Advice for USAFA Appointees


Advice for USAFA Appointees’ Parents
This summer will probably be the most trying six weeks that you and your Basic Cadet will go through!  This summer is going to be a test.  It is not fun and games.  In addition to learning about the basics of military life (military courtesy, how to march, history of the Air Force, etc.) and some physical conditioning, your son or daughters’  commitment, motivation and endurance (both mental and physical) are going to be tested to the limits.  Yours will be tested too. 

Basic Cadet Training (BCT – also known as “Beast”) is a testing and weeding out period.  It is designed that way.  The Academy training staff (“Cadre”) will test the basic Cadets’ commitment to becoming a member of a unique and elite fraternity.  BCT will test their endurance by imposing long hours, physical training, mental testing and even some food and sleep deprivation.  Communication with the outside world will be limited as a part of the process.

This process will also test you as parents.  It will be very hard on you and you must keep foremost in your mind that your sons and daughters are in the military – not a public or private college or university.  Things at the Academy are very different.  You too must become mentally tough and above all, SUPPORT your Cadet.  The period of the largest attrition at the Academy is at the end of BCT.  Many discover that the military life and the rigors associated with life at the Academy are not for them.  The Academy isn’t for everyone.  Your Cadet may question his/her decision to attend the Academy.  Like you’ve done so many times in the past, it’s your job to provide counsel to ensure (s)he is viewing the situation with proper perspective and applying good judgment in any decisions being made.  Encourage your son or daughter to try as hard as (s)he can at the Academy, but leave the final decision to your Cadet.  If (s)he decides that the military life was a wrong personal choice, SUPPORT that decision whole-heartedly.  If your Cadet actually does decide to quit at some point in time, you also need to be encouraging.  (S)he may already feel some failure and will need your understanding and encouragement.  Leaving the Academy may be a disappointment, but it’s certainly nothing to be ashamed of.
Be an encourager and prepare to have wide shoulders.  Remember that YOU are the ONLY person in the world that your Cadet will be able to complain to, so you may really get “dumped on” at times.  Your Cadet may have days that (s)he will call and cry on your shoulder and sound so discouraged.  NEVER tell your Cadet that if they quit they can’t come home.  NEVER encourage your Cadet to just quit and come home where (s)he “belongs”.  That’s not what your Cadet wants or needs to hear.  NEVER cry on the phone… wait until you hang up.  The best thing that you can do is to encourage him/her to hang in there for another week, a few days, or tomorrow.  Within a couple of days, your Cadet will experience the excitement of an accomplishment and will find the strength to move forward.  Developing a knowledge of, and the ability to draw upon their own inner strength is a huge part of their growth experience at the Academy.

Attending the USAFA is like a rollercoaster ride.  The ride is going to be different from others whose sons and daughters are attending “regular” colleges/universities.  Your friends and co-workers will not understand what you and your Cadet are experiencing.  That’s another reason for joining the NE Parents’ Association – we support each other, we share our Cadets’ experiences with each other, we counsel and encourage each other when times are tough – and they will be.  We know what you and your son or daughter are going through.  The ride will be difficult times, but it is such a rush!  Just stick with it and you’ll find out that it was all worth it.  Welcome to the USAFA Adventure!
PARENTS… here is some advice for you that we’ve gathered from different sources over the past years:
Write your Cadet EVERY day during BCT, but don’t expect to hear from him/her.  You will be very fortunate if you receive one letter from your Cadet during BCT because they honestly do not have the time to write.  Incoming mail is so very important to them.  That’s one bright spot in their day and it’s really discouraging when they open their mailbox and nothing is there.  Print up some mailing labels so you’ll always be able to drop a quick letter in the mailbox.  Pass out stamped, addressed envelopes to all of your Cadets’ friends and relatives and ask them all to mail as often as possible.  If you run out of things to say, just cut out a favorite comic strip and an article or two from the local newspaper – anything – just make sure (s)he has lots of mail.  One mother reported that she had her friends collect daily calendar sheets from all of the comic type calendars and would send those to her son!  

ALWAYS REMEMBER – Your job as parents is to provide positive support and encouragement!  You are the only person in the whole world your son or daughter can complain to.  Be sure your Cadet knows that you’re there for that support and encouragement.  ALWAYS remind your Cadet of how proud you are of him/her.  When the going gets tough – and it certainly will – encourage your son or daughter to hang in there until Doolie Day Out… until academics start … until parents day weekend or until Acceptance Day.  Short-term goals is the key to getting through freshman year.

