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>>> Okay, I'm going to get started because we are now at 3:00.  Okay, so good afternoon everyone.  My name is Elesheva Soloff.  I'm work with National Service Inclusion Project.  Let me pass the microphone over to Judi and Jennifer.  I'd like to give a background of who we are.  We provide training on a variety of topics focusing on disability inclusion and accommodations to include a service, environment [inaudible].  If you'd like to see a whole list of the topics, check out our website at WWW.serviceandinclusion.org.  We have a toll‑free number.  888‑491‑0326.  Call us with any questions or training requests.  

We have a huge conference coming through in October.  Take a look at it on our website.  We also offer several calls like this on a variety of different topics.  If you have any topics you're interested in having NSIP offer, please let us know.  We're always looking for new ideas.  With that I'm going to turn it over to Judi Pennella who is Executive Director and Jennifer Beekman who is communications and out‑reach coordinator.  They're going to talk about Ability Awareness.  Also funded by corporation for national and community service.  

Also, FYI, if you want to speak, after you press the talk button, please say your name, let me know who you are.  Again, we will be happy to aggress any comments or questions.  With that, I'm going to turn the microphone over to Judi.  Go ahead, Judi.
>> Thank you, very much, Elesheva.  We're happy to be here.  Actually Jen's going to start the presentation and she's going to talk a little about Ability Awareness in our mission and then I'll jump in and talk about my experiences with working with habitat in veterans --
[Captions quit passing. Closed out and restarted realtime.]
Also as she had mentioned before, the objective of today's webinar will be to learn how we began working with veterans with disabilities, collaboration between our organization, the Virginia and also Habitat and what the impact of inclusion is.  

On the agenda today, we're going to go over the history, implementation, [scrambled audio] Homes For Heroes project, Habitat for Humanity for orange counties and then we'll have a Q&A.  

So I'll begin by discussing the history of our ABILITY House Veterans With Disabilities initiative which was formed in 2005 and there's two reasons really why this initiative was created, the first reason is for the veterans who acquired disabilities in the line of duty, these disabilities can range from posttraumatic stress disorder, loss of limbs, the affect of chemicals, hearing disorders and what not and the second reason [audio echoing].  

Is everyone able to still hear me? 
>> Judi, are you on a speaker phone?  You may want to pick up the phone? 
>> Is this better? 
>> Yes, actually, that's much better.
>> Okay, I'm sorry about that.  Did you all catch the first reason I had just mentioned just to make sure you're all able to hear me? 
>> We did hear the first reason you mentioned and got a little feedback at the end of that.
>> Okay, this is much better, I'll take it off speaker phone.  The second reason I want to talk about why this initiative was created was the veterans faced certain issues during the recovery and rehabilitation that really needed to be addressed.  This includes self‑esteem issues, re‑entering into society, the physical affects that chemicals have, mending themselves from a physical disability, reformulating bonds with family and also the issues with homeownership.  

So now I'm going to turn this over to Judi and she's going to talk about the implementation and so forth.
>> Hello everybody.  Um, regarding the implementation of our program, we did a couple of things.  Um, first of all we realized that in order to be successful in a veterans initiative, we had to form a partnership with the Department of Veteran Affairs, which we did.  We did this to engage veterans with disabilities as volunteers.  The whole purpose of that was to encourage them to get out into the community and work and um, pride themselves on their accomplishments.  

The VA did a great deal to encourage the rehabilitation and employment of vets with disabilities and encouraged managers at the regional level to serve as a conduit between us and the veterans so we could make that link. 

That's a really important part of what we do, and secondly, besides engaging the veterans with disabilities as volunteers, we wanted to help them with homeownership.  One of the things we realized is when a veteran comes back, especially if he has a disability, he may no longer have housing because he had family when he was on base and they have to move.  What happens when a veteran's family has to move and there's no income coming in because the veteran may very well have a long process of rehabilitation and perhaps doesn't have a spouse that is working?  

So that became a real issue with many of the veterans, especially here in southern California where we have um, bases and we have people that have actually transplanted right here in California where it's a high cost area and perhaps much higher costs than where they came from.  They still need to have the community access here in California, they needed a home here, but with housing costs as they were and actually still are, it's very difficult for somebody with a low income to be able to afford housing.  

