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Introduction 
 

Home leave…these words can evoke a range of confusing emotions and expectations for each 
member of your family. These can range from anticipation to anxiety, from separation to 
reunion, and/or from obligations to privileges. 

Parents raising children overseas often are grieved to hear or read about difficult struggles 
teenagers sometimes experience when they return to their passport country after secondary 
school (high school). If teenagers feel abruptly dropped into the world without prior experiences 
or familiar people to support them, they can feel abandoned in a place foreign to them. 

Like good news, we don’t hear the stories of positive adjustments after secondary school as 
frequently as the troubling ones. Healthy adjustments do occur, and those who transition 
successfully often credit home leave experiences as being a key factor to later adjustments 
during difficult teenage years or to the independent transition they must make after secondary 
school. 

Thinking about future benefits for your children while planning for a home leave is a challenge. 
It takes vision, energy, planning, open communication, and a healthy degree of self-denial to 
consider both your ministry and each family member when it comes time for your family to 
experience home leave together. Openly sharing your concern regarding long-term benefits for 

your children will help administrators 
and prayer and financial partners 
understand your home leave decisions.  

Parenting always includes a long 
process of letting go. Relationships and 
experiences while on home leave, even 
difficult ones, can help children grow in 
the faith, hope, and wisdom that will 

sustain them when they are on their own. Experiences your children have at different ages 
during home leaves can provide a way for you to encourage a process of bonding them to the 
country and people important to their heritage and to their future. 

 
 

 

 

…those who transition successfully 
often credit home leave experiences 
as being a key factor to later 
adjustments…  
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Keeping Children in Mind 

 

It is wise to consider your children’s needs well before you begin to plan for a specific home 
leave because of the pace and urgency an approaching home leave can add to family life. Below 
are different aspects to keep in mind as you do this early planning. An expanded version of these 
items can be downloaded at tckcare-ed.org > TCKs & Family Issues > Transitions > Transition 
Resources > Home Leave with Children > Keeping Children in Mind - expanded (186K). 

Long-Range Planning  

Long-range planning for a home leave provides a wonderful opportunity to assess or reassess 
goals and priorities you have for your children.  

Making a family and ministry time line is a good way to start. This will allow you to see the 
number of opportunities each child might have to become familiar with the country during 
home leave before making an independent transition to life after secondary school.  

 

 HL     HL     HL   

C1 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12    

C2  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

C = Child  HL = Home leave   Number = Year in school 

Duration  

Usually short home leaves include many aspects the family has been unable to do while in an 
overseas assignment. Although this can be convenient and fun, a short home leave usually 
orients children to that country as temporary tourists. Longer times in the passport country give 
children the opportunity – and time – to go through a period of adjustment and are more likely 
to help them develop a sense of home. 

Place  

Many families plan to spend 
the major part of each home 
leave in a single location, 
whether near family or the 
place your children will most 
likely settle after secondary 
school. This will help 
children build satisfying 
relationships and a more 
realistic picture of life in that country. The prospect of returning can encourage children to 
invest effort in new relationships and experiences. This investment can help minimize the 
difficulty of later adjustments, especially those in middle school or early secondary school years. 

 

It takes creativity and forethought to find 
ways to build and nurture relationships with 
faraway family members and friends well 
before home leave, but it is worth the effort. 

http://www.tckcare-ed.org/
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Timing  

If possible, when timing your departure, avoid special exits and entrances as well as difficult 
mid-year transitions between schools. It is never a good idea to ask children to make a major 
transition to a new school and not have them enrolled for the first day of school. Leaving early 
or entering late may jeopardize a student’s academic credit.  

Do whatever you can to settle into your new home well before school begins. It is helpful for 
children to feel a degree of security in their new location before adding other transition factors, 
especially if they have not had a school experience before. For older children interested in 
athletics or music-related activities, check well ahead of time for when practice begins. Both 
practice and tryouts often occur before the first day of school. 