CONCERNING MAIL:   NO colored envelopes; NO fancy stamps (flag stamps or Air Force stamps are best); NO perfumed envelopes; NO writing on the outside of envelopes except the address and return address; NO postcards.  All of these things earn extra pushups for the Cadet before (s)he can read his/her mail!

Your Cadets’ P.O. Box # will be on the back of the Appointee book that (s)he got from the Academy.  You will address your Cadets’ mail to:

Basic Cadet Joe Smith

P.O. Box XXXX

USAF Academy, CO  80840-XXXX (P.O. Box Number)

Be sure that during Basic Cadet Training your put “BASIC CADET”.  If you omit the word “Basic” the Cadre (training staff) will become very verbal.  They have a frequent way of doing that, as your Cadet will very quickly realize!  As soon as the “Acceptance” is over (usually when the Wing returns), your Basic Cadet will drop the “Basic” title.  At that time, you can use the title “C4C” (which stands for Cadet Fourth Class) – but NOT before!
Sponsorship Program
Sponsorship is a very special program both for the Sponsor family and for your Cadet.  For the Sponsor family, their involvement enriches their lives in many different ways.  Some Cadets develop the independence to no longer need a Sponsor family.  Although the Sponsors miss the Cadets who lose touch, they understand how that happens.  Many Cadets become a part of the Sponsor family and stay involved for their entire 4-years at the Academy.  The Sponsor can be very influential in the Cadets’ life, especially during freshman year, so tell your Cadet to stay in touch with them and visit them as often as possible.  Also, if for some reason your Cadet and the Sponsors don’t “connect” well, they can contact the Sponsorship office and request a different Sponsor family.  This office will do everything in their power to assure each Cadet has a caring and supportive Sponsor family.  Encourage your Cadet to stay in touch with their Sponsors.  It can be a growing, lasting relationship for both Cadets and Sponsors – and the Cadets family as well!  

Please tell your Cadet to be sure to contact his Sponsor family after BCT.  Sometimes it is very difficult for the family to contact the Cadet because the one phone in the squadron always seems to be busy!  So it’s probably best left up to the Cadet to make contact with the Sponsor family.  

Parents can, and should play an important role with the Sponsor family.  Be sure to find out the name and address of the family your Cadet is with and stay in touch with them!  Write them short thank you notes for hosting your son/daughter.  Give them a call from time to time to chat and catch up and offer your personal thanks.  Make time to visit with them during your visits to the Academy.

Doolie Day Out

“Doolie Day Out” will probably be the only day during BCT that your Cadet will be allowed to leave the Academy and call home.  Make sure that you are home on that day and keep the phone line open for his/her call.  Every freshman Cadet will be assigned a Sponsor home to go to for “Doolie Day Out” and that’s where your Cadet will be calling from.  This may or may not end up being his/her assigned Sponsor family.  Sometimes families will volunteer for Doolie Day Out but for some reason cannot take on a full-time Sponsorship.  There is no way to know what time they will be calling home, so be sure you’re by the phone all day.  Many parents have tape recorded this first phone call.  
A suggestion was made in the past that the parents purchase a small disposable camera and a pre-stamped, pre-addressed envelope for the Cadet to take to the Sponsors house on Doolie Day Out.  Ask the family to shoot the entire roll of film during the day and to mail the camera back to you in the envelope you’ve provided.  That will assure that you have lots of pictures of your Cadet from that day.  You can mail this camera to your Cadet to arrive a couple of days before Doolie Day Out, and the Cadre should allow them to keep it for that day.

Grades
Remind your Cadet that (s)he should not expect to make the same grades here that (s)he is used to making in High School.  So many freshmen Cadets are discouraged because they’re no longer making straight A’s – it’s a very, very rare thing at the Academy.  In fact, many freshmen have a difficult time staying off of academic probation. Besides the tough academic load, there will also be athletics, military training, and freshman Cadet training.  Their rigorous schedule will affect their grades.  Time management is a critical skill your Cadet will need – and develop – at the Academy.  If (s)he can maintain a 3.0 GPA (s)he will be on the Dean’s List and get a special pin to wear, and this is a great goal.
A Parting Note

All Cadets struggle during their first year at the Academy.  No exceptions.  Remember that you are NOT the only family whose Cadet is struggling!  You, as a family, may need support too and you can’t get it from your Cadet.  We’re here to help by listening to your concerns, taking an interest in how your Cadet is doing, and hearing the stories you’ll soon be telling about your son or daughters achievements!
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