Transitions

Counselors help all kinds

Base Family Support Center gives retirees, spouses, separatees leg up on new lives

By Senior Airman Erik Stetson

Editor

Counselors on base seem to have taken job programs born during drawdowns to a new height - helping people find their calling when they're ready to leave the military.

Advising retiring or separating active duty people and civilian employees isn't their only role - they also help spouses new to Langley find work so military life is less disruptive.

Gretchen Shannon, the Transition Assistance Program manager, administers the service at the Family Support Center. She said she tries to ensure her clients do everything they can to get a job they love.

“I like to see a gleam in their eyes," she said. "I like to see when somebody's talking about going forth and doing something with their lives Ñ that passion that's associated with it. I'll talk to them until we figure out what's going to put the gleam there."

Shannon said counselors stress using a whole-person concept.

"There's no cookie cutter approach," she said. "I don't have a predetermined dialogue for anybody that comes in the office."

The Transition Assistance Program combines classes, individual appointments and referrals to prepare people for life outside the Defense Department. The Career Focus Program, however, offers a hand to people married to someone in the military. Bernadette Hardy manages the second program. 

She said she often corresponds with people before they arrive. In some cases, she added, a military spouse can walk into a new job while they're walking into a new home. What she can't do, however, is actually place people in jobs - that would put the government in competition with staffing agencies.

Hardy offers appointments and teaches several of the center's classes. Also, she, like other counselors, can stage mock interviews and review résumés. 

Hardy is a chamber of commerce member, organizes job fairs and said she meets regularly with local business leaders to "sell the military spouse."

Counselors said using the center's services can save money and makes it more likely a person will get gainful, satisfying employment. They added that the Air Force's reward comes in the form of more stable families and a reputation for creating productive workers.

Courses available 

- Several programs are available at the family support center, and some can specifically help people moving to or leaving Langley. 

- Employment Resource Center orientation: The facility includes job lists, references, computers and Web access. 

- Résumé and cover letter workshops: How-to seminars presented by human resources experts.

- Quick job search classes: The class includes various ways to find jobs and stresses networking.

- Microsoft Office courses: Targeted to spouses, the class gets people who aren't familiar with the programs up to speed.

- Home-buying and home-selling seminars: Realtors highlight the positives and negatives of selling houses.

- Small business workshops: The course features legal and strategic advice.

- Transition Assistance Program seminars: The two-and-one-half day briefing explains veterans' benefits, working after the military and other issues.

- Interviewing techniques and dressing for success: The two classes teach how to make a good first impression.

- Mutual fund courses: The seminar is an orientation to investing.

- The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator: An objective picture of interests and preferences that can help in the workplace.

Employment help offered

Center's resources, services detailed

By Senior Airman Erik Stetson

Editor

About 100 active-duty people leave Langley monthly, but they don't do it alone - the base's family support center lends a hand.

The center's staff usually provides at least five services to each person to help them start a new life successfully, said Gretchen Shannon, Transition Assistance Program manager.

Services are also available to military spouses and range from an employment resource center to classes and resume reviews.

Getting help begins with a resource center orientation. Also called the "job room," the center contains sample resumes, job listings, reference books and computers with Internet access. 

The computers, available with a reservation, include current office software as well as a program designed to help write resumes. The center's staff also maintains lists of employment-oriented Web sites people can visit to find work and market themselves.

Companies regularly send in job listings, which fill several notebooks. Reference books provide corporate information usable in cover letters and give advice about topics that range from job hunting to interviewing.

After finishing the orientation, military people can request individual help. The help involves one-on-one counseling with a member of the three-person transition assistance team.

The counselors can help a range of people. Some clients have goals but don't know how to reach them. Others need quick tips to get hired in a profession for which they already have skills. Also, what a military retiree might need to know can differ from information someone separating after their first enlistment might need, Shannon said.

Each counselor has a background in human resources or employment assistance. Each has an overall specialty - helping family members or senior or junior military people.

They teach classes and oversee briefings that cover veteran's benefits, dressing for an interview, interviewing techniques, resume writing and searching for work.  

Bernadette Hardy leads the Career Focus Program, which is tailored to military spouses. She also teaches several classes about finding work and getting hired.

"Most people know what they want," she said. "They don't necessarily know how to get it. That's what the one-on-one sessions do - they create a path."

(Editor's note: The four-part Transitions series is designed to highlight certain Langley Family Support Center services. The resources described are designed for spouses new to the base and for people leaving military or civil service.)

Classes give financial advise

By Senior Airman Erik Stetson

Editor

The Langley Family Support Center hosts courses to help people plan for the future as well as find work after leaving the military.

The center's home-buying, home-selling and mutual funds classes offer investment strategies and are usually available monthly.

Real estate classes last about three hours and feature a panel of four speakers - a realtor, lawyer, lender and home inspector. Retired Navy Senior Chief Petty Officer Don Duty, the panel's Realtor, stressed that the group is there to explain the buying and selling process, not market themselves.