People  

It takes creativity and forethought to find ways to build and nurture relationships with faraway 
family members and friends well before home leave, but it is worth the effort. The ability to 
communicate with distant families when internet is easily available has made the task easier. 
For those who can’t video conference (via Zoom, etc.)  and have children who are young or 
whose memories are dim or absent, display pictures of family members on the wall or in a 
special book children can refer to, or look at pictures on the computer as you tell stories and 
make plans to be reunited. 

Values and Beliefs 

It is natural to want to protect 
children from negative 
influences, but it is impossible 
to do so. Exposure to both the 
good and bad consequences of 
the choices other children 
make can be a good learning 
experience. If you carefully 

prepare your children to encounter other value systems and then discuss those with them when 
they do, you can help them own their individual beliefs and values apart from yours.  

Social Skills 

Children growing up in cultural isolation often lack experience in appropriately relating to and 
respecting authority figures other than their parents. If this is true for your children, your 
choices during home leave can help fill this gap with new exposure to a range of ways others 
might respond to requirements and authority in social settings. 

Social skills include learning how to participate in a group and learning to work together with 
peers toward a shared goal. Your children may need group experiences to help them learn to 
listen, to encourage, and to resolve conflict in socially and culturally appropriate ways. These 
kinds of participation skills are important factors to consider in decisions about the educational 

 

Children growing up in cultural isolation 
often lack experience in appropriately 
relating to and respecting authority 
figures other than their parents.  
…home leave can help fill this gap… 
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option you will use during home leave, especially if you do not have a school option available to 
you in your ministry country. 

Educational Options  

Not all countries offer a variety of educational options. If you are going to a country that does 
offer choices, check out the educational options for where you plan to settle for home leave. 
The options may have changed. Each option has strengths and weaknesses. It is helpful to invest 
time to research your options and prayerfully choose the one that will best help develop the 
specifics you want to nurture in each child during your home leave time. 

 If you have questions about possible learning challenges your child may be facing, home leave is 
a good time to benefit from professional advice. This might be available informally through 
experienced teachers who know what to expect for a given age or through learning and 
diagnostic specialists who can help. However, it is important that those who work with your 
child understand the environment and the transition and language challenges that are a part of 
your lifestyle. 

Secondary School or High School Requirements  

For teenagers being educated through home schooling, online schools, or other non-traditional 
schooling options, home leave can provide the opportunity for them to take courses that require 
special equipment, specialized training, group work, or have other special considerations that 
would be hard to incorporate into this 
type of learning. These courses can help 
spark a special interest in your child, 
develop a new skill, or provide essential 
course credits for further studies. 

Become well informed of requirements 
on both ends of a secondary school 
student’s transition. This includes a need 
to understand what to expect at the 
overseas school after returning from home leave. This will help your teen select courses during 
home leave with the best potential for meeting requirements.  

Although homeschooling and online schools may seem convenient during home leave in some 
cases, it may not be the most effective way to help your children become familiar with the 
country or to prepare them for college entrance and scholarship eligibility. Also be aware that 
some foreign countries require verification that school-aged children are attending school 
before granting visas or work permits. 

Plan your home leaves first with the long view in mind. Consider the value of investing in 
experiences and skills that will help your children transplant their roots to support growth 
wherever they end up in their future. 
  

 

Consider the value of investing in 
experiences and skills that will help 
your children transplant their roots 
to support growth wherever they  
end up in their future. 
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On Your Mark 
Talking about Home Leave  

Encourage positive attitudes toward your passport country and help your children understand 
that you value the time you will spend there. Explain why home leave is important and help 
them look forward to special opportunities that are available to them there. Be sure what they 
hear will help them develop a balanced, realistic picture that includes positives along with 
appropriate cautions about the negatives. 