So we wanted to help with the volunteer aspect and as well as homeownership.  

So to tackle the homeownership card, we decided that a collaboration with Habitat for Humanity was in order.  This is something that, that Ability Awareness has been doing for many years.  Collaborating with habitats throughout the country to build homes for people, for families who have an individual with a disability.  We are just extending that though the veterans now.  

So, Habitat was very happy to do this.  Now they have vets as potential recipients for their Habitat houses and they have us and our collaboration with the veterans affairs to help provide that linkage between them and the vets.  Through our um, expertise and our efforts, we help the homeowner um, provide the needed information that Habitat requires in order for their um, in order for them to qualify for a Habitat home.  

And we um, assist them in going through the entire selection process and help Habitat find those veterans and go to the next step. 

The other thing with Habitat when we work with them is we find that we have some construction issues.  We're not only, there's a construction issue with how to get somebody with a disability on a work site, but also the disability issues to some of the houses that they're building.  So our partnership with Habitat includes resources on accessibility issues and we train Habitat volunteers and staff how to make their site successful with volunteers and disabilities.  This is a really important aspect for them because any um, any volunteer, I'm sorry, any homeowner that had a disability would do their community service work in the office instead of um, having it on, or I'm sorry, doing their community service work right in the house that they're building.  

So we needed to convince Habitat that it would okay for people with disabilities to go on the work site itself and um, to have them get the same satisfaction of providing the roof over their heads for their families that people without disabilities have. 

Um, the other collaboration um, included using the vets as volunteers, had to do with the training aspect with Habitat and that led us to a disability awareness training.  One of their challenges was not only how to get them on the, on the site, but how to do it safely.  And with us, talking to Habitat, it was just a matter of what do you do for volunteers who are inexperienced and first‑time volunteers in your organization?  How do you make the work site safe for them?  

Well, you would do the same thing for somebody with a disability that you would do without a disability.  You may just have to make some minor modifications, such as making sure the land is level or putting plywood in place so that somebody with a mobility impairment can walk on a flatter surface, but otherwise, the adaptations were very minimal.  

So let's get into the Benefits of Inclusion.  The Veterans Affairs, Habitat for Humanity and the Community themselves are very different.  This project became another resource for them.  Not only for assistance in rehabilitation for the Vets With Disabilities, but a resource for housing and subsequently training, job training and job assignment.  So, we've become a valuable resource to some of the veteran administration that we've worked with. 

For the community it's very obvious that um, when people volunteer in the community, they're contributing to the public health, they're contributing to emergency management, it's a social economic well‑being for the entire community.  Volunteering is part of the history of our nation and we strongly feel as all of you do that people with disabilities have often been the last ones that are ever asked or ever included in the community.  To be a fully inclusive society, we need to make sure that we are being inclusive to everyone, no matter what their abilities are.  

So, that's where it's great for the community, the community can actually see what people with different types of disabilities can actually do.  And we've had comments such as "wow, if somebody can, with a disability can build a house, um, and they were specifically talking about a gentleman who had no arms, and um, was helping volunteer to build one of the houses, imagine the other things that people can do."  

For Habitat, this was a fantastic opportunity for them.  Habitat for Humanity's been around for a long time.  We've all seen the stories in the paper of Habitat houses, but it's getting to the point where there's so many that are being built that [inaudible] is looking for another hook.  Why should we write about a Habitat house?  So for Habitat, is this a great promotional opportunity for them and it's a very visual opportunity as well, even though we incorporate people with visual, with um, disabilities that are visual and nonvisual, um, it's still a very visual medium when the media can come out and take a picture of somebody in a wheelchair using a wheelchair, and that person is hammering, um, that's quite a graphic that's going to be on the 6:00 news.  

Working with our, and working with the veterans, also means the sponsors missions to be fully inclusive.  Habitat relies on corporate sponsorships to build their houses, to pay for their houses.  So working with us, um, provides the sponsors, um, additional um, recognition, not only for working with Habitat, but showing that they promote and support inclusion as well.  

