Do not feel compelled to do everything on this list. Pick and choose whatever fits you, your family/friends, and your cadet.

I nutshell some suggestions and hope this helps someone! Again, subject to change from year to year.  
THE OVERRIDING THEMES WERE:

1. BE EARLY!

I saw that scores of times. Early meant 1-2 hours before. Especially since you have to count on I-25 traffic; hundreds of cars headed to the same place as you; all have to pass thru Security as you do; must park a distance away; wait for the shuttles. Especially if you need the handicap shuttle.  Some suggested bringing picnic-type food for a tail-gate of sorts while you people-watch and meet others and see the frantic arrivals of those who didn’t leave in time! Tell others in your group when to leave, making them responsible for getting themselves there. Don’t try to herd your group.

The Academy has arranged for interesting things to happen pre-show, such as Falconers walking around with the falcon or the Wings of Blue performing, etc.  And you can always take photos of your group.

2. HELP YOUR CADET MOVE OUT

Make sure your cadet is packed and ready to sign out right after Graduation.  Cadets can’t start too soon on this. This has been mentioned numerous times. Some people had cadets bring some stuff to the hotel every night.

3. DRESS CODE

You will be sent information on appropriate dress for the different Grad Week events. Or you can find on the USAFA website under Graduation.  Dress comfortably and appropriately. Plan layers of clothing and plan for cold, hot, and rain. Good, broken-in walking shoes. Casual clothes (polo shirts and slacks) for most things. Nice dress for the Baccalaureate and your best dress for the Graduation Banquet, Ball and Commissioning ceremonies.  Hats, brims and sunscreen are a must. Bring lots of water with you. At the Graduation reception, long dresses for women, and suites or tuxes for men, mess dress for the military.

4. SCHEDULE/AGENDA/BOOKLET

Give family/friends a schedule/agenda and tell them to do what they want to do, be there early, they are responsible for getting themselves there, and the Grad days are ALL and ONLY about the cadet. Vacations start on Thursday.

Provide an agenda/packet of info/letter to include—and send ahead to give them ideas on what to pack.  What the dress code is, the significance behind some of the events, and seating arrangements for the group, and include the note from USAFA website asking for our cooperation in “insuring your guests wear appropriate attire”  while at the Academy.

Include maps of Colorado Springs, of the Academy Grounds, of the Cadet area, of the Stadium marking where your seats are for Graduation Give good directions and a list of phone numbers of people and places A copy of the USAFA Grad schedule and your own family’s schedule Think about making copies of the USAFA-issued booklet that will arrive with your parking pass to give to others in your group. It contains lots of info on security, dress suggestions, COS phone numbers, Etc.

Be sure to give everyone in your party their tickets to all the events as

soon as you can and get it off your mind!

From one parent: “Do what Your Cadet wants to do. Do what you want to do don’t let your family tell you what to do. Two weeks before some send a packet to family and friends who were attending. The packet included phone umbers of all families attending (cell and home no.s), hotel addresses  (including exit numbers and directions), hotel phone numbers and confirmation numbers, maps of COS and the Academy, a complete USAFA schedule of events and OUR schedule of events, with suggested departure times. She

also compiled a list of “Things to Do in and Around the Springs” complete with ph #’s and reservation information. She explained that they were welcome to do any or all of the events, but they would need to be responsible for their coming and going. our job was to be with our cadet and celebrate with him not to baby-sit the family!”

DO NOT OVER SCHEDULE, either. Leave time for rest, shopping, sight-seeing.

5. PHOTOS, PHOTOS, PHOTOS

Take Lots of Pictures of your cadet, with his/her friends, with family

And of the Academy (like the big screen at the Stadium). Esp at the Tuesday Graduation Parade, as it will be one of the last times you will see your cadet in complete Parade Dress uniform (after Graduation, the white hat is gone!) Also pick up post cards at the Visitor's Center.

The best family photo will be right after the Tuesday parade, when your cadet is in the sharp uniform. Have a friend snap a photo of your immediate family on the field, while the photographer is in the stands.

6. “Sitting with your cadet’s squadron can get ugly.”

Remember: you sit with your cadet’s squadron in specified sections and the cadets get their diplomas as a squadron.  Several people commented on the rude behavior from the few who screamed and

yelled when their cadets’ names were announced, marring others from hearing their cadets’ names, after a 4 year wait for Graduation. And making the  “Graduation” photo shoot one of an unknown person’s hands, buttocks, and posters blocking the view of the stage and any video recording is just one long horn-blast or scream.

One person pointed out that the entire squadrons’ firsties’ names are read in 2 minutes, or about 1 name every 3 seconds, which keeps the portion of the diploma handout to just over 1 hour. So, unless people settle down really quickly (fat chance!), multiple families miss out. The announcers do not pause for crowd noise.

Which makes me ponder even more about swapping tickets with another squadron family, and/or writing up a request to be passed out that suggests waiting until ALL of the squadron names are read before applauding those cadets and why.