Planning Your Trip  
Children will feel they have some control over what is happening if you offer appropriate choices 
and include them in discussions about almost anything related to your trip: timing, budget, 

activity breaks, rest, emotions, personal 
items to carry, or even clothing needs for a 
different climate. Including your children 
in the planning of your trip can help get 
your home leave off on the right foot. Try 
to build expectations that help children 
look forward to it: think about optional 
routes, consider people or sites you can 

either visit or pick up picture postcards from on your way, and plan some simple activities 
spaced en route to help divide the trip into more manageable chunks.  

Practicing Home-Leave Skills  

As home leave approaches, try to think of some fun home-leave preparation parties or 
celebrations to have together as a family. Involve friends with you as you wish, especially those 
who might have recently returned from a home leave.  

Include manners and have some silly consequences if family members forget. Help children 
practice how they want to answer complicated questions such as, “Where are you from?” and, 
“What is it like there?” Practice skills in cultural awareness, asking children to wait and watch to 
pick up cues about expected behavior or role play how to approach new friends and ask 
questions to determine their interests. 

Have Paperwork in Hand  

• Travel documents: Make sure you have the essential passports, visas, and other travel 
documents.  

• Health Records: A child may not be allowed to start school without complete records in 
hand. You can sometimes obtain a health form from your field school or clinic that 
includes room for a complete immunization record. Requesting it well in advance will 
allow time to update it and may prevent delays and extra frustration.  

 

As home leave is approaching, try 
to think of some fun home-leave 
preparation parties or celebrations 
to have together as a family. 

http://inhershoesbmw.blogspot.com/2016/04/no-you-may-not.html
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• Academic Records: Settling children into school can be frustrating unless you research 
requirements and have the necessary paperwork with you. Schools in your passport 
country may want academic records to help place your children in the appropriate 
grade/level. Most likely, the previous school mailed the official records; however, it is 
wise to hand-carry the following as a backup.  

o Schedule of subjects 
o Folder of student work samples 
o Report card 
o Achievement test scores 
o A translated copy of the official transcript in the language of the country where 

the children will be attending school during home leave if the two languages are 
different 

o An explanation of the grading system that was used for the reports coming from 
the school used 

o If home-schooled, include a teaching log for the years homeschooled 

• Adopted Children: If you will be taking your locally-adopted child to your passport 
country for the first time, check to see what official paperwork you need for the child to 
leave your country of ministry and enter your passport country. This is especially 
important if the adoption is still in process. Be sure to allow plenty of time to gather the 
needed paperwork.  

Be intentional about communicating with your adopted child about where you are going, 
what it will be like, and some things they can look forward to once they get there. If 
possible, prepare family and friends on food/toys that might make your new family 
member feel more comfortable, as well as coaching them on a few phrases of their heart 
language. 

 
 Dear Mom and Dad, 

   We look forward to seeing 
      you. To help Toby feel more at  

 home, you can greet him with  
  “Hi! Tunakupenda,” which  
 means “I love you.” Toby is  
  looking forward to seeing you,  
 but he is also anxious because  
 he doesn’t really know you in  
  person yet. He’s afraid you  
 won’t like him. Just give him  
  time. 
  Love you!  Ruth 
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Get Set 
Time to Pack! 

 
Documents  

Passport 
Health records
Tickets 
Itinerary 
Transcripts / translation of 
transcripts 
Immunizations 
Adopted child paperwork 

Emergency supplies  
Clothing change  
Water  
Currency  

 Things to do

Rather than packing each family member’s items in a separate bag, you might want to pack 
checked bags with “miscellaneous.” Then a missing bag will not mean total loss for one person 
as one family experienced when a bag containing all their son’s shorts and trousers was lost. It 
makes things harder to find, but keeping a detailed bag inventory on hand helps and is a good 
idea anyway. 

In your carry-on items, include 

• small toys and nutritional snacks that can be stored at room temperature. 

• empty water containers for each child (to be filled on the other side of security).  

• entertainment items, such as books, small toys, hand-held games, and music of some 
kind.  