So for example, the houses that, the house we built in Benson, North Carolina, were Wells Fargo home mortgaging foundation, the Housing Foundation, and Genworth Financial Worth and Care foundation.  Not only were they building a house for a woman with quadriplegia, but we were working with veterans on that build that had just come back from Iraq and had very serious cases of posttraumatic stress disorder. 

We talked a little about the press recognition, um, it also provides homeowners the opportunities to do their [inaudible] equity and to show their neighbors um, who may not have ever lived in a house or in a neighborhood where there was a house with a person with a disability that they knew of.  It's allowed them to show their neighbors that they are part of the community, they want to be part of the community and they do not want to be excluded from what's happening in the community. 

For the veterans, there was a real special um, thing going on.  We didn't really realize that when we were in Benson, North Carolina, how this actually was.  Um, these men and women with posttraumatic stress disorder were having a difficult time getting back into the society.  Um, nightmares, uh, loud noises going off and um, we're told they would, you know, hit the ground.  It was, it was really kind of tough to hear some of those stories.  

These folks came out and they helped build the foundation for this house and dug the post holes and put up the fence and helped put the walls together.  And worked with us in 113 degree heat with probably you know, 70% humidity and didn't want to leave.  And the next day we got a call from the major and he told me that they all wanted to come back because it was the first positive thing that they had done since they came back from Iraq.  And rather than concentrating on all the death and destruction that they saw over there, they were able to channel their energies, and their hearts, and put it toward building a house for Selma Smith who was a woman with quadriplegia and was coming out of a trailer that she was literally trapped in for seven years because she couldn't move and her wheelchair couldn't get in and out of it.  

So this was a real step in the right direction for these veterans.  It helped them um, to, to ensure a smooth transition from their military service to civilian life and emotionally mend um, what they needed so they could take that next step and become more satisfied with no, sir life and formulate those bonds again with their community and with their families.  

Um, other veterans with disabilities that had, worked with um, in Hawaii and again in Benson.  These were veterans that had um, limbs missing and they were still getting used to their prosthetics.  They were still trying to get past the emotional barrier that one has when they have just recently lost an arm or a leg.  You know, who's going to love me?  How am I going to provide for my family?  How am I going to um, go out into the world again and do the same things that I used to do when I have lost a part of me?  By doing this physical work on an ability build site and working side‑by‑side with the Habitat volunteers, these men and women were able to prove not to just everybody else, but to themselves that they could continue to do the physical work that they had done before.  Like take a little bit of that adaptation but they were able to get the same self‑satisfaction in painting a wall, hammering nails, sawing wood, and realizing that they, too, could do this back at home.  

Um, the challenges that we had for Inclusion were finding the veterans with the disabilities to be homeowners, especially.  Our vets, um, our vets are people that are providers for us.  They're nurturers, they want to do for us.  And when we go and talk to veterans and say "you know, you would qualify for a Habitat home" they say "oh no, that's not, that's not for us.  That's for somebody else who's more needy."  They don't think of themselves as being takers.  They are givers.  And we have to sometimes talk to them and say "you do deserve this, it's not something that's given to you, it's something you are going to work for, but you do have the option of meeting Habitat's requirements so that you can help provide that house for your family."  

And that's, that was real tough for some of the veterans to get past.  Because they, you know, especially if it's not a physical disability that you can see, just like with everybody else, a lot of people don't self‑disclose, so if they don't self‑disclose, they're not going to know what benefits they might have specific for the program we're working on. 

For the veterans that are volunteering, it was educating Habitat and the other non‑profits that we work with that veterans with disabilities can volunteer and convincing the veterans themselves they can volunteer. 

The way we met those challenges was education, education, education, education.  We have just been going out, we were at The Volunteer Conference the past two years and talking about broadening the volunteer pool and the benefits of Inclusion in your non‑profit and we go around the country and give the same presentation.  We were in Indianapolis, down in Florida, we talked to a couple dozen non‑profits, hey a special workshop there and enlightened non‑profits on how they could include people with disabilities in their volunteer pool and specifically working with veterans in those areas as well. 

