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Chairman Chambliss, Chairman Alexander, and members of the Subcommittees, thank you for the opportunity to discuss with you issues related to the elementary and secondary public school education of children of military personnel.  I welcome this opportunity to share good news with you; news about the education of children whose parents serve in our armed services. 

Those who volunteer to serve our country in uniform expect to make sacrifices.  However, since 60 percent of military members now have families, they must, as we would expect, give due consideration to the well-being of their spouses and children.  If we are to keep dedicated men and women whom we have trained so well, we must ensure that when we relocate our personnel to new duty stations, they can expect that their children will be able to attend good schools.  Also, that the personnel in these schools will have an awareness and appreciation of the unique challenges that face our school-aged children: challenges that arise because our children are asked to relocate so often and because schools in different states have requirements and practices that vary so much from one another.  For the Department, addressing issues related to school quality and frequent relocations of military families is an important part of ensuring that families are provided with an appealing Quality of Life.

The Department’s new Social Compact includes objectives to address school transition issues of our highly mobile military dependent children.  Many of these new initiatives leverage the power of public-private partnerships and technology to deliver services.  As part of the Department’s presentation before this joint committee in Washington in July, the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Military Community and Family Policy, Mr. John Molino, identified a contractual partnership through which we are testing a program to provide information and referral services to Marines and their families.  From anywhere in the world, an active duty or reserve Marine or family member using toll-free telephone, e-mail or Internet can communicate with a professional counselor regarding myriad topics, including parenting and child care; educational services; elder care; relocation; health and wellness; and financial and legal information.  Parents and students are receiving information about schools and related activities as part of this information service.  Communication is confidential and services provided include a comprehensive array of pre-paid educational materials, such as books, CDs and videos.  Simultaneous translation in 140 languages is available, as is assistive technology for low-vision users.  Reports about this program continue to be positive and we expect eventually to make these services available to all military families.

Because information about schools and local practices is so important to families who must relocate, we have established an Internet website that enables students and their parents to find out about the schools in the vicinity of their new assignments.  The website, www.militarystudent.org, does that and much more.  It is designed so that various categories of users, i.e., kids, teens, parents, special needs families, military leaders, and school educators can go directly to the information most pertinent to them.  They can access information about important issues, by subject.  These issues include social and emotional needs, special education needs and services, incompatible graduation requirements, redundant/missed entrance and exit testing, transfer of records, and exclusion from extra-curricular activities.    

Our objective is to reach the families of  1.5 million school-aged children of active duty, reserve or National Guard families who attend public and other schools not operated by the Department of Defense.  About 600,000 of these children come from active duty families and attend public schools.  It is not uncommon for these students to attend six different schools before high school graduation; some have reported attending 10 or 11.  As they move from school to school, students and their families encounter difficulties with credit transfers, exit exams, athletic eligibility, and unique graduation requirements such as formal study of state history. 

We are convinced that we can reduce the degree to which these factors represent problems for our military dependent children and their families.  We’ve held meetings with school leaders, parents, students and military commanders; and have found some “best practices” to be shared with other schools and communities.  Last year, we published a booklet titled “Promising Practices” and have sent copies to school districts that enroll our students.  The demand for additional copies has exceeded our supply.  The booklet is now available on our website and we are adding newly found “best practices” regularly. 

We are working with the Military Family Research Institute of Purdue University to study the impact that frequent moves or deployments of one or both parents have on the social, emotional and educational success of children from military families.  Our study will encompass a cross-section of children from elementary-school through high school and from all four Services.  The results of the study will enable us to work with schools to develop additional support programs and teacher training.  

Educators, counselors, and mental health workers associated with public schools are generally not aware of the unique issues and challenges that confront military dependent students.  To be effective, they must become aware of military child issues and appropriate interventions.  

We have initiated several partnerships to help us address these issues with educators.  We have expanded our partnership with the Department of Education’s Office for Safe and Drug Free Schools to include work with the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (sponsored by UCLA, Duke University, and the Department of Health and Human Services).  Together we developed the following information booklets: Educator’s Guide to the Military Child During Deployment, Educator’s Guide to the Military Child During Post Deployment: Challenges of Family Reunion, and Parent’s Guide to the Military Child in Deployment.  The first deployment guide is currently featured on the Department of Education’s website.  The first and third are available on the DoD website www.militarystudent.com.  The remaining one will be added in the near future.  We are considering publication of the booklets to ensure that the information is seen and used by educators and parents.

The Department chooses to be a good partner to local schools and is seeking ways in which we can help promote excellence in public schools, especially in those schools that educate the dependent children of military personnel.

Since 1990, the Department has been authorized to provide financial assistance to those local education agencies (LEAs) that are heavily impacted by the enrollment of large numbers of military dependent students.  Currently, “heavily impacted” is defined as 20 percent.  That is, for an LEA to be eligible to receive DoD funds to supplement Federal Impact Aid payments, the number of military dependent students enrolled must be at least 20 percent of the total number of students enrolled in the schools of that LEA.  For fiscal year 2003, $30 million appropriated for this program was distributed to 118 eligible LEAs in 34 states.  

For the past two years the Department has also been provided funds to distribute to LEAs to assist them with paying for the costs of services provided to military dependent students with severe disabilities.  For fiscal year 2002, we distributed $3.5 million to 47 eligible LEAs, and for fiscal year 2003, $3.0 million were distributed to 49 LEAs.

We are committed to doing whatever we can to help satisfy the desire that military families have to ensure that their children receive a good education.  After health and safety, perhaps no concern related to their children’s development is as great as a parent’s desire that their children attend good schools and receive a high quality education that will open the doors to collegiate studies and success in chosen professions, or satisfaction in the world of work.   

More generally, we are committed to meeting the quality of life needs of our Service members and their families.  Our Service members have high aspirations and strong family values.  They desire a fulfilling life for themselves and their families.  To recruit the best and brightness, we must provide an inviting environment.  This environment must include a wholesome and challenging learning experience for children from military families.  It must include schools in which no military dependent student or any child will be left behind.       
Thank you Chairman Chambliss, Chairman Alexander, and members of both subcommittees, for the opportunity to testify before you today.  I very much appreciate your continued interest in and support of educational opportunities provided to the children of our military personnel.
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