• family member’s current medical records, including immunization records, prescription 
drugs and dosages, allergy alerts and treatments, and basics to help you cope with 
scrapes, bruises, or sniffles.  

If one of your family members has a special medical need, traveling can be an additional 
challenge for everyone. Plan to invest in extra time for rest to avoid excessive fatigue and 
increased health risks. With small children it may be good to break up your traveling, especially 
the long distances, to let everyone catch up with the time zone changes. 
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GO! 
Your plans are made, your documents are in hand, and your bags are packed. You find 
yourselves “leaning forward.”  

Where are your Children?  

Living overseas has already acquainted you with grief that is sure to happen because of the 
frequent separations your children and you experience in moving between places. Take care 
that your excitement and pressure does not intensify the grief your children may experience as 
they say their good-byes. They may 
need support as they look back 
before they can turn around and 
face what is ahead. 

It is important to remember that 
your children’s relationship to 
your passport country is not the same as yours. For children, home leave may mean little 
beyond moving to another new place with new people and new ways of doing things.  

Transition Challenges  

It is wise for anyone dealing with children in transition to remember that they have built-in 
emotional thermometers that respond to what is happening around them. They can experience 
a variety of feelings, often influenced by their perception of other family members’ responses, 
and may switch between those feelings without warning or obvious reason. Granting your 
children permission to express their personal feelings and being understanding when negative 
feelings occur can help them to move past emotions into an adjustment to the changes facing 
them. Using various books might be helpful in getting the conversation going. See suggestions 
for books to use at tckcare-ed.org > TCKs & Family Issues > Transitions > Books on Transition for 
Children and Youth or Transition Resources. 

Easing Good-byes  

Children may have difficulty with confusing and conflicting feelings about leaving your ministry 
country for home leave. The confusion between regret and excitement is to be expected, and 
just knowing that can help. Consider your children and whatever each one may need to help say 
good-bye, whether a celebration, photograph session, or sleepover. What works for one may 
not work for another. Children need support to help them reach that closure in their own way. 

Easing Travel Stress  

As you experience waiting time during the trip, consider having each family member contribute 
(verbally and in writing) personal memories and highlights of whatever happened earlier in the 
day or trip. Not only will this help family members understand one another during the trip, it 
will preserve treasured family memories to revisit later. 

 

It is important to remember that your 
children’s relationship to your passport 
country is not the same as yours. 

http://www.tckcare-ed.org/
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Easing Arrival Stress  

The jet lag or transition stress of children can be difficult to recognize, but their needs are just 
as real. Allowing them time to recover and change gears can contribute to their positive 
adjustment to the home-leave experience. 

Staying with family members until you have time to settle into a place of your own can add its 
own challenges. The speed of air travel does not allow much time to process the loss of friends 
and “home” before excited relatives and friends surround you and expect you to share their 

excitement. Try to help your hosts 
understand if your children do not  
conform to their expectations.  

As long as you articulate your needs, most 
family members or friends who have you in 
their home after your journey are happy to 

help you meet the needs of your children. They can do this by giving them space when they 
want it, allowing time for you to be alone with them if things seem too strange and confusing, 
and supporting your maintenance of comforting routines such as at bedtime. 

It is sometimes difficult for exhausted parents to recognize that children often need activity to 
rest more than they need to rest from activity. When you need to collapse before your children 
do, hosts can be a great help by involving your children in activities that demand physical 
exercise. 

 

Children’s jet lag or transition 
stress can be difficult to recognize, 
but their needs are just as real. 
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Home Leave: Opportunities & Realities 
Travel  

Once you arrive, travel in your passport country can provide wonderful 
opportunities to visit sites that have national and historical significance. As you 
travel through different parts of your passport country or to other countries, 
take time to stop at tourist or welcome centers and pick up brochures about the 
area that you can read and learn from, or research potential landmarks on the 
internet beforehand. Make trip budgets for each child or for the family and 
require a record of how it is used. A trip journal can record memories and show 
progress in map skills, financial planning, new vocabulary, and historical and 
cultural knowledge.  