I'm very pleased to report that we've gotten a lot of positive feedback and we're actually going back to Florida and back to Indianapolis, we'll be working with the habitats in both those areas building a couple of houses in each area and including volunteers with disabilities and specifically veterans with disabilities. 

So um, that is pretty much the Reader's Digest version of how we came about and what we did.  Do we have any questions? 
>> I think at least one question I had, um, was just being able to identify the, also the nonphysical skills that um, the veterans might be able to provide.  I know for example, the crew leadership and what not, what else, um, for those who couldn't necessarily do the physical work, was available? 
>> Well there, first of all, there are a number of things.  I'm sorry, I'm going to repeat the question.  The question was, what were the nonphysical tasks, if I'm getting this correctly, nonphysical tasks that veterans with disabilities could do if they felt they couldn't do the physical tasks?  Am I stating that correctly? 
>> Yes, ma'am.
>> Okay, good.  Well, first of all, I would like to preface that by saying, we do have a video that shows different types of um, people with different types of disabilities working on a construction site whether they have a prosthetic leg um, or an arm, uh, we have one gentleman that was born without arms and he uses his feet for everything.  And he happens to be an um, professional guitar player, so we haven't really met anybody we couldn't accommodate on a physical work site.  However, not everybody likes to hammer nails and paint walls and may feel insecure doing that if they haven't done it before.  So there are a lot of things that can be done.  There is office work, there is helping to coordinate the volunteers that are on site doing the registration, assuring that, especially when we were in North Carolina and 113 degree heat, the volunteers actually stopped some of their work and came back under the tent and got some water to make sure we were keeping everybody safe.  

So those are the types of things.  It's the same thing you would find in any type of volunteer job.  When we bring a volunteer into any organization, I've been working with volunteers for 30 years, if it's a first time volunteer, I say "this is what the job is, what accommodations do you need?  Do you want to do the job?  If so, what accommodations do you need to do it?"  If I can make the accommodations, I make those accommodations.  We don't treat volunteers, or people with disabilities any differently than we'd treat a first time volunteer.  So any time you have a first time volunteer, you're going to ask that question, make sure they're properly trained, make sure they have the proper equipment and you're going to supervise them more closely to make sure they don't hurt themselves and don't have questions.  

So it's the same thing with somebody who has a disability or not.  We do it the same way.  It's been very successful.  Once that block is taken out of somebody's mind, that a person, um, with a physical disability can't do something, they start getting into that mode of "okay, let's think about the first time volunteer issue."  Does that answer your question? 
>> Yes, ma'am.
>> Okay.  Did you have a specific um, task that you feel somebody with a physical disability can't do? 
>> No it wasn't necessarily ‑‑ sorry, it wasn't necessarily stereotyping or saying that, looking at a disabled individual and saying "they can't do it" but being able to have, disabled volunteer sites, not specifically Habitat for Humanity, but other volunteer sites where a disabled individual will come and say "I can't do physical work, is there something I can help you, either clerically or what not?  What else can I do to help?"  Some folks have to turn around and leave because there was nothing for them to do.  Immediately losing the connection with the individual because there wasn't any possible alternative, task or leadership opportunity available.
>> I hope everybody heard that.  I'm sorry, I didn't get your name.
>> My name is Darryl.
>> Thank you for your comments.  What Darryl was saying was that volunteers, people with disabilities are sometimes turned away because they feel they can't do a physical, the physical job and people that, and I correct Darryl, that are coordinating the volunteer efforts don't necessarily know if there are other types of jobs that these folks could do, so they're literally being turned away as volunteers.  

That's not an unusual situation, whether you're talking about veterans or anybody else with a disability.  Um, and that's one of the things that we do when we're talking about inclusion and broadening volunteer pools and when we do our training sessions.  We tell folks, you know, there really isn't anything that they can't do.  You just have to think outside the box.  You have to be a little more creative when you're working with someone who has a disability.  

