Help my cadet wants to quit
About 20-25% of in-processed cadets will quit the Air Force Academy. Most will leave because they don’t believe a life in the AF will satisfy their life’s goals. Some will leave for medical reasons, discipline reasons, academic reasons. We wish all those departing cadets Godspeed in their new lives.

However, there are many cadets who express leaving who might be better served by guiding them to stay at the Academy. This is why I compiled this information. To help those cadets and their beleaguered parents.  If the following can be of service to you, I am glad. However, do not take every sentence as Gospel. Depending upon your cadet and the circumstances, most of this information will fit and some will be just plain-wrong. Pick and choose. Donda Thomasson, proud parent of Melanie T, Class of 2006
Leaving the Academy before Graduation is a subject that is often discussed among Service Academy Parents.  Much has been written and said about it. The following are possible Parental actions and some thoughts for you. Note that most of the suggestions are Pro-Active—Before you get “The Call” as it is referred to. Your child is headed for a grand ride, full of unbelievable opportunities and great friendships and the chance to go further than dreamed. Help keep your Cadet’s options open. 
#1 Go to the Academy for the right reason.

Before your Appointee accepts the USAFA offer to attend, make sure that s/he is going for him/her self. No other reason. Not for granddad, or to carry on some tradition, or to get the “free” tuition. Must be a personal burning desire to attend. 

· The most sited reason to quit is “I accepted because <----> wanted me to go to the Academy.”
Before your Appointee accepts the USAFA offer, make sure that s/he understands – and that you as parents understand -- that this is Military First/Education Second/Athletics Third. 

· The next most common reasons to quit are “I didn’t realize that it would be so militaristic” or “I didn’t think it would be so restrictive” or “I just wanted to do sports.”
Before your Appointee accepts the USAFA offer, make sure s/he is ready mentally and physically, as this will be a most grueling time. 
· The next most common reasons to quit are “I didn’t understand that it would be so physically demanding” and/or “there would be such mental games.”
The Appointee must go for the right reason—because s/he wants it for her/him self--otherwise, when the Cadet quits, there will be loads of disappointment spread around, and especially for another USAFA Candidate whose slot was taken by an uncommitted Appointee.
· “I just wanted to give it a try” is one of the most selfish reasons to attend any Service Academy.

#2 Before your Appointee leaves for the Academy
Ask your Appointee to write down what attending the Academy will mean. Keep the paper and compile other winning reasons to attend, such as a photo of your child standing near an airplane, or the essay he wrote about his desire to fly, or a copy of her application to the USAFA. Call this your “Why I wanted to go to USAFA” and bring these papers out when your Cadet questions about quitting.
Plan a “Plan B” should your Appointee leave the Academy. Sometimes Cadets must leave the academy because they become injured or sick during Basic (called “medical turnbacks”). Work out what will happen then with schooling. Sometimes, when your child finds out that missing the application deadline for the second choice school and having to sit out an educational year is good motivation to stay at the Academy. Insist that if s/he returns, sitting around the house for a year is NOT permissible – school attendance and/or paid work will be required. 

While I am not supportive of this tactic, it has worked: Tell the Appointee the day after In-Processing, his/her bedroom will be turned into a family-use room and if s/he wants to quit, there will be no space available or rent will be charged. This is a matter of knowing your own child and this seems to “goose” them to stay and succeed.

Ask your Appointee to talk with some one who did quit. Invariably, the out-processed cadet will encourage the Cadet to stay. My nephew and several of his former AF friends who attended his wedding had quit the Academy 8 years earlier. They discussed openly how they threw away a great opportunity. My nephew is leading a successful life, but will often contemplate what he missed out on.


#3 Lowest point for Cadets is the first week of In-Processing and getting started.

Your child is smacked with the reality of the Academy the first few days. It is not uncommon for some Appointees to quit within 48 hours of arrival (and even beat mom and dad home). The most drop-outs occur during Basic Cadet Training (BCT or “Beast”).
Then the Cadet begins to make adjustments and find friends and soon small successes occur.

Should your Cadet call during this first week, consider what some parents have done:

· One told her son he would have to figure his own way home and hung up on him (She cited that often we make it too easy for our cadets). He is now flying for the AF.