Also, please be considerate of others should someone in your group have very small children. A family with rambunctious children moved near mine, so not to disturb their family—but it is ok to be crying/whining/screaming around a stranger’s family? Sometimes, children just aren’t ready for a big deal like Graduation. I did ask them to move on and they did graciously.

7. LIMITED MOBILITY/HANDICAP ADVICE

Reoccurring theme: Assign someone to take care of this person. Some people hired an attendant from their parents’ nursing home to caretake during the week—and the person loved being included and getting a chance to travel and it freed up the cadet mom to tend to other matters. Others assigned a sister or niece to do likewise. Another person hired a local person thru Comfort Keepers to tend to her mom all day Wednesday.

Remember to move slowly because of the thinner oxygen levels

Get your cadet to get a handicapped USAFA parking permit.

Make sure your person brings the state-issued Handicap parking pass—even bring the license plate if you can’t find the pass!

Plan for bathroom breaks and ARRIVE EARLY!!!  Handicap shuttles available on all the days except Graduation. In the stadium parking lot will be golf carts to shuttle handicapped guests. As well, there should be a drop-off near the stadium that morning.

For Graduation

Handicapped seating is at the top of the “L” or Lower sections of the

stadium and is limited. You can’t get on the “L” level unless your ticket says so! 1/3 of the tickets will be on “L” for Lower, another 1/3 for “M”  for Middle, and the remaining for “U” for Upper. The sections are assigned by Squadron Ranks. The top squadron gets the best seating, which is the middle of L while the lowest squadrons are in the nose-bleed section. You won’t know your assigned seats until about a month out from Graduation.

Bring a portable chair for the ONE person allowed to sit with the

wheelchair. Scooters or power wheelchairs (and baby strollers) can’t go into the stadium.

We sat in the M section and were relegated to the far ends because of “safety issues” with wheel chairs lining the top of the M section (I don’t agree, but you can’t argue with a minimum-wage-paid worker and get your way--the safey issue is in case of fire in the cement stadium, the firetrucks couldn't get down the aisle on the Middle level--I guess –saying this sacrastically--people in wheelchairs wouldn't know to move!). If you are assigned an M level seating, it is Best to be in M 1 or 2 with the wheelchair where the family member can see the TV-tron and it is closer to the Handicap parking in Lot #5. There was nothing on our tickets which warned us of this infraction, so when we were told, all the "good viewing" seats where taken, although we had been in the first 100 or so inside the stadium.

On the positive, though, except for the Graduation seating, I did find that USAFA went way-out-of-its way to accommodate wheelchairs. We rarely waited very long for a handicap shuttle, the workers were gracious, the places close by, etc. Be sure to bring your state-issued mirror-hanger that denotes Handicap and you slip in easily. The only, the only disrespect was the M level seating for handicaps.

Suggestion:  Use the cell phone to call a grandparent who can’t come but can listen. One FamNetter wrote:  “We prepared Grammy ahead of Graduation. Told her that we would dial the phone and then we would NOT talk. She was to listen until we came back on the phone. She was not to assume we hung up.  She heard <cadet’s> name read loud and clear. Then we hung up. When the last squadron begun to receive their diplomas, we dialed again and let mom hear

the last 4 events—about 10 more minutes. She heard the oath, the AF song,  the “class dismissed” and the Thunderbirds roar

.just make sure the phone is not pointing into the wind”

Wheelchair rental places: Remember most will not be open on the Weekend or on Memorial day. Some will deliver to the hotel (for an extra fee)

Rocky Mountain Mobility 719-473-4088

Max Med

AAA Rental (not the travel group) 719-593-7008

Pentethe Medical Supply

EZ Way rental 719-473-2186

Brady’s Rentall 719-596-6406

Get RX for oxygen from home and fill at Apria Healthcare (Closed on

weekends)

I mentioned before that we brought our wheelchairs from home, because of the inconvenience of renting there in COS. Veterans can get wheelchairs free from the VA. You can borrow or find them in used stores....or purchase....not that expensive for the value of the convenience.  One person has complained about the airlines being too rough with them. That is not my experience. So possibly bubble wrap the chairs or at least carry the foot jacks with you on the plane. Wheelchairs do not count as one of your luggage pieces.

BE SURE THAT YOUR PERSON BRINGS his/her HANDICAP WINDSHIELD TAG with them.

The Academy was wonderful about directing us toward parking lots where the commute to the buses or the building wasn't as far.  Your cadet can request a dashboard sign indicating Handicap, as well. Then use those tags honestly!   If you don't have an infirmed person, don't take away a parking spot from someone who will really need that  spot.

Also remember your whole family will move slower than usual, because of the altitude and the unfamiliarity.  There is a lot of up and down in this mountainous campus. Count in extra time, because "why cause yourself extra stress, when giving yourself extra time is the better choice?"—another sneaky way of saying take time and be early!

