April 23-26, 2014, a National Child Passenger Safety Certification Course was held on Aviano Air Force Base, in Aviano, Italy.  Below is a summary of the experience. 
From the IC and course site point of view, by Cindy Cusimano

Ah Bella Italia!!  What a beautiful, majestic place to live!  Serving with the United States Air Force in northern Italy at Aviano Air Base is a dream come true…..or a nightmare if you are trying to get your US child safety seat installed into your older, European-spec vehicle….just go to the police station or fire department, right??  No va bene as the Italians would say – it is not easy at all!  We do not have the resources here, and many more challenges (like the Italian code – which is up for interpretation) AND European specification vehicles and child restraint systems (which are crash tested differently than US).

Living on a base where out of the 8,500+ US citizens living here, 1,400+ are under the age of 9, provides many challenges in itself.  That is why I decided, as only 1 of 2 certified CPS techs on the base, to hold a certification class at Aviano.  The first one was held June 2012 when we had 9 techs certified.  Since the airmen move every 2-3 years, our tech numbers dwindled to only 5 techs by the start of this year. This time, I was totally on my own to do EVERYTHING!  For anyone who deals with the military can tell you, they CAN move mountains…..they just take a while to do it!  

I was very fortunate to have a wonderful Med Group Commander who is an ER doctor, who was 110% behind having certified car seat technicians on base. I approached her to do another certification class and she gave me the thumbs up.  I started in August, 2013, and we held the certification class in April, 2014.  We had 14 airmen and civilians working with the AF in the certification class, and I also was able to obtain my Instructor’s Certification following the requirements to do so. 

The Med Group paid airfare, lodging, and per diem (food allowance) for 2 certified instructors to come teach the class.  In August, I had the resource management personal place this class into the working budget.  The paperwork involved to obtain approval for this went to our Wing Commander, a one star general. Then, the Invitational Travel Orders, with the instructor’s personal identification information on them, had to be vetted both up and down the chain of command. At one point, one of my instructors backed out (with only 6 weeks to go!), and I had to quickly find a replacement. Kerry Chausmer of Safe Kids was very instrumental in helping me. A Certified Lead Instructor was found, and the class was saved!   By April 9, 2014, everything was ready to roll!

It was easy to find airmen who wanted to take the class. Holding onto them was another story – the USAF is still deploying airmen all over the world to keep doing their mission. We also opened up the class to other bases – Incerlik, Turkey, and Spangdahlem, Germany – and each sent a person to bring the knowledge back to their bases.  Our requirements for taking the class was to have at least 2 years retainability left in their tour, and they had to have their supervisor’s approval.  Information travels quickly on a small base – and people were very happy to volunteer to become certified!

The process for me to become an instructor was not hard at all.  I just followed the steps on the CPS website, printed out the required documents, found people who were willing to fill out the paperwork confirming my skills, and emailing them to my mentor (who was one of the instructors for the class).  Preparing for the class was the difficult part – especially with the new curriculum just being rolled out a few weeks before the class! But my mentor helped me with finding my flow between the power point presentation, the Instructor’s manual, and the technician guide.  We worked through the hiccups along the way, and we made it!!

From the Mentor and Instructor point of view, by Terri Rae (Trae) Anthony:
I recently had the opportunity to mentor an instructor candidate in another county.  I had worked with this candidate in the past as one of her instructors when she became a technician and also when she was a course assistant on another class.  I knew that I would get to share my knowledge of Child Passenger Safety and leadership skills with this instructor candidate but, more importantly, it was unique opportunity to not only mentor, but teach in Italy.  There were a few challenges to overcome since I live in Pennsylvania and she lives in Italy and with a 6 hour time difference, it was at times difficult.  We spoke on the phone many times and emailed quite frequently.  Meeting in person, face to face would have been more effective, but we made it work.  We both put the time into work assignments, and since it was a brand new curriculum, not only was she learning but so was I.  She had questions; I offered guidance and provided the answers as we worked through the process.  When we finally had our face to face meeting, she was prepared and ready to go!

It is good to get out of your CPS comfort zone.  I usually teach with the same instructors and we know each others strengths and weaknesses.  But this time I would be teaching with someone I had never met, someone I knew very little about and I have to admit, I had some anxiety about this.  What would she think about my abilities?  Would she think I was a good instructor?  Would I do or say something she did not agree with?  Would we get along?  All of these questions and more were inside of my head.  Getting out of my comfort zone was the best thing that happened to me and it was a great experience.  I was there to mentor an instructor candidate and whole heartedly embraced this opportunity to learn as well.  The lead instructor led the instructor team right into the new curriculum.  She was knowledgeable, organized and flexible.  I always tell my students that they will continue to learn about Child Passenger Safety even when their class is over.  That really was true for me.  I learned so much, especially new methods of delivery and technique.  So if you get the opportunity to teach with different instructors, do it!  This is one journey worth taking.  I now have another instructor that I share ideas, discuss issues; ask questions all with a fresh perspective.