Host Families  

If you are traveling between and staying at the homes of friends and family members, you want 
to make the memory of your time together special for everyone. Make an effort to compare 
notes with host parents about rules, responsibilities, and schedules. 

It can be helpful for children to see and adjust to how other families function and to see 
examples of how responsibilities and privileges in other families affect each other. You can also 
ask for ideas from other parents on how they adjust and manage boundaries that define 
responsibilities and privileges, especially if you are favorably impressed with how their children 
respond. When you return to your ministry country, these experiences will help your children 
understand the reasons for what you require of them when you no longer have the benefit of 
being in a setting where other children also have to “endure” similar expectations and 
boundaries. 

One thing you might want to also consider would be the need for time alone as a family after  
a series of days being in other people’s homes. Realizing cost can be a factor with this, still 
consider if you can find a missionary guesthouse, campground, or even a reasonable hotel  
to spend a couple days together just as a family. This will be very helpful for your family’s  
well-being. 

Technology has become very common, and it is easier than ever to access movies and games on 
the computer and TV. What guidelines do you want your children to follow when staying with a 
host family and the family’s child invites your child to play a game online or watch a movie? 
Make sure your children feel free to share their experiences with you or use you as an excuse to 
get out of doing something that makes them uncomfortable. 
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Visit the Future  
If your children will become old enough to drive during your next term, 
make sure you know what your child will need to be ready to learn 
(many resources are online now). For teenagers who are driving, help 
them develop responsibility by involving them in car maintenance, 
including practicing tire changes, using jumper cables safely, and 
refilling the gas tank after using your vehicle for their own purposes. 

Secondary students can benefit from thinking ahead to university or college during home leave, 
especially if they will be graduating from school before the end of your next field term. They 
may not have a particular university/college in mind, or it may not be convenient to visit their 
first choice. Just visiting any university campus with you, however, can give them ideas of what 
to expect and is helpful toward relieving anxiety when the time comes for them to do it for real. 

Home leaves are a great time for students to start investigating career possibilities:  

• Look for opportunities for older teens to “job shadow” in an area of special interest. 

• Gather information about education or training requirements for different careers.  

• Visit post-secondary training options to learn about the certifications and topics available 
there in two years or less. 

• Encourage teenagers to do volunteer work to get direct exposure to careers.  

• Look for opportunities, even brief ones, to include children in local ministries in your 
passport country.  

• Look into community service or apprenticeship opportunities.  

• Investigate classes in the community and instruction in special skills provided by 
individuals, especially if older children have not had school experiences to broaden their 
interests. 

• Consider taking a course on finances (with Dave Ramsey for Americans). 

These suggestions do not intend to imply in-depth involvement taking up lots of time. Just 
researching potential careers can help motivate students in their studies and provide direction 
for possible majors or areas of study when it comes time to make decisions about later training 
or advanced education. 

One of the most practical things you can do to support teenagers’ independent adjustment 
later is to give them realistic practice in handling finances. Possible ways to do this are by 
helping them open a bank account (perhaps with access to a bank card), giving firm instruction 
in your family’s financial boundaries (i.e., living within a budget); encourage tithing; provide an 
awareness of advertising pressures; and offer vivid experience that promotes real 
understanding of the pitfalls of credit. Check with friends to see how they taught their children 
to use bank cards. They can use these cards to pay for items agreed upon beforehand such as 
gas and groceries or anything else you choose. If needed, enlist the help of someone who 
understands the challenges of the current financial world. 
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Fitting in with Friends: Decisions to make beforehand 

Clothing: Being appropriately dressed is important to children, especially in 
their teens. Parents, as well as children, often do not know what is in style, 
so same-age cousins or friends can help bring you up to date. Allowing 
children to choose several mix and match items of up-to-date clothing, 
within your budget and modesty standard, can help build confidence as your 
child ventures out to build relationships with passport-country peers. 