· Another mom told her daughter that she wasn’t going to allow her to throw away a chance of a lifetime and she would only allow her daughter to come home at the end of Basic, if she still felt like quitting. She is now squadron commander.

· Another mom asked what her son would do instead. She wouldn’t allow him to run FROM the Academy; only TO another opportunity. He didn’t have any clue. So she told him to stay until he had a plan on how he would pay for her schooling. He is active at the Academy.
· A dad told his son that he would back him 100%, but he had to be enrolled in another school before he quit and have the scholarships and loans in place to pay for it as well, because he could not give up a $300K scholarship just like that. The dad said that bit of reality made the decision for him. Now he loves his AF life. 

BCT is not what the Academy and military life is like. Does your Cadet object to what is happening in BCT? Then wait it out until the Academic year starts. Since it is doubtful that your Cadet’s goals have changed during the weeks of BCT, encourage your Cadet to see that BCT is a “bump in the road” toward reaching the goals, once the summer is over.

One parent told his cadet, BCT is intentionally demanding and designed to transition from the cushy civilian life to the military life. No one can make an informed, educated decision in BCT to quit USAFA. If nothing else, the Cadet is physically, emotionally, mentally tired and is too close to the situation to make a good decision.  Often during BCT, it is the fatigue, hunger, sleep deprivation and grime doing the talking. Point out to your Cadet s/he will soon have great roommates and interesting instructors, be able to fly, travel the world, and sit inside million-dollar vehicles. Everyone, even those who made generals, have doubted themselves at USAFA at some time. 

Understand that the in-coming Cadets will experience an exceptionally tough time. They need to see that getting through minute by minute, hour by hour, meal by meal, day by day is the only way they can get deal with the situation.  The coming months for the 4 degrees will be a challenge they never think they can get through. Their time is so crunched; there are expectations of unimaginable 

proportions put on them; they are fighting for their places on the hierarchy. But they will pull through with the help of their classmates & support from home. Team work is emphasized throughout their years. My daughter banded with the other young women in her Basic unit and they made a pact that none of them would quit during BCTII. That the “system” wouldn’t beat these young women and they would stay at least through BCT.  All of them graduated 4 years later.
#4 Realize you are the only safe person right now the Cadet can complain to. 
Don’t confuse trash-talking with quitting. As one Cadet replied when his mom said, “Does this mean you want to come home?” and he was aghast and said, “I said I hated this place; I didn’t say I wanted to quit.” Cadets often say “The Academy is a good place to be from, but not be at.” There is a Love/Hate relationship between Cadet and Academy.
Often you will get a letter or an e-mail about wanting to quit. However, by the time you can contact your Cadet, the moment has passed. Slow down your response to your Cadet’s unhappiness until some time has passed. Often the problem/complaint will fix itself.

Remind your Cadet there is no Perfect Place. People find all kinds of reasons to not like where they are: work, sports, the hometown, the car, the house, groups. Even the friends at the “normal colleges” have their complaints: Academics, homesickness, dealing with roommates, stress, tough professors, tough classes, lack of sleep, sports, etc. Would things really be different elsewhere and how so? Compare the Negatives and the Positives of USAFA and help your Cadet see the AF opportunities very much outweigh the costs. See the Half-Full glass. 
Understand, you as a parent, can no longer fight your child’s battles. Never call to the Academy, anymore than you would call your spouse’s boss to complain. Listen, but don’t “fix” any problems. It is your Cadet’s to solve. Ask your Cadet what s/he plans to do about it and is it worth the time and effort taken away from other priorities. Don’t offer suggestions unless asked.

As one USAFA grad suggested, they are developing their skills to think critically and practice their articulation and persuasive skills, when they are complaining.

Author David Lipsky describes so well in the preface to his book Absolutely America (the story of 4 years at West Point), of all the diverse colleges he chronicled across America and all the young people he'd met, “the West Point cadets - although they are grand, epic complainers - were the happiest.”
#5 Be encouraging to your Cadet
Your Cadet could very well be home-sick, frightened, overwhelmed, and having to suffer through major adjustments.

Most Cadets have been in the top of their classes, most valuable players, most talented musician, etc. Now they are competing against the best & brightest that America has to offer. This can lead to a loss in self-confidence. 

Send daily letters or cards. Send CARE packages frequently. Tell how proud you are and who has asked after them.  