He opened the course and established the framework for each speaker. 

"The first time I bought a home - well, let's just say I was not happy, he said. "Nobody taught me about real estate."

During his presentation, he explained the difference between a buyer's and seller's agent, defined terms, and described some laws. He also detailed costs involved in a real estate sale that go beyond the home's price - closing costs and fees that can climb into the thousands-of-dollar range.

Duty stressed using a buyer's agent and provided the form Realtors use to disclose their clients.

Buyers should make lists of every feature they want in a home and get home inspections, he said. 

All the panelists agreed that having a house examined is vital.

Brown also said inspections can save money by finding problems that reduce a seller's price to allow for renovations and by highlighting areas that can be improved to save on insurance or utility bills. He added that home inspectors can check to see if houses meet local building codes.

"We don't care about the value of that house," he said. "We care about the condition of that house."

Chris Tanner, the panel's lawyer, spoke mostly about contracts and said there are few times when a sale can be cancelled. He said using an attorney brings benefits over a title company - buyers gain a measure of protection from a law firm's insurance, for example.

Everyone with an interest in a home sale must get their money in two days after the deal is final, he said. A lawyer can help people without thousands of dollars in the bank if something goes wrong.

Having thousands in the bank, however, is the focus of another one of the center's classes - mutual funds. Lisa Surette, Langley Personal Financial Program manager, teaches the seminar and said it offers an investor's overview, not just information on using mutual funds.

She recommended a variety of investment types - short-, mid- and long-range. The class defines terms and explains how to use certificates of deposit, bonds, the stock market and more. She stressed starting early.

"The earlier somebody can start, the better off they are," she said.

The class teaches people how to budget, and highlights debt. For example, credit card interest rates can overwhelm the advantage of investing money, and it may be more beneficial to pay off the card accounts before trying to 'grow' investments.

Partly an orientation to available resources, the class also provides information on fees investors can expect. Surette added that people can handle investing, unlike buying a home, without hiring help in some cases.

"They can do this on their own, they don't necessarily need a company," Surette said. "Hopefully, we at least point them in the right direction."

(Editor's note: The four-part Transitions series is designed to highlight certain Langley Family Support Center services. The resources described are designed for spouses new to the base and for people leaving military or civil service.)

Seminar offers total package
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Editor

Langley's two-and-a-half day Transition Assistance Program Seminar consolidates information for people leaving the military.

The first half-day features a Veterans Affairs Department speaker and a Virginia Employment Commission representative closes the seminar.

Bobby Archer, a VA regional office employee, gave an overview of the VA's structure and discussed each benefit available to retirees and separatees. He warned people not to fall prey to funeral homes seeking to offer plots when explaining funeral benefits, and stressed that the Montgomery GI bill was available for training programs as well as colleges. One person, he said, is using the bill to learn a trade - locksmithing.

"This is a program you paid into," Archer said. "You should get your money back."

Nearly any education program that meets a states requirements can usually get accredited for the GI Bill, he said. Interested students can call the VA to start the process, which involves having a representative visit the school or apprenticeship site.

Archer answered questions after making presentations related to each program. People were able to learn about available medical care, find out about pitfalls when using VA home loans and got specific information relating to filing for a disability.

The second speaker, Edgar Williams, a veteran's employment representative with the Virginia Employment Commission, spent two days discussing job hunting. He stressed networking and detailed other topics ranging from resumŽ writing to interviewing.

His two-day class opened with an orientation to the employment commission, which he said is funded through and essentially part of the Labor Department. The commission offers several services also available in the base's family support center, such as a resource center and job postings. However, Williams said, many companies list jobs only through the Labor Department.

After explaining the commission's automated job search system and providing the materials needed to register to use it, he also explained the state's unemployment system and launched into other topics.

The class features quizzes that provide fodder for discussions. Subjects included employment preferences and résumés. Williams said he visits employers on a regular basis, and based his advice on experience. 

For example, he said, while Hampton Roads has one of the nation's largest concentrations of vets, people must remove military terms from their résumés. He added that after leaving the military, a person's former rank was irrelevant Ñ employers were interested mainly in skills and an employee's ability to help make profits.

Both speakers provided literature. The VA representative gave out a 20-page booklet, and the Labor Department's transition guide numbered more than 235 pages. Both serve as one-stop-shopping resources, eliminating the need to buy other reference books.

Both speakers also stressed taking the time to gather military records early and keeping them safe. Each mentioned medical records and the Defense Department Form 214, or discharge papers. Each representative said the paperwork can take months to retrieve from the military if lost, and is often vital to receiving services, claiming benefits or applying for a job.

"I can't stress the importance of your 214 enough," Williams said. "I always say if there's a fire and you can go back and save one thing, your spouse or your 214, well, take the 214."

(Editor's note: The four-part Transitions series was designed to highlight certain Langley Family Support Center services. The resources described are primarily designed for spouses new to the base and for people leaving military or civil service.)