Technology & Keeping Kids Safe: Technology is becoming more prevalent and 
common around the world. You may find people more reliant on their phones 
and tablets in your passport country than before you left, especially among 
teens. Technology is imbedded in everything and there are expectations that everyone has all 
the available electronics to do what is considered “normal” activities. What kind of impact will 
this have on your children’s experiences during home leave? Online access can come with risks 
including identity theft, computer viruses, and online predators. Today's generation of children 
are more tech-savvy than their parents, yet they lack the discernment of an adult. What 
parameters should our kids have as they engage with technology and the World Wide Web? 
What will you put in place to protect your children while on home leave, whether this is in the 
places where you stay or during the times they are with other families/kids? Some resources to 
help with these issues can be found at www.tckcare-ed.org > TCKs & Family Issues > Children & 
Technology.  

Reflection  

If you add church youth activities to the interests (music, sports, arts, etc.) of each child, you 
can end up spending all your time in the car even if your location during home leave stays the 
same. Making the most of home-leave opportunities includes guarding your schedule to include 
down time for you and your children to spend together. 

Given all the opportunities that 
are available to children, it is 
essential to evaluate carefully 
extra activities. Affirm the good 
choices you see your children 
making and the strengths they 
are developing because of their 
adjustment to new experiences. 
This kind of support and reflection can develop home-leave memories that root children in 
courage and hope for the challenges and adjustments in their future.  

Growth  

As you experience your own readjustment, you can help your children by telling them in an  
age-appropriate way how you are struggling to adjust and how you are attempting to solve 
 or overcome your struggles. This often makes it easier for children to be open about their 
struggles and can be crucial in helping them recover from initial adjustment stress. Build times 

 

Affirm the good choices you see your 
children making and the strengths they 
are developing because of their 
adjustment to new experiences. 

http://www.tckcare-ed.org/
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into your daily routines that offer opportunities for family members to share feelings related to 
their new experiences. “Transition Is a Family Affair” at www.tckcare-ed.org > TCKs & Family 
Issues > Transitions > Transitions Resources > Transitions Game can help with this. 

Although the adjustment process may be difficult for your children to experience and for you  
as you support them, it also provides them with an opportunity to learn to be persistent and 
hopeful even when life is not pleasant or easy. Being honest with your kids and using prayer 
and scripture as encouragement can model for them a way to face difficult situations with 
courage and can help them feel more capable when they face the inevitable hard times that 
always come with life. 

http://www.tckcare-ed/
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Saying Good-Bye Again  
As you near the time to return to your ministry location, prepare to do so as carefully as you 
prepared for home leave. Give your children opportunities for closure and good-byes, and give 
them time to prepare for returning.  

Find ways of maintaining ties with your passport country when you return to the field after 
home leave. Continue to practice some family traditions and celebrations, and record and 
report them to family 
members in your passport 
country.  

You want grandparents, aunts, 
uncles, cousins, and special 
friends to remain as fresh and 
alive to your family as they 
were on home leave, growing and changing along with your children. Encourage children to 
maintain relationships with family and friends through regular communication (email, Skype 
calls, Google chats, Facebook, etc.). A little maintenance will help strengthen the ties and ease 
the next transition. 

Children who look forward to returning to the field may be affected by unexpected losses when 
they get there, such as a close friend being on home leave or becoming close friends with 
someone else in your child’s absence. Help your children have realistic expectations of what it 
will be like by talking about the possible changes that may have taken place while you were 
away and how those changes might affect them. 

You want what is best for your children in the life you have chosen to live, a life that is full of 
transitions. Home leave is just one of the many opportunities you have to speak into the life of 
your children and prepare them to live a well-adjusted life as an adult, whether in their 
passport country or somewhere else. 

 

Children who look forward to returning to 
the field may be affected by unexpected 
losses when they get there… 
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