Pick up greeting cards, where the words are already on the card and send those. 

Use postcards, where you can write short, uplifting messages.

Send military success stories, with a “this could be you!” message.

Create games with your letters. For ex. Write a lengthy letter, tear it up into 5ths and mail one part a day for a week.

Send cartoons, comic books, favorite items, news clippings about friends, anything to get your Cadet to look forward to the next day at the Academy.

Avoid writing (too much) how much you miss your child, creating displaced guilt. 

Limit your writing about family troubles during this time. 

#6 Other Low moments
· Dark Days

There is a period known as the “Dark Days” right after the Christmas Break, when our cadets return after spending a fun, relaxing time with family and friends. Most likely, your Cadet has compared notes with friends who attend “normal” college and who don’t “get” the Military experience. The Cadets face a gloomy, dark, cold, wintery time and the start of another grueling semester. This is especially hard for Cadets from sunny climates. Most likely the Doolie Cadets are experiencing for the first time in their lives they are NOT King of the Hill. 

During the Dark Days is when you will hear the most complaints. Again, you are an ear for your Cadet’s venting. Your Cadet may just want to hear encouragement from you, praise from you, pride from you, as those positive strokes seem to be in limited amounts at the Academy.

· Some parents insist that their Cadets mention at least one thing positive amid the negative. 
· Others step up the CARE packages and include silly, wacky things as well as comfort foods. 
· Others keep a running list of good reasons to be there (like a Dave Letterman Top 10 but with more entries) or a list of USAFA-only opportunities, such as spend 6 weeks in Korea on an AFB; learn Arabic in Kuwait, jump out of perfectly good planes; attend the President’s Inauguration in Washington, D.C; meet astronauts,  senators, baseball heroes, and more!

· Encourage your cadet to eat nutritiously, get adequate sleep, and find joy in the moment.

· Lack of Freedom/Too Restrictive

Sometimes, your Cadet will complain about the freedom allowed at his/her friends’ colleges. Ask: At what “normal college” would strangers walk up to thank them for their service to the country? Or buy their dinners, without even identifying themselves? Or applaud the USAFA sports team by the opposing sports team and their fans, even if they lost the games? 
Cadets need to be reminded of their goals and their future.  It is not about what their friends are doing, but what they want out of life for themselves. Cadets may think they are missing out on life, but what is really happening is they are making a great life for themselves, one that they will be able to enjoy.  It is hard for them to see it right now, but graduation day will be the best day of their life and they won't have any regrets, and the parties they missed with their HS friends won't be an issue at all.

As for being too restrictive, I worried far more about the safety of my “normal college” daughter than I ever did for my USAFA female cadet. Anyone—student, homeless, criminal, or friend—could walk through the University’s dorm halls at any hour, be in the library at any time, or show up uninvited at student gatherings. However, this liberal arts daughter would never have been able to “cut it” at the Academy. She is too free-spirited, so I never pushed her in that direction. A normal college was perfect for her. Again, it is a matter of knowing your children.
· Probation

If your Cadet is on any kind of Probation, spirits are low and quitting might be broached. There are several probations: Academic, Military, Athletic, and Honor. As part of probation, the Cadet and advisors have made a written plan and agreed to it. Find out what regiment or work-up has been devised to get your Cadet off probation. See if you can assist. Definitely encourage. 

· Grades

Should your Cadet mention about struggling academically, get your Cadet to commit to Extra Instruction (EI and it is free) and work out a plan to pass. The Academy offers workshops in Time Management and Study Skills, for free. Remember a “C” in a USAFA Class is really a “B” in other schools and “C” means “Continue”!!

#7 Encourage Your Cadet in making a Nest at the Academy and Escape from USAFA
Find ways for your Cadet to create a life for him/herself there and to “escape” The Zoo.

· Join clubs (there are over 100 choices). 
· Go skiing, biking, hiking, water-rafting…
· Connect with a Sponsor family (or a friend’s Sponsor family). If the first Sponsor family doesn’t work out, a switch can be made through the Sponsor office—but it must be done by the Cadet. 

· Go on outings with the roommates or squadrons. 

· Attend the sporting events.
· Sign up for the theatre series and go the lectures (big name people come to the Academy to perform).

· Check out the religious offerings which are spectacular at the Academy and can nourish the soul. Encourage your Cadet to follow the heart. Often the religious groups form their own outings.

