AAAA Spouses’ Corner

Family Readiness Group Lessons Learned
Virginia Army National Guard

By Jill McMillin

y role as a family readiness group (FRG) leader
began when my husband took command of the 2nd

Bn., 224th Avn. Regt., Virginia Army National Guard
in February 2003. Its 400 Soldiers, in six companies,
deployed to Operation Iragi Freedom from October 2005 to
February 2007.

Although there weren’t as many resources available then,
much of our efforts and planning are now commonplace for
all units in the Virginia ARNG thanks to the support of our
state Family Programs Office. In April 2003, | attended
basic FRG leadership training offered by the Family
Programs Office. At that time my FRG responsibilities cen-
tered on planning summer and holiday events, and fundrais-
ing. Meetings were bi-monthly as needed, and there were
only two volunteers to help.

Appreciating that this current structure was similar to
what had always been in place, it certainly would not sup-
port a deployment. In our current military world, it was not
a matter of if we would deploy, but when. We needed to have
our own deployment plan in order to be successful.

Developing FRG Plans

My proposed plan was well received and after one meet-
ing discussing what families need during deployment, | had
a core group of about 10 family members who helped cre-
ate a new FRG structure. Much was centered on our experi-
ences with previous deployments—no matter good, bad,
when, where or how long. We gathered information from
the Family Programs Office and the Family Assistance
Centers in our area. We also surveyed our unit’s needs and
planned how to address them as follows:
 Organize a ““chain of concern” for each company with
each having an FRG coordinator, and an overall battalion
FRG leader to provide a communication structure similar
to the military side.
« Provide a consistent way to communicate in our chain of
concern, with a primary mode for everyday info via e-mail,
and a crisis-phone means (if information not appropriate for
e-mail); and a secondary mode with our monthly newsletters
to supplement e-mail and reach all family members, especial-
ly parents. Later it was noted that our children also needed
information, so we added a “children’s page” to the newslet-
ter that was written by children for children.
« Establish an additional support network with a parent coor-
dinator to disseminate info specific to the needs of a large sin-
gle Soldier population with actively involved parents.
 Schedule FRG meetings on a consistent date and time and
plan child care services so Soldiers and families living all
over Virginia and Maryland could plan ahead to attend.
« Have regional volunteers coordinate a local social and sup-
port network for dispersed families.

Other Efforts for Success
Once our plan was agreed upon, we began filling roles
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FRG leaders (I to r) Jill McMillin, Cindy Leipertz, Kelly McKenney and
Shelley Pridgen donned colorful unit golf shirts to show their unity
during an event they attended.

with volunteers. | later attended the National Volunteer
Workshop sponsored by NGB Family Programs in July
2005. This training, combined with our new structure, laid
the framework for October’s deployment.

We scheduled a Family Day that included briefings from
Tricare, the Red Cross, the Finance and Legal offices,
Family Readiness and on the unit mission. This event for-
mally rolled out our new FRG structure and introduced our
company coordinators.

Our next hurdle was building the relationships between our
company commanders and the company coordinators. That
proved to be a constant work in progress, but worth investing
the effort. | established formal communication lines with the
rear detachment leadership and our assigned Family Assistant
Center (FAC). We decided on how we would communicate and
updated rosters as much as we could.

Battle Testing the FRG

Once the unit mobilized to Fort Dix, N.J., we had few
calls during stateside training and most of our work was
spent updating and organizing Soldier and family rosters.

When the unit deployed to Iraq in January 2006, the FRG
was up and running, with only our regional representative
positions not filled. Now our calls and e-mails picked up.
All family concerns were to go through the company coor-
dinators, or me if the situation warranted, and then routed to
the appropriate person or office.

Military concerns went to the rear detachment, or to the
company or battalion commanders; other concerns about
Tricare, DEERS, financial or legal needs, or family mem-
bers were referred to an FAC in their area. Most calls were
handled at the company level and | was only consulted as
needed. At first | would get two to three calls a day. Most
were quick fixes getting people on e-mail, updating per-
sonal info, or directing family members to the local FAC.