I'll give you an example of something that I did years ago and I wasn't even thinking of it and it was really a minor type of thing.  I had an assistant that had dyslexia.  I didn't know my assistant had dyslexia because he was, he never disclosed that to me.  When I would leave my office I would leave a list of tasks that had to be done for the next day and I listed them with bullet points.  It never occurred to me that that would be a problem.  So I come in the next day and I'd find that the, let me tell you that when I put them in bullet points, I said "these are in priority order, do the first one first" I'd come in the next day and see the last one was done first or the middle one was done first and the really important task wasn't done at all because there wasn't time.  I was getting frustrated and I sat down with the assistant and I said "please tell me why we're having this communication problem."  He opened up to me and said "you know I had dyslexia and I thought I was doing the task at the top of the list."  So instead of using bullets, I used numbers.  It was really as simple as that.  Once I started using numbers, um, he was able to get the tasks done and get them done on time.  

So... um, I do have a question that's typed in and it's "where did you recruit the veterans?"  Actually we recruited the veterans um, going through the Army bases, through the Veterans Administration offices when we were in Hawaii.  We just went through, literally went through the phone book and contacted every veterans organization that we had.  

Here in Orange County, Jen has sent uh, fliers out, and e‑mails and made phone calls um, to the veterans organizations in southern California so that we can start recruiting veterans for the veterans bill that we're actually doing here in Orange County, in collaboration with the Habitat for Orange County.  That particular build by the way, they're building 27 homes.  14 of them they have designated for Veterans With Disabilities and we're working with them to find those homeowners.  That's going to be in San Juan Capestrano.  

Any other questions?  Question from Patricia:  What is the connection to national service?  You mean, what is the, um, I'm not sure I understand the question.  You mean "what is the connection we have to the National Service Inclusion Project?"  If that's what you're asking, um, we sort of worked on the same thing and support each other and everybody at NSIP has been fantastic.  They had great resources that we actually tap into.  We are a grantee from the corporation for national community service for the special initiatives.  Yes, we did receive a grant from the corporation specifically to include people with disabilities in national service.  

Anybody else have another question?  I'm getting silence so I'm, and I'm not seeing any typing, so I'm assuming that we're‑‑
>> Actually Judi, it might be, take your time for people to type in, but meanwhile, just let everyone know if you do have a microphone, feel free to hold the control button to talk or type in a comment.  If you want to know anything else from our speaker.
>> I have a question.  Easter Seals says:  I have been seeking information about research related to the impact of new disabilities on the vet and their family.  Any insights?  I do have insights, but they are secondhand insights.  The impact on anybody with a new disability, it's hard on anyone.  I worked with people, someone very close to me, like a second son, lost his leg in a car accident.  I know what he went through when he lost his leg.  I know how difficult it was for him to get back into doing the normal things he was doing, like running and um, he actually is a triathlete now and was actually just featured the first person with a disability on American Gladiators a couple weeks ago.  

I know what he went through and he was 19.  I also know, in talking to the vets that it's compounded probably ten‑fold.  At least.  And part of that is because, again, the veterans, these folks were, they're protecting us.  They're fighting for us.  They're taking care of us.  And then something happens that prevents them from doing what they've been trained to do, what's in their heart to do.  

So that makes, I would think, having a physical disability, losing a leg, losing an arm, um, for them, I think that probably makes it more difficult.  I'm not saying it wasn't difficult for my friend John and um, because it was, but he didn't have the same background that these guys had, plus the fact that they're no longer in the Army.  They are moved on.  So not only have they lost a part of their body, they've lost a part of their life, they've lost their career and sometimes they've lost their home because they're no longer living on base so I imagine that the impact of a new disability is huge, absolutely huge.  

Um, Karen asks:  How did you pitch this opportunity to a veteran organization.  Some of the ones we have approached don't initially see the value of promoting community service to vets.  We stumbled on some things like that as well Karen.  In North Carolina, we actually, somebody actually hung up the phone.  We called one of the veteran rehab places and said "sorry we're not interested and if we do it for your organization, we're going to have to do it for everybody" and they really just hung up the phone on us.  

We were fortunate that when we first started recruiting in North Carolina, the house that we were building was partially supported by one of the grew there.  So, we had his um, shall I say, strings, his staff um, made a few phone calls um, to explain what we were doing and how this build was so important to his district and also um, his opponent, because it was election time, his opponent also worked with us so together they helped us get our foot in the door. 

