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Military Children’s Needs Often Unmet; School Environment Key to Solution 
Johns Hopkins Researchers Document Successful Strategies for Engaging Children in School 

Washington, DC, May 22, 2007 — Children from military families, and other children who often move from school to school, are at risk both socially and academically if school leaders and teachers don’t take proactive steps to ensure their well-being, according to a new report released today.  

As families move frequently around the country, transient children have an overwhelming burden placed on them as they try to adjust to constantly changing social and academic environments, the report says. The stress this creates can cause them to feel a lack of community and a disconnection from their schools. 

The impact that this can have on their development can be dramatic, according to Robert Blum, M.D., Ph.D., William H. Gates Sr. Professor and Chair of the Department of Population and Family Health Sciences at the Bloomberg School of Public Health.  Blum is the primary author of the new report, Enhancing School Environment: Strategies That Work, and principal investigator on the Military Child Initiative, supported by the Department of Defense.
The report, and an accompanying DVD, examine the impact that the school environment has on children, and the report offers recommendations for how educators and administrators can create environments that benefit all children in school. The DVD highlights several schools across the country that have put steps in place to create a supportive environment. 
“Many of our schools are failing to support transient students, such as children of military families, who simply fall through the cracks,” Blum said.  “When students feel a part of their school community they get better grades, show up for class, and stay in school. We’ve developed steps schools can take to create an environment to support them that can make a world of difference for these children.”

Studies show that there are lower dropout rates and less class cutting among students in more communal climates. Because academic achievement is directly proportionate to exposure to the learning environment, school climate is a key ingredient in academic success. 

But school climate affects more than just academic performance; it also influences the emotions and behavior of students, the report says. When students feel a sense of community and belonging, they are less likely to experience emotional distress or to engage in destructive behavior such as drinking or using drugs. Instead, they are inclined to enjoy the learning process and are more likely to trust and respect teachers, and show concern for others around them.

As part of the research, Blum conducted “focus groups” and interviews around the country with military children and parents, along with teachers and school administrators, to accompany the report.  Military children had this to say:

“I wish teachers would understand the challenge of starting over, because that’s what we do; we start over everywhere we go.” 
“I switched schools in December. I was failing all of my classes and I’m an honor roll student---I don’t fail classes. My teachers thought I was being disrespectful, but I was just miserable.” 

In the focus groups, children whose parents were deployed overseas said that changing schools year after year often leaves them feeling “alone” and “like an outsider.” They said they need their teachers’ support to listen to their worries and concerns.  One student said, “It helps more than people know.” 

The report offers steps to take to create a positive environment of support:

· Promote a caring, respectful school environment.  Schools provide small learning environments, which foster more interaction. Teachers take steps to support positive peer relationships among their students.  Staff members serve as mentors or advisors to individual students or groups.
· Encourage academic excellence. School administrators and teachers demonstrate that academics are the focus of school. Schools and teachers develop high expectations for student achievement. In turn, teachers hold students accountable for work completion along with providing support for attaining academic goals, such as providing tutoring or “second-try” opportunities. 


· Improve structure and safety. With input from students, parents and staff, school administrators create a disciplinary system with clear expectations and consequences. As well, teachers and administrators promote academic security by encouraging and rewarding participation from all students, eliciting questions and promoting critical thinking and open debate.


· Foster participation. Schools involve teachers, students, parents, and community members in school committees and activities. Additionally, through peer-tutoring, peer-mentoring, and various after-school programs, school administrators create opportunities for contribution and responsibility.


The Military Child Initiative plans to disseminate the report and DVD to school leaders across the country.

“Military families value education.  DoD wants to ensure that our military children are warmly received, challenged academically and that transitions to new schools are seamless as they move from one military community to the next.  There are excellent practices being employed in schools across the nation.  We want to be sure that those good ideas, 
spread ,” says Leslye A. Arsht, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy, U.S. Department of Defense.  The Department of Defense Military Community and Family Policy Office supported the research. 
The Military Child Initiative aims to improve educational environments for highly mobile and vulnerable young people, with a special focus on children and families in the military. It is a collaborative project of the Bloomberg School of Public Health and the Center on School, Family, and Community Partnerships in the School of Arts and Sciences at Johns Hopkins University and the U.S. Department of Defense Education Activity (DODEA).
The Military Child Initiative provides national, state and local education agencies, as well as schools, parents and health, child welfare, juvenile justice and educational professionals with information, tools and services that enhance school success. For more information about the Military Child Initiative, go to http://www.jhsph.edu/mci/.

###












[image: image2.png]Protecting Health, Saving Lives—Millions at a Time





