












Military children build and bond 
 
By GENE STOWE SBT Correspondent | Posted: Saturday, October 5, 2013 11:45 pm 
 
SOUTH BEND -- Eighth-grade classmates Samantha Blanchard and Gracie Blair came from 
Fort Wayne to South Bend on Sept. 21 to build Lego robots with other youngsters who share a 
common circumstance: at least one of their parents is in military service.  
 
They were also looking for fun.  
 
“We’re both into building,” Gracie said, and Samantha added: “It sounded like fun.” 
 
The friends were among eight youngsters from northern Indiana, including Goshen and 
Plymouth, who participated in a 4-H Robotics and Operation Military Kids program at Purdue 
Technology–South Bend on the Indiana University South Bend campus. 
 
Dawn Nielsen, of Mishawaka, the coordinator of Operation Military Kids for northern Indiana, 
said such connections are important for children whose friends may not understand the stresses 
that military families face, especially those who do not live on a military base surrounded by 
support.  
 
Nielsen, whose husband was in the Navy, knows the stresses: her oldest son, Jeremy, was sworn 
into the Air Force on Sept. 10, 2001, and her second son, Adam, is stationed at Fort Campbell, 
Ky. 
 
“What we’re trying to do is keep these kids together and give them a place where they can be 
with kids like themselves,” she says. “On base, it’s incredible the services for the kids. Reserve 
and National Guard service people and families don’t get that.” 
 
Matt Bellina, a 4-H worker with Purdue Extension, organized the Lego Mindstorm construction 
event and recruited John Piller, a professor at the Purdue College of Technology, to help 

participants program the creations.  
 
Zane and Coy Seegers, 11-year-old twins 
from Goshen whose father, Warren, is 
serving in Djibouti in Africa, were ready to 
try theirs out.  
 
“It should turn at an angle, go forward eight 
seconds, stop and go back 10 seconds, so it 
should go back farther than it went 
forward,” Coy explained.  
 
 



Veteran Steve Leapman, who volunteered to help with the program and has a son in the Army 
National Guard, said such events help gather otherwise scattered families.  
 
“There’s a lot of patriotic people in this town, but they’re all spread out into different 
organizations or groups,” he said. “Anything that brings them together is great. Especially for the 
Guard and Reserve, they don’t have a community to go back to the way people do on a base.  
 
“Anything we can do that builds community support is not just helping these kids and their 
families — it’s helping the whole community. It’s kind of what we owe.”  
Fourth-grader Morgan Keller, of Fort Wayne, and seventh-grader Drake Anderson, of West 
Lafayette, Ind., were working together on one robot, and siblings Owen and Aubrey DeLee, of 
Plymouth, whose parents, Bob and Kandi, are both in the military, were building another.  
 
“My dad usually gets deployed and my mom goes over for the weekend sometimes,” Owen said. 
“I haven’t really been with any other kids that their mom and dad both are.”  
 
Samantha and Gracie said they’re happy to have each other for support. 
 
“If one’s having a bad day and the other one’s not,” Samantha said, “they can cheer the other 
person up because they know exactly what they’re going through.” 
 
 
 

Learn more about the South Bend Operation: Military 
Kids Team and how you can get involved: 

 
www.four-h.purdue.edu/omk/southbend.html 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Fast Facts 
 

20,000 Indiana youth 
have a parent serving in 
the military. 
 
Nearly 400 Indiana 4‐H 
members are military 
youth. 

 
Indiana is the 4th 
largest NaƟonal Guard 
state in the naƟon. 
 
All five branches of the 
military are represented 
in Indiana. 
 
There are no military 
installaƟons in Indiana 
where families live.  
 
Military youth oŌen 
menƟon they feel alone 
in their schools and 
communiƟes. 
 
AcƟve duty military 
youth can move every  
2‐3 years. 
 
Deployments change 
family rouƟnes. 
ReintegraƟon can be as 
complicated as 
deployment. 

As military families move 
frequently and experience the 
difficulƟes surrounding lengthy 
and frequent deployments, 4‐H 
provides predictable 

programming and a safe and 
nurturing environment for 
military kids.  
 
4‐H NaƟonal Headquarters 
relies upon the Land Grant 
University Extension System 
across the country to build 
strong partnerships with Army, Air Force, Navy, 
NaƟonal Guard and Reserve enƟƟes in order 
to provide technical assistance and training for 
military staff and to establish 4‐H Clubs for 
Military youth living on and off installaƟon.  In 
addiƟon, through a program called OperaƟon: 
Military Kids, 4‐H seeks to serve those children 
whose parents are serving in the NaƟonal 

Guard and 
Reserve and live 
in communiƟes 
with liƩle or no 
military 
presence.  