What you, as a parent, can do….

· You can, as a parent, purchase a club membership or gift card or offer to pay for a ski trip, horse riding lessons. During Parents Weekend, there will be flyers abound which will guide you or  visit the Arnold Hall webpage. 
· Consider getting a bicycle for your Cadet to encourage getting out.

· Upperclass Cadets will loan their cars. Make sure you have driver’s insurance for your Cadet so driving a borrowed car is an option.

· IM and e-mail and phone calls are an option for connecting and giving encouragement, but do limit the time spent as all Cadets are under time pressures.

· There are coupons, too, you can get for laundry, barbershop/beauty salon, Zoomie Net (which is wonderful!), which can be time and life savers.

 Personally, I would discourage you as a parent to encourage dating or too much socializing during the first year, because of the distractions and the anguish from breaking up. There are too many challenges this first year to add on a relationship, esp since the pool is so small and seeing the former girl/boy friend is highly likely.
#8 If your Cadet wants to quit before Commitment

The second largest drop out is just before Commitment. Commitment is a big day for the Cadets because it is a now-or-never moment. If they do step over the threshold into their first 2nd degree classroom, they are committed to another 2 years of tough school years and at least 5 years to the Air Force and more than that if they train to be pilots or earn advanced degrees. Every young person should consider, reasonably, if a third of their young lives so far should be committed to a great unknown.  However, they could also look at it, as knowing they do have a job waiting for them when they graduate, unlike many at the “normal colleges.”

While some of the above advice still works, like “OK, what is Your Plan B?” the biggest reason for quitting at this point is that the AF doesn’t fit the Cadet’s life goals. For example, if a Cadet is declared pilot unqualified and flying is high up on the priority list, perhaps leaving to pursue other avenues is a good option. In that case, the Cadet isn’t quitting. S/He is changing to head in another direction.

Definitely, this is a time for Cadets to go ask experts in their chosen field to find out if and how the Academy will help them achieve their goals. If not the Academy, then where?

However, if your Cadet is leaving more for emotional reasons, such as to be with a girl/boyfriend, ask your Cadet what the ‘friend is giving up of equal value, or there will always be buried resentment. 

· Spend time with your Cadet asking about goals and researching how to achieve them. Consider several alternatives before deciding. Be sure to factor in costs and time. 
· Ask your Cadet to make a Pros/Cons For Leaving sheet to bring reality to an emotional time.
· Support your Cadet and be proud of your Cadet for making reasonable, life-altering decisions.
Should your Cadet decide to stay, be sure to celebrate with a special gift or flowers following the Commitment Dinner.

When you do get that Call to Quit….

· This isn’t the time to react strongly. You could cause your Cadet to dig in the heels and become adamant when s/he was only leaning toward quitting. 

· Stay calm and reasonable. Probe for the reasons why. Don’t get argumentative yet. Just listen. Let your Cadet have his/her say. Don’t interrupt. Only until your Cadet gets it all out, can you start the reasoning or to know which problem needs solving. Often, unhappy people just want to be heard fully and then can work toward a solution!

· Get your Cadet to focus on short time goals. Get through today. Get through two days. Get through the week. Get through First BCT. Get through Second BCT.  “Can you hold on until Parents Weekend, until we get there?” “Finish your semester first.”
· Ask him/her to think about it for several days. Often, the mood will change and just be a passing phase. We all have them.

· Ask what are your Cadet’s goals and where else can they better served. Help your Cadet see how to reach them, which may or may not include staying at USAFA.

· If your Cadet is struggling Academically or Athletically, help device a game plan to get them back on track. The Academy offers all kinds of private educational instruction and training programs. If on Probation, a rehabilitation plan has already been developed at the Academy. See where you can support it.
· Tell your Cadet to talk with a chaplain or favorite instruction or Squadron AOC or MTL for directions. This is a time for input before a final decision is made.
· Send or read “Why I wanted to go to USAFA” papers to your Cadet.

Get help!

Ask other parents for advice, contact the ALO, ask a trusted Cadet to check on yours, seek advice from USAFA listservs and from the Parents Club.