Once you do that, and once you show that, that it is important, and that veterans um, and with disabilities, um can benefit so greatly from it, um, the walls start crumbling down.  But it is not easy, um, by any means.  It just takes a lot of persistent, a lot, a lot of persistent. 

And obviously, going um, as far to the top as possible to get the decisions and get the buy in helps as well.  

Lanny asks:  How does living allowance affect VA benefits?  I can't answer that question for you, because I do not know about living allowances for the veterans benefits.  You need to contact the Veterans Administration about that.  If you're talking about living allowance for Vista, that's probably again, an issue that I can't address because I really don't know.  I'm sorry.  

Um... you're welcome, Lan. 

What other questions do we have?  These are really good.  I hope I'm answering them and helping you.  Lanny may want to look into Heroes Earnings Assistance and Relief Act.  The act contains a provision that excludes AmeriCorps benefits from being counted as income for purposes of eligibility for SSI .
>> In terms of educational institutions, I know as veterans continue to return to higher education institutions across the country, um, one of the things that is constantly discussed, how to provide additional leadership and service opportunities.  Um, to them, so I just wanted to uh, inform and let folks know that the national higher education associations of student affairs professionals are continuing to dedicate time and energy to ensure we're providing an atmosphere where veterans can feel they are connected to the campus as a whole and engage in the service to their postsecondary institution.
>> Thank you, that's very valuable information for everybody.  I'm glad to see that happening.  Besides the veterans with disabilities initiative, we also have a students with disabilities initiative.  So we work closely on some of the college campuses as well that have um, student disability groups and while we are recruiting for veterans with disabilities to work on some of the homes, and people who are not veterans to work on some of the homes, we're also working with students because we do find that um, again, students, veterans, volunteers, I don't care what you put ahead of it, if you're a person with a disability, especially, if it's a physical disability, um, very often people think only what you can't do and not of what you can do.  So they bypass.  Um, and we want to give everybody the opportunity to engage in the community so that they feel a part of the community.  So um, I'm glad to see that's happening on the college campuses as well.  

Any other questions?  How are we doing on time, Elesheva? 
>> Okay, um... we have about 10 more minutes.  But does anybody else have questions?  Anyone else?  You can raise your hand, type it, otherwise, I'd like to wrap it up.
>> Okay, I would just like to say one last thing, while everybody's thinking about if they have a last question.  That is that if you need assistance in your area um, about including volunteers with disabilities, and you want some specific um, guidance, um, we're happy to do that.  Our contact information is up on the screen right now.  You can call Jen, you can call me.  E‑mail us.  And we'll do what we can to assist you in finding how you can incorporate volunteers of all types, um, with disabilities in your organization.  And we also do have a DVD that's available that may actually um, help.  I'm talking to Karen right now, help pitch the opportunity to veterans organizations.  Feel free to use our video.  We'll be glad to send you one if you don't have one.  It's 11 minutes long.  It's fantastic.  It really shows what somebody can do on a build site.  It explains what the opportunities are and what the value is.  

You already ordered this?  You ordered a bushel from Jen?  I don't think we have a bushel, but if you need anything, let us know.  That's one of the things we do because of our grant as well.  We want to support everybody here in the inclusion with people with disabilities.  Thank you.
>> Thank you, very much, Judi for your time.  Also, thank you for incorporating all this as well.  Before you take off, I would like you guys to fill out the evaluation so we can continue to improve the next upcoming webinar, but also let you know that on July 29th, we have an webinar on Inclusive Intergenerational Mentoring.  And Aug TBA U.S. veterans serving as mentors and Sept TBA experiences of program staff supervising... ‑‑ please fill out the evaluation.  

I want to add a couple comments people have.  One other question for Judi before you take off.  How do we order the video that was mentioned? 
>> All you have to do to order the video, and Jen you can type the response in so people have it on the transcript is just contact us as Ability Awareness.  You can contact JBeekman@abilityawareness.org and she will be glad to send you a video.
>> Fantastic and again, thank you Judi and Jennifer.  Thank you everybody.  Have a great day.  Thank you.
>> Thank you for having us, we really appreciate it.  Good‑bye everybody.
>> Bye‑bye.  [Meeting concluded].  
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