The Indiana OperaƟon: Military Kids partnership is a shared iniƟaƟve of the Army Child, Youth & School (CYS) Services and funded by 
the Army NaƟonal Guard and Army Reserve in collaboraƟon with the Purdue University CooperaƟve Extension Service. 

Program Highlights 

Support 
OMK partners with the 
Dunes Learning Center in 
Chesterton to host 60 
military youth for summer 
camp. OMK Camp 
connects military youth 
and provides 
opportuniƟes to learn 
about the environment. 
Grant funds weren’t 
received to host camp in 
2013, but a successful 
fundraising effort brought 
in over $20,000 to make 
sure camp conƟnued.  

Awareness 
OMK raises awareness 
of military youth by 
celebraƟng the Month 
of the Military Child 
each April. Hoosiers 
learn about the 20,000 
youth living in our state 
through buƩons, local 
government 
proclamaƟons and 
community events. We 
encourage Indiana to 
celebrate Purple Up! 
Day for Military Kids 
each year on April 15th.  

Connections 
OMK organizes acƟviƟes 
throughout Indiana to 
connect military youth and 
provide opportuniƟes to 
gain new skills. Past 
acƟviƟes include: 
Geocaching and computer 

science at Purdue 
Biotechnology in Johnson 

County 
RoboƟcs in St. Joseph 

County 
Science acƟviƟes in Vigo 

County  

In 2013 

348  
Number of community 
volunteers who supported 
OMK 

2,478  
Hours of service to OMK 

from those volunteers 

66  
Number of programs that 
supported military youth or 
raised awareness 

626 
Number of Family Hero 

Packs distributed 

1,104  
Military youth directly 

supported 

Partnerships 

OperaƟon: Military Kids provides opportuniƟes for Indiana’s military youth to connect with 
each other and gain life skills that will benefit them before, during and aŌer the deployment 
of a loved one. These opportuniƟes are conducted or supported by our many partners that 
serve military service members or youth.  

American Red Cross 
Purdue Extension 
American Legion 
American Legion Auxiliary 
Boys & Girls Clubs of America 

Indiana NaƟonal Guard Family Programs 
Army Reserve Family Programs 
Military Family Research InsƟtute at Purdue 
Indiana AssociaƟon for Child Care Resource & Referral 
Dunes Learning Center 

Contact 

Steve McKinley 
State 4-H Military Liaison 
 

Ryan Wynkoop  
Indiana OMK Coordinator 
 
www.four-h.purdue.edu/omk 

omk@ydae.purdue.edu 
765-494-9516 
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-Indiana-

Total Military Youth 
Population

19,541

Infants/Toddlers
7008

School Age (6-18)
12,533

Data for 2012
Acquired from Military OneSource

Population 
- by -

Extension Area

1 - 1,026
2 - 1,221
3 - 1,005
5 - 1,487
6 - 6,540
7 - 1,317
8 - 1,368
9 -    841

10 - 2,575
11 - 2,167



Sports, Fitness & Health Options Life Skills, Citizenship & Leadership Opportunities 

Arts, Recreation & Leisure Activities 
Academic Support, Mentoring & Intervention Services 

Baseline-Programming Requirements (Non-Bolded=Optional): 
• Youth Sponsorship 
• Resiliency Skills 
• Leadership & Citizenship Development  
• Workforce/Career Preparation 
• Teen Councils (i.e., YLEAD & ANGTP) 
• Mobile Technology Labs 
• Babysitter Training 
• Ready, Set, Go! Community Awareness   
• Speak Out for Military Kids (SOMK) 

Baseline-Programming Requirements: 
• Get Fit-Be STRONG 
• 7 Habits of Healthy Teens 
• Up for the Challenge 
• Fitness & Health Skills 
  

Baseline-Programming Requirements (Non-Bolded=Optional): 
• Camps 
• Month of the Military Child 
• Operation: Boots ON 
• Operation: Boots OFF 
• Family Hero Packs 
• Deployment: it’s not a Game 

Baseline-Programming Requirements: 
• Homework Assistance 
• Tutoring & Credit Recovery  
• Risk-Management & Prevention 
• Bullying Prevention 
• Science, Technology, Engineering & Math (STEM) 

Operation: Military Kids (OMK)  
OMK School-Age & Youth Program Delivery System 

Off-Post Partnerships  
(e.g., 4-H Clubs, Boys & Girls Clubs, the American Legion, Schools, Child Care Aware® of America, the American Red Cross, YMCAs, etc. ) 

OMK School-Age & Youth Program Framework (The Four Service Areas) 

Applied throughout the OMK School-Age & Youth Program Framework 
Directed & Self-Directed 

Programming 
Individual, Small- & Large-

Group Programming 

Intentional Programming 
Youth/Adult Partnerships 

Character Education  
Selected 4-H & BGCA Resources 

Service-Learning 
Experiential Learning 
High-Yield Learning 

Technology Integration 
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