When the units arrived in Irag, most of the calls and
emails we received centered on the wellbeing of the
deployed loved ones. This is where having good and timely
communication with the unit command made all the differ-
ence. Most of the issues were resolved at the company level,
however some requests would always come through me as
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COURTESY PHOTO

Family readiness group leaders from the 2nd. Bn., 244th Avn. Regt.
pose for a picture with the author during the unit's change of com-
mand ceremony in August. Front row (I to r): Lesley Butts, author Jill
McMillin, Cindy Leipertz, Kelly McKenney and Wendy Waldeck. Back
row (I to r): Leigh Anne Ring and Sheree Temple.

warranted by the battalion commander.
By the end of the deployment, there was very little that
couldn’t get accomplished at either the unit or FRG side.

Facing Challenges

The most prevalent issues throughout the deployment (no
particular order) were:
« Initial pay problems.
* Inaccurate information in DEERS.
 Red Cross messages (both ways).
« Personal relationship problems (i.e. child support, related
benefits, custody, separation).
« Lack of knowledge of benefits and where to get help.
« Family morale support (i.e. current situation, increase in
daily stress, coping and needing to talk).

Our major challenges during the deployment and how we
resolved them were:
* Inconsistent communication methods between families
and Soldiers. Resolution: Nothing, this one you have to let
alone unless there is a safety concern.
e The Media (watching news all the time). Resolution:
Recommend families limit news if results are affecting daily
life and increased stress. This improved as trust in FRG
communication grew. No news is good news!
* New Soldiers added to unit after mobilization and deploy-
ment.Resolution:Most company commanders, or a desig-
nee, would send updated information about the Soldier to
include a family contact. This was not as good as it could
have been.
« Follow-up difficulty with longer term issues (when chal-
lenged with kids, yard, bills, etc.) Resolution: Have another
FRG coordinator step in to help.

Staying Alert

As a leadership group, our biggest concerns were over the
safety of the Soldiers and making sure that we had good
communication with our commanders. We felt we would be
able to handle a crisis should one occur. It was an unwritten
rule that | would always keep up with the news. One of our
leaders worked in a place that had news on all the time, so
she would call me immediately if a UH-60 Black Hawk
went down. We got really good at knowing who was flying
and if a helicopter went down, we could quickly tell by the
number of crew members if we needed to worry. | had won-
derful support from the Virginia ARNG Chief of Staff’s
Office and could rely upon them in a crisis.
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This still can never take away the horrible pit in your
stomach when you are out being a mom at the ball field,
shopping or just driving, and you hear a helicopter went
down. You know that you must quickly get clarification and
possibly enact the plan you always have in place for the care
of your children in case of an emergency.

Thank goodness we had only a handful of these scares.

Black Hawk Down

One specific event took place on Jan. 20, 2007, which
proves the importance of a well organized and supported
FRG. I was driving home from Williamsburg when my cell
phone rang; it was one of our company coordinators.

She received a call from a pilot’s wife watching the news
about a report of a downed UH-60 in the same area as one
of our units. The only available number | had was for the
state ARNG chaplain and within 20 minutes | was assured
that it was not our unit. | called the company coordinator
back, and then another FRG coordinator, to send emails to
all. 1 still had an unsettled feeling and learned later that
evening that two Soldiers on that aircraft were from our avi-
ation community. Although with another group, the impact
on our families would be great. | knew we needed to come
together to mourn the loss of our friends. Through our net-
work we were able to inform our whole unit and many oth-
ers, and within 36 hours we arranged a prayer service with
over 120 in attendance. Our FRG also provided initial, as
well as long term, support to both families.

Summary

Our deployment was made better because of our FRG
and the wonderful volunteers that stepped up to help. | am
proud of the foundation we built so the 2-224th Avn. will
continue to have a strong FRG, and hope that the Total Army
recognizes that a viable FRG is an integral part of today’s
military life. Incidentally, this past spring | was asked to
offer testimony on my FRG leader experiences to a con-
gressionally appointed committee looking into family readi-
ness for the Guard and Reserves. It is clearly a topic that is
gaining much attention as we enter into a new era of using
our nation’s military resources.

Jill McMillin is the former first lady of the 2nd Bn., 224th
Avn. Regt., and is the spouse of LTC Robert E. McMillin,

who is the deputy director on the Joint Forces Headquar-
ters Staff of the Virginia National Guard, Richmond.
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