?  Perhaps an infant development specialist working with your child goes on maternity leave, or the speech therapist who works very well with your child is transferred to a different school, or your family must move due to a transfer within the Navy.  Transitions are a part of life.  But they can seem especially problematic when you have a child with special needs.


How do you prepare for these changes in the lives of your child and family?  Below are several suggestions that many Navy families have found helpful to ease these transitions:

· Gather as much information as possible about the proposed change.

· Locate another family that has had experience with the services and programs that are to be a part of the new situation.

· Find out who is in charge of the new program or services (i.e., Speech and Language coordinator, Director of Special Education, Infant and Toddler Program Director), and talk with that person.

· Organize your written notes and your child’s records so that you can locate information with ease.

· Visit the new person, program, school system, or other places where you and your child might be involved.

· Talk about your experiences in the old situation, and your expectations for the new.

· Ask for written materials and learn the procedures for entering and participating in the new service or system.

· Carefully evaluate the proposed change or new situation and realize that you are in charge, and can say either “yes” or “no” to the recommendations for your child or your family.

· Correspond through email or speak via telephone to another parent in the area where you are planning to move.

· You may also want to refer to the Military Transfer Checklist in Chapter Additions at the end of Chapter 3 for other ideas.

A Navy Parent Speaks

“I find it very mind-boggling to move from one area of the country to another where the rules are totally different.  That is a major, major hassle.  The schools have different services available in different areas—even the disability label can be different.  What would be available to my daughter in one place might not be there in the next place.  I think all families should be urged to get the “Sites Manual” from the Family Service Center before they move.  It is a computerized list so you can get the phone numbers of special education departments, community services numbers, and points of contact.  I would urge Navy families to do research before they move or buy a house.  This has really helped me over the years.”


When the time comes for the actual change, you will want to think of ways to prepare yourself, your child, and your family for the changes in your family life.

· To help ease the way, visit the new school, program, or services in order for you and your child to be familiar with the people and the environment.

· On the first day, make your child more comfortable with the new situation by going yourself and staying for a short time, sending something familiar with him or her (e.g., a favorite lunch box or special clothing), or being at the school or program at the end of the day.  Having a special treat together after school allows you to talk about the day.

· Prepare other family members for changes in their routines brought on by the new situation.  Ask them for help and support.


You will find, as time goes on, that changes present many of the same problems and opportunities you have already worked through successfully.  The past can certainly help to prepare you for new experiences.  What you learned in early intervention can be applied as your child enters a school system; what you have learned in the school systems can be applied as you prepare yourself and your child for transition from school to work and community life.  Navy families are the best when it comes to giving support and help to other families.


As in all of the decisions you have been and will be making, the more information you have gathered, the stronger the relationships that you have developed, the smoother the transition to a new program, school system, or duty station will be for you and your family.
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