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Appendix C
Communicating With Commanders

Having a child with special needs can pose challenges within your command and 
cause stress within the family. Autism is still not widely understood, so it should come 
as no surprise that the members of your unit or leaders in your chain of command2 

may be unaware of the demands associated with raising a child with autism.

As a result, it is incumbent upon you to inform and educate them in order to suc-
cessfully balance two competing priorities—fulfilling your duties as a member of the 
military and at the same time your role as parent.

This section offers a four-step approach to promoting better communication and 
understanding of your situation among the leaders and fellow service members within 
your command by explaining the disorder and the type of support and consideration 
you may be requesting.

Step 1. Inform Your Immediate Leader/Supervisor
When you need to request leave or time to go to an IEP meeting or a medical appoint-
ment with your child, be sure to explain what’s going on and why it’s important. 
Also be prepared, when possible, to compensate in part for times when you need to 
be absent.

Step 2. Speak to the Commander/Commanding Officer or  
Command Representative
Your immediate leader/supervisor may not have the authority to grant leave or 
respond from the command perspective to approve the support you are requesting. 
Therefore, once you have taken care of Step 1, speak to the responsible leader or the 
designated command representative. In most cases, your immediate leader/supervi-
sor will make the leader at the next level aware of your situation. Even so, you should 
still discuss your personal family situation with the designated command represen-
tative, frequently the senior enlisted member for enlisted service members, and quite 
possibly the commander/commanding officer.

Approach this appointment as if the person you are meeting knows nothing about 
your child’s autism diagnosis or autism in general. Come prepared to explain what 
autism is, how it impacts your family, and what support or consideration you antic-

2 Since command structures and terminology differ among the branches of service, we will use the 
terms chain of command and command interchangeably to refer to your immediate superiors and those 
in your chain of command who are responsible for you, and by extension, your family.
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ipate needing from the command. Think of this as an information briefing so don’t 
expect final resolution of anything from this meeting.

Things to Consider:

Come prepared. For example, you might want to bring a meeting outline or topic 
list and a folder with a 1–2 page autism information sheet. (You might include some 
information downloaded from OAR’s Operation Autism website.) Don’t expect the 
commander to review this in your presence, but also don’t hesitate to point out some 
of the more relevant pieces of important information as they pertain to your child and 
your family’s situation. Be sure to discuss the level of confidentiality regarding the 
situation that you desire. Finally, keep a record of any meeting like this for your own 
reference and possible future use with a new command representative or commander.

Explain your child’s therapies. Time permitting, provide an overview of what thera-
pies your child receives, how often, what days of the week, and what times. Explain 
that there will be days and certain appointments when your presence and participa-
tion will be important to your child’s treatment plan and development, including the 
need to follow through with supporting programs at home.

In addition, help your command understand that a child with autism will likely have 
more medical appointments than a typically developing child. This means you may 
need to take leave to attend some of these appointments. (Review any family medi-
cal leave policies prior to this meeting and get clarification on these policies as they 
pertain to your situation, if necessary.)

Share your child’s goals and behaviors. If you have a very supportive command and 
feel comfortable sharing your child’s IEP and/or goals, include a copy in the informa-
tion folder. This will give your command a better idea of the extent of your child’s 
strengths and weaknesses and a better sense of what you are experiencing at home.

If your unit has command or social functions that include families, you may want to 
describe any specific behaviors that your child may exhibit during such activities. For 
example, if your child becomes overstimulated in loud and crowded environments, 
describe what you or your spouse may do to help your child adjust, including leaving 
a function early.

Discuss your commitment. Let your command know how much you value your fam-
ily and your commitment to your child(ren). Mention that you want to ensure your 
child receives excellent care so that they can live the most productive and independent 
life possible. At the same time, let the command representative know that you expect 
and want to “carry your own pack” and that you can best do that with the assurance 
that your child’s and family’s needs are fully considered and supported.



If you have an impending deployment, explain any additional family supports you 
may need to have in place before you deploy. This may require you to request extra 
leave time before a deployment. These should also be delineated in your family care 
plan. When the command is attuned to your family’s needs, it will be better positioned 
to help your family seek out support services, such as a chaplain or the Exceptional 
Family Member Program (EFMP) coordinator. Many re-assignments are made as 
usual even if your family is enrolled in EFMP. If compassionate re-assignment is 
something your family wishes to prioritize to ensure that your child receives the 
services they need, also discuss this with command.

Step 3. Take Action
Look for opportunities to increase understanding of autism within your command 
and local community. Organize an awareness campaign in your unit, on base, or in 
your child’s school during National Autism Awareness Month in April. Make your-
self a one-person awareness campaign by joining OAR’s RUN FOR AUTISM team, or 
get your unit or squadron involved in your autism awareness efforts by organizing 
a base run in support of OAR. Be sure to check with your command’s ethics advisor 
regarding the use of base facilities or personnel to support a private organization. If 
approved, this can be a great way to promote unit cohesiveness outside of the work 
arena while simultaneously raising funds for an excellent cause.

Step 4. Keep the Lines of Communication Open
If you believe your child’s needs are not being fully met at your duty station due to a 
lack of services and resources, keep your command informed. You may find this sup-
port invaluable if you need to consider other options, such as requesting Permanent 
Change of Station (PCS) reassignment to a duty station with more appropriate 
resources. But be realistic. There are limits to what your immediate command may 
be willing or able to do.

Even though it may not be easy to approach your command about your personal, 
family situation, it is important both for you and the command. As your child’s best 
advocate, you need to speak up; and as a member of the command, your leaders 
need to know about things that affect your ability to perform your duty to the fullest 
extent possible. The greater understanding that results from your efforts will serve 
to assist other service members and their families within your command in similar 
circumstances in the future.
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