Final Thoughts
· Should your Cadet get painfully sick while there, encourage seeking medical help before the illness gets severe. Some Cadets have wanted to leave when they felt helpless in fixing their health. And be leery of allowing your Cadet to go on any kind of anti-depressant drugs when you aren’t around to monitor the moods. 

· Does your Cadet obsess on questioning of his/her time at the Academy? “What to do? Is this what I really want to commit to? Is this the Life I want?” If so, insist that the indecision has to stop. It is a matter of “Instead of Making the Right Decision, Make the Decision Right.” Ask your cadet to re-read his/her Admissions essay for the reason to attend.  Tell your Cadet to draw two lists of “Why stay” and “Why go” and then make up your mind!!
Ultimately, it is your grown child’s decision on whether to stay. Perhaps the military or the hard-charging atmosphere is just not for him/her. If not staying at the Academy is his/her choice, then accept it graciously. After all it is your child’s life, not yours. You have to do right by your child. You want your child to be happy and do what feels right. Remind your child you love unconditionally.
-----------------------------------------------------------
A Reminder of How Great USAFA is, the benefits of the AF are and why they are there. ....

If your Cadet gets unhappy about how much fun his friends are having at “normal colleges” and wonders if s/he should remain at the AFA, here is a little comparison with going to other colleges.

At other colleges, you don't have/learn/experience:

Fly a glider

Pilot a plane

Jump from a plane

Attend BCT - live in tents

Shoot weapons

Global Engagement - set up a command camp

Join in a D&B

Instill and practice patriotism

Clean your room - SAMIs

Prove yourself physically - PFT

Eat at the same time as ALL your classmates

Learn respect - get respect

Worry about what to wear that day

Compete against other dorms (squadrons)

Etiquette training

Required sports

Extra Instruction

Free health clinic

Guaranteed job upon graduation

Graduation prep is a week long, and culminates in an incredible event

At “normal colleges” students don’t/have
Learn from Contrails and take military knowledge tests

Get to sit CQ desk so you know everything that's going on in your squadron

Get to salute or wear fancy uniforms
No march ons

No performing mascots

No free trips to see the working world

No flybys of cool planes

No learning how to march

No Thunderbirds at graduation

No Big Bad Basic contests

No Doolie Day Out

No Field Day at the end of Basic

No Jacks Valley

No Summer OPS at Air Force Bases

No wardrobe provided for formal occasions

No Military Balls and Parents Clubs in your home state

No Ring Dances

No Squadron Coins and Patches

No neat bags and shirts for your family with the names of all your classmates on them

No USAA Insurance privileges

No Military Discounts

Not so many dedicated instructors who give a rip if you get the material or not

No issued laptop computers

No  $30,000 loan at 1% after you sign the dotted line

No  Long Blue Line........

No terrazzo sailing,

No deer, bears and other critters along your runs
No Commitment Ceremony,

No 100s Night Celebration
No Commissioning Ceremony
No Spirit Missions
No Falcon football (and bragging how many pushups you did that game)
One friend wrote the following:
For comparison, here is what my son did by going to AFA vs. what his HS

friends did.

He carried too many credits per semester and passed all classes,

He learned to soar in a plane,

He learned to jump from a plane,

He learned to fly three different planes,

He learned how to fire a weapon,

He was a cadre twice for basic,

He learned to scuba dive,

He experienced the most awesome graduation any student can have,

He traveled to Korea, Italy, and West Point,
He is alumni of one of the hardest schools in America to get into, only to

graduate from one of the hardest schools in the country to graduate from.

He has a degree in a discipline that will always get him a job,
He trained enlisted Basics for six weeks,

He learned a lot about people and leadership,

He gained experience and confidence from job assignments,
He also has a solid career in front of him with job security,
He made new friends that truly will be life long friends.

He knows people all around the world!

He has vacationed in Europe and Hawaii (gotta love those hops!) due to AF benefits,

People instantly respect him when they discover he is an officer in the military.

During it all he worked hard and also had a lot of fun, and most of what he has learned,

He paid for with effort and commitment, not money,
His hometown friends are in awe of him.

His friends?  They studied, partied, worked, graduated, and had to look for jobs in a slow economy, and have all lost touch with each other because life got in the way.  Many can't find jobs in their field and most have huge loan payments ahead of them while working for much less than they need.

The thought just occurred to me, that most colleges have a few outstanding students, but at AFA all students are outstanding!