From the Lead Instructor point of view, by Tracy Whitman

So, I was the “replacement” team member in the course.  Being the state CPS Coordinator has trained me to be flexible with course logistics, work with various instructor styles, strengths and weaknesses and adapt the agenda as the course moves along.  But, all of that is in my home state, using pre-inspected training locations, a state training kit, knowing the various teaching styles of my instructors and with a curriculum that I knew like the back of my hand. 
But I LOVE challenges and loving learning from others, so I sent an email to Cindy about 4:00 on a Friday.  After a Sunday conference call, I received a call back later that afternoon, asking if I would like to join the team?  “Yes, please!”  And I floated around on Cloud Nine that night…. I was going to teach in Italy!  The date was March 9th….  And within 24 hours, the reality set in.  I had just held my statewide instructor update for curriculum changes, was starting to update our instructor teaching aids, my own training box, and I was planning two of my own April certification courses in Maryland. Italy fit in between the courses.  Over the next two weeks, I lived a new definition of “eat, sleeping and breathing CPS.”   

By March 11, I had the course registered, a draft agenda out to instructors, initial phone calls and several emails going with both of them and I KNEW we would do great together.  They had the CPS knowledge and teaching flexibility I knew we’d need. Both ladies far exceeded my expectations with their CPS knowledge, teaching styles, picking up the new curriculum flow and flexibility. 

But we were not without challenges, including:  
Training supplies:

Cindy did a tremendous job organizing/gathering supplies on her end, gathering a bulk of the car seats from base contacts and the BX, baby dolls and stuffed animals and organizing vehicle info ahead of time.  That left Trae and I to ponder how to get missing supplies over there.  The solution? Gate checking car seats and travel “space bags” to shrink wrap everything (including my clothes!) into a suitcase and a gigantic carry bag.  Trae was able to gate check her two seats and packed noodles and course forms in her bag.  Into my two bags went: two more convertible seats, eight larger dolls, noodles, extra car seat manuals, LATCH manual, seat belt parts, belt-shortening clips, course forms… oh, and my clothes.  Pulling everything out was a bit like a clown car comedy, more supplies just coming out of the bags (  
Instructor/student ratio:
I always run my classes with at least four instructors, and split our classes into two groups so we can run inside/outside exercises simultaneously to stay on time.  With just three of us, and 14 students, I kept the inside/outside group idea, but modified the instructor/student ratio to keep five students with me and nine with Cindy/Trae and instructors rotated inside/outside to stay with their group whenever we split the class. 
Student installation practice:

Our selection of vehicles ranged from US vehicles, pre-’96 with lap/shoulder belt combo’s having ELR/sliding latchplates to late-2000 with switchable retractors and LA/T, and several European vehicles, all of which had ELR/sliding latchplates.  Hello, locking clips! And we were very happy to introduce students to the joy of lock-offs. 
For their rear-facing installation practice, students were broken into three groups, and rotated through three vehicle stations twice.  We switched car seat type, a couple of the vehicles and all the installation method between the first and second rotation, so by the time they were done, every student had installed car seats with: lap-only locking latchplate, switchable retractor, locking clip, lock-off, lower anchors and carrier only with locking clip. The forward-facing installation was handled similarly, though they only had four installations to practice: LA/T, locking latchplate, switchable/tether and locking clip.  

Skills Assessment #2

Knowing ahead of time that a large portion of the seats we had would be outside for installation, I brought an assortment of extra car seat manuals.  We modified Scenarios 1-4 for Skills Assessment #2 to require students to find two actual car seats among the seats left in the classroom that fit the two scenarios of their choice out of the four listed, have them to provide harness usage/adjustment demonstrations using actual dolls, and then permitted them to use the extra manuals for two other scenarios, where they were required to read, provide page numbers and verbally describe, in detail, parts of the harness and their function and how to work the harness and explain correct use to the caregiver.  

Overall:
The course went great, the students did a great job at the car seat checkup event, Cindy very successfully completed her IC, and I think the three of us bonded and became colleagues and friends in a really neat way.  Cindy was the hostess with the most-est, taking us touring, and inviting us into her home and life.  I am very grateful for the entire experience and would be honored to repeat it again the future!  

