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Local Veterans in the 
Adopt-A-Kid, Adopt
A-Vet program show 
and teachchildren 
what veterans mean 
to the United States. 
Wriuen by Blair Townley 
q Photos Provided 

It all began with a question asked 
by a teenager to veterans hold
ing a PQWs (Prisoner of War} 

fundraiser in The ymages - ~Does 

POWs stand for People Out of Work?" 
What emerged from tbat question 

has led to countless children learning 
about t he sacrifices of America's brave 
veterans along with a bond built for
ever between veterans and chUdren . 

The program, Adopt -A-Kid. 
Adopt-A-Vet, brings veterans to ele 
mentary schools in the rri·coumy area 
to tell students about their branch and 
years of service, conc.ludJng with the 
stud ents wtiting an essay abou t th eir 
veteran's service . 

The hope is th a t children will 
le arn more about wars that shaped 
their country while recognizing 
th e effort s made by t he nation's 
beloved veterans . 

-The veterans just love the pro 
gram because it's great to S~ these 
kids get acquainted with all these 
branches of service.~ sa.ys Harold Siev 
ers. Korean War veteran and President 
of the Veterans' Memorial Park As.so
ciation in The Villages. 

-Now they know about veterans 
and are respectful towards them: 

Histor~ Throuoh 
Their Stories 

The program, s tarted by The Vet
erans' Memorial Park founder Frank 
Mezzatesta, was first int roduced to 

fourth graders at The Villages Elemen
tary School in 1999. 

At present, arollnd 4,240 stu
dents have participated in the pro
gram in it s almost 12-year history, 
having since expanded to include 
fourth and fifth grade. 

Typically veterans visit the chil
dren at their schools. One veteran is 
placed with every group of three to 
five children. 

The veterans become designated 
as the children's · veteran; talk
ing about their service experience 
and showing artifacts/photos while 
answering their questions. 

Some children, veterans have 
noticed, are more aware of wars than 
in previous years due to b.mily mem
bers actively serving overseas, as men
tioned by retired US Navy Lieutenant 
Commander Fran Pagliarulo. 

-It is becoming more common 
to have a brother or a cousin that is 
or was in Iraq and/ or Afghanistan ," 
he recalls . 

"1 try to help them understand 
why the soldiers are there and for them 
to write to them and pray for them. I 
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, It may seem very unusual to see a veteran and 
a fourth grader coming together but it's not 

unusual now for some young man or woman to 
' come over and thank me for my sefVice. 

It shows me that what we " 
veterans did we didn't do in vain. 

tell them how important mail is to 
a veteran and how exciting it is to 
receive something from home," 

The children in each group 
would then write an essay describ
ing "their" veteran's servite, with 
awards given by the Veteran 
Memorial Park Association fo r 
exceptional essays. 

Another reward of the program 
is the opp<lrtunity fo r the winni ng 
essay writers to read their essay out 
loud to veterans and their class
mates at the Veterans' Memorial 
Park in The Villages. 

Charter school s tudents who 
win sc holars hi ps fro m the Asso
ciation for their essays get fhe 
chance to read their essays a t the 
Par k during th e Park's Fourth of 
J uly celebration. 

The park events allow veterans 
to meet again wit h "their" children 
[ 0 reminisce about their time 
together and sometimes receive 
than ks again for their service. 

"It may seem very unusual to 
see a veter .. n and a fourth grader 
coming together but it's not unusual 
now for some young man or woman 
to come over a.nd thank me for my 
service. It shows me that what we 
veterans did we didn't do in vain,M 
Harold concludes . 

"Adoptive" Grandparents 
Although the program was 

created to teach children about 
their nation's history, Adopt · 
a-Kid, Adopt-a-Vet ha s helped 
to buildi ng lasting fri endships 
between the retired veterans and 
young children. 

Both Ha rold and Fran men 
tion that severa l of their past 
"children" have s tayed connected 

with - their" veterans and have 
even invited them to gradua
tions, sports games and other 
activities. Harold was even made 
an honorary assistant coach of a 
local soccer team, attending every 
game with his "Mr. Harold" uni
formed T-shirt. 

"J communicate with many of 
them by email, or send them cards 
for their birthdays and Christ
mas,~ adds Fc']n, who has been 
with the program with Ha rold 
s ince its inception. 

"They a ll respond with a 
thank you and how they remem
ber and enjoyed our relati on
ships. I thi nk that it 's unanimous 
throughou t the group that we 
become adopted granddads or 
gra nd mo ms to these k ids.~ 

What is more significa nt is 
see ing their lessons impact the chil
dren and change their pe rspectives 
towards veterans. 

"J was at the soccer fie ld in 
my DAV uniform and Nas wa lk
ing back to my car when a litt le 
12-year-old girl stopped me. She 
extended her hand and said.. [ 
want to thank you for YOllr service 
to our country.' It 's what we teach 
to the kids to say when they see a 
veteran ,~ Harold says . 

Seeing the benefits of the pro
gram come to life has encouraged 
the Veterans' Memorial Park Asso
ciation to continue with Adopt-a
Kid, Adopt-",-Vet, even noticing 
other veteran organizations in and 
outside of Florid", taking part in 
the program. 

It·s about teaching more 
child ren uninfo rmed about their 
nation's history that freedom is not 
free, but a s.1<riflc ial gift brought 
forth by courAgeous veterans. II 
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