Engaging Veterans with Disabilities in 

National and Community Service Initiative

As a part of its mission to engage all Americans in service, and as directed by the 2009 Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act, the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) places a high priority on engaging veterans in national community service.   Reliable sources place the estimate of veterans with disabilities like traumatic brain injury (TBI), post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or mobility challenges at significant levels so it stands to reason that any initiative that seeks to include veterans would also address the needs of veterans with disabilities.  

In 2010, CNCS launched the Engaging Veterans with Disabilities Initiative to enhance the capacity of national service programs to successfully recruit, engage and support veterans with disabilities as active service members in structured volunteer experiences.  This Initiative will identify promising practices, products, and delivery strategies -- initially working with enlisted 24 to 32-year-old Afghanistan and Iraq veterans who have experienced TBI and/or PTSD -- and will then explore how these strategies and products can be generalized to other groups of veterans.   The work will be informed extensively by veterans, especially those who are current or former AmeriCorps or other national service volunteers; and products will be made widely available to veterans groups, national service programs, and the disability community so as to guide the practice, policies, and procedures of service programs as they recruit and support veterans with disabilities.   In summary, the desired outcomes of this Initiative are twofold: (1) service programs that have the capacity to create optimal experiences for veterans with disabilities; and (2) veterans, their families and allies who view service as a solution for successful reintegration back into the community.

In addition to the well-documented benefits of service to the community itself, connecting veterans to community and volunteer service opportunities can help them successfully transition back to civilian life.  Volunteering in a national service program can provide direction and purpose that allow veterans to continue to contribute their skills and expertise to improving their communities and can simultaneously provide the camaraderie and kinship that comes from belonging to a team—an experience that many veterans desire.  Further, a period of national service affords veterans the time and freedom to explore career paths while considering their next step in life.  In short, a national service experience can enrich the lives, in a variety of ways, of veterans who are re-entering their communities.  

Veterans can choose from among many CNCS service opportunities available through its major programs.  To name a few, as an AmeriCorps State or National member, a veteran can serve in programs that work in areas such as education, health and the environment; local programs often design service activities for a team of members that serves full or part-time for one year or during the summer.  As an AmeriCorps VISTA member, he or she can serve full-time in a nonprofit or religious organization, with a community group, or public agency to create and expand programs that bring low-income people and communities out of poverty.  Or, as an AmeriCorps NCCC (National Civilian Community Corps) member in a full-time, team-based, residential program, veterans can focus on disaster response, infrastructure improvement, environmental stewardship and conservation, energy conservation, and urban and rural development.  For more information on CNCS programs go to www.cncs.gov
The Corporation is conducting the Engaging Veterans with Disabilities in National and Community Service Initiative through its National Service Inclusion Project (NSIP), housed at the Institute for Community Inclusion at the University of Massachusetts Boston, in partnership with CTAT at Denver Options and the “Operation TBI Freedom” project.  For further information about this initiative and NSIP please contact Paula Sotnik at paula.sotnik@umb.edu or (888) 491- 0326.  For further information about CTAT at Denver Options, please contact Joanne Cohen at jcohen@denveroptions.org or (303) 636